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Although or a casual glance this story would appear to be
mainline Trek, this is actually the third story set in the
universe astablished in Scomething Hidden.

Something Hiddern was based on the premise that Spock went
to the Uulcan Science Academy instead of Joining

Starfleet. During the course of the story, Spock, promoted
to Chief Scientist, was heading a survey which was
investigating the imminent breakup of a moon. The
scientific party was rescued from the moon by the
Enterprise, and when the ship’s Tellerite science officer
was killed, Spock toock aver the pesition. On the ship’s
eventual return to Vulcan with the rescusd scientists,
Spock managed to Join the ship as science officer.

In the second story in the series, Something Lost, a
navigational malfunction sent the ship into unknown space.
[t had been established in Something Missing that Kirk did
not whally trust the Jjudgement of his First afficer, a man
named Wood. When Wood was killed, Kirk appeointed Spock to
the position of first officer. This brought the series
almost into line with series Trek; the only difference
being in Spock’s hackground.

Usually an alternate universe story has obvious differences
from series Trek; this ore does not have chvious
differences. I have in mind a Fourth story For this
saries, but unless it praduces these diffsrences, it will
be written as ordinary series Trek.

However, cbvious alternate universe story or no, 1 hope
you enjoy Samething Missing.



SOMETHING MISSIRNG

Of neEcessity, a subspace letter was always kept short. With so
many essential businesses and administrative matters occupying the
time of the communications systems of the various planets in the
Federation, air time was sxpensive - prohibitively expensive For most
~ and even the comparatively wealthy could only afford to ssnd such a
letter at most gnce a year. Most people kept in touch with relatives
and friends on other planets by means of space letters - sometimes
written communications, more often taped, sent by means of whatever
spaceship happened to be travelling in the correct direction. These
letters frequently toogk a year or maore to reach their destinations,
and aoften several, sent over a periocd of some months, would arrive
together, having met up somewhere en route while waiting for a change
of ship to take them on towards their delivery point. Even
Starships, the =lite of Starfleet, were called upon to act as postal
carriers from time fto time.

Sometimas complaints were made to Council Members about the
lengthy delays suffered by letters and an enquiry was made, but the
Findings were always the same; because of the distances involved,
because of the paucity of personnel at some of the mors remote
colonigs and research hases, it was totally wunfeasihle to run a
regular mail service except betwesn member planets and some of the
longest sstablished, and therefore most heavily populated, coclaonies.
1t was regrettable that most colonists should receive their mail a
year and more after it was sent, bhut it was unrealistic to sxpect
bhetter service while s many of Starflest’s resources were tied up
with showing a strong front to both the Klingons and the Romulans.
Of course, if they preferred a fast mail service under Klingen

‘rule...

It was therefore a8 reason for considerable plsasure when, among
all the rest of the mail that caught up with the Enterprise ones day,
McCoy received a packet of three tapes from his daughtsr Joanna.

Each tape was dated on the ouwitside — standard procedure hecause
of the tendency for tapes to he delayed and then deliverad in
batches. Eagerly, he slotted the First one - dated some two years
previgusly — into the viewer. Joanna’'s face, alight with happiness,
shimmered into view.

"Hi, Dad. By the time youw get this, I’'1ll he a married woman.
Yes, [’'ve finally found 2 man I love, respect and trust; a man into
whose hands I know, without any doubt, 1 zan placa my Future
happiness. He's Jiri Revisec, a first gsneration colonist here on
Dorarnna; his parents came here direct from Earth as soon as the
axperimental phase was over and full settiement implementsad. He's a
doctor at the main hospital complex here, which of course is how I
met him, although he went to Earth to train. He’'s as dedicated as
you are, Dad, and I know you’ll like him when you eventually meet
him. I hope your ship is assigned into this quadrant real scon...”
The tape went on with general small talk for a few minutes, but most
of it washed aver McCoy’s head. Jo - married. He only hoped that
she wouwld not he as disillusioned in her marriage as her mother had
bheen. But no - she was a nurse and knew the score; she knew that her
Fiarmce - her husbhband - was totally dedicated to his work; she had,
after all, commented on how dedicatsed he was.

McCoy turned to the next tape.
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"Dad, I’'m pregnant!” She looked, if anything, esven happier.
"Jiri and I wanted children, but we didn’t dare hope that 1'd get
pregnant so soon. 1've been properly tested, of course, hecause
there Jis a 10% cccurrence of hirth abnermalities hers ~ something o
do with the different radiation from the sun — but I'm one of the
lucky 890%. I asked them not to tell me the sex of my haby, though

Jiri knows., It’s hard for him to keep it s secret from me,
especially since he can’t understand why I should want to wait until
it's born to find out, but he humours me bhecause he loves me..." She

went on with details of her life and hopes for the Future.

Well, McCoy wowldn’'t have to wait nine months to Find out, or
have to hide his knowledge for that period sither, fFor the tape was
dated eightezen months previously. The third tape was dated ssven
months later.

"Nad, uyou're a grandfather! You’'ve got & bsmasutiful little
grandson. We're calling him Legnard, after you." She looked a
little tired, and McCoy realised that she’d taped the letter within a
very short time of giving birth. Her face shimmered away and was
replaced by a man’s,

"Oc. McCoy, this is Jiri Revisec. Jo wanted to let youw know
immediately, although we realise you won’t get this tape for some
time, but I would only let her give gou the news, and pramised to
finish the letter for her. It was a difficult labour and she is
still exhausted; should she insist on having another child, it will
have to be born by Caesarian section - but you can be sure that I
will not permit her tp endanger herself. We wanted ssveral children,
but I would prefer toc have only one rather than risk her health and
safety. I love your dauvghter very much, Doctor, sven although my
woerk doss not permit me to devote the time to her that 1 would wish -~ -
but as a nurse harsslf, and a doctor’s daughter, she understands
that, has always wunderstood. It is my hope to keep her as happy as
she is at present, as happy as shes has made me.

"I realiss that yowur duty ties you at the moment, but I loogk
forward to meeting you one day. You have a home here any time you
care to claim it."

McCoy sat back as Revisec's face faded, sware of a confusad
mixtura of emotions. He was glad that his daughter was happy, had a
good husband; was as proud of his ysar-old grandsen as if he had
personally produced him, but he was also aware of a certain
depression that Len Juniecr would grow up not knowing him.

It wasn’t impossible, of course, that the Enterprise would one
day be sent to Dorannma - they were already in the general area - hut
the planet was in a region of Federation space where regular patrols
were wunnecessary. Doranna itself was visitad only by supply
freighters, because it was well away from both the Klingon and
Romulan boundaries. Thers was relatively unexplored space flanking
the area, but the handful of scoutships sent into it had Found
nothing but developing cultures, scome technically advanced encugh to
be experimenting with the beginnings of spaceflight, and which would
be contacted officially in the not-too-distant Future; some still in
the early stages of technologu; some existing in a stone age; and a
couple showing only the begirnnings of sapient 1ife. None aof the
planets discovered were advanced snough to bhe of any danger, howsver
remote, to a Federation plangt, even an undefended colany. Starfleet
could not waste its resources, already stretched fairly thin by its
two hostile neighbours, on a region that was considersd to be totally
safe,
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MeCoy poured himself a small brandy and raised the glass in the
general direction of Doranna...

"Glad to ses you, Jim."

Commodore Ericcson, Commander of Starbase B, handed Kirk an

unofficial but mot gquite illegal drink, before he continued. "I know
you've got an assigned break here -~ three weeks, all crewmembers to
get two weeks R & R, and the ship to get a general agverhaul... but

frankly, I have a problem on my hands and you might just be able to
halp me out."”

"Well, I'm dus you a favour, " Kirk commentsd as he savaoured the

brandy. "Hmmm - this is a good brand - I don’t think I recognise
it..." He lookesd gqueryingly at Ericcson.

The Base Commander grimmed. YNo, and you’re not likely to
gither. It’s a special brand that the Saurians keep for themsslves.

I don’t say nane of it is ever sold off-planst, but not much is. A
lot of planets export their best products, and the natives have to
make do with second best - but not the Saurians. They keep their
best brandy For home consumption. I first tasted it several years
ago - you remember the trouble we had with Orion raiders befaore we
convinced them that we were stronger than they were and fully
intsnded to protect our colonies and member planets? [ was sscond in
command of the Hood at the time, and she was assigned to protect the
area around Saurius. A pirate sngaked in cone time, grabbed a couple
of dozen prisoners, and ran for it. We caught up with-it, of course
- the Orion raiders could only manage warp six in those days — and
rescued the Saurians. 0One of them was the son of one of the richest
men on the planet, and he gave us esnough of that vintagse to let

gverynone on board have a measure, I've dreamed about it ever
since... Well, when I got my promotion to here, 1 had a word with a
trader who owed me, and he managed to get me a couple of bottles. 1

keep it For thes Friends that I know will appreciate it."

"Well, Sven, if you could get a bottle for me, I°d really be due
you a favour — half a dozen, in fact."” Xirk was aonly half Joking.

"1'11 see what I can do,"” Ericcson replised lightly.

Kirk took another appreciaztive sip. "aAhhh... Well, Sven - what
can I do for yaou™"

Ericcsan frownad slightly., "It’s not For me, exactly, ' hs
replied. "It’s orne of the colonies on the edge of explored space.

Been settled for a good thirty years now; a nucleus of ariginal
settlers, a good few who have moved in since it was proved, plenty of
young adults who were born there and, this last five to ten years, a
good crop of second generation births. Ideal planet - fertile,
several native plants that crop well and provide both a staple in the
food supply and a growing export crop, one plant that provides an
gxcellent substitute for gquinine - which is still the indicated
medication for certain fevers — and an animal that was so easily
domesticated that the colonists still can’t believe their luck, and
which provides a fine wool that is in such high demand that it’s a
luxury item, sven on its planet of origin - rivalling - no, even mare
in demand than the Finest silk ever was. Mouflette wool alone has
made the colony self-supporting — the cther things just add a bit of
cream to thes jam."
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"Self-supporting after only thirty years? That's pretty good
going. Angthing less than fifty is usually considered better than
average, isn’t itT™"

Ericcson nodded. "Soms of the mining colaonies have a higher
annual income, but even the richest of them cost so much to establish
that they take years to pay back the loans they needed to get
started. An agricultural planset, on the other hand, starts off owing
very little, so they’'re profitable faster. Oh, there are still a feuw
things that Doranma must import,” he admitted, "as well as some
luxury items they import from choice. But they can afford to. Their
income from the wool and from gquinare more than balances the hooks,
even without the other crops they export.”

"So what’'s gone wrong?" Kirk asked,

"This last Few months they’ve had a number of unexplained
disappearances. No -~ more than unexplained -~ totally baffling, even
impossible, disappearances.”

"DisappearancaesT" Kirk frowned. “But the planet would be
thoroughly surveyed, checked out for potentially dangeronus life forms
before it was cleared For colonisation — sven exploratory parties
shouldn’t run into anything tog hard to handle even in the first
years, let alone after thirty."

Ericecson grunted. "It'’s not as easy as that, Jim. The
disappearances haven't heen exploratory parties; they’ve all been
children.®

"Children?®

Ericcson nodded. "Children. Mostly toddlers, but a couple of
habies have vanished too. Now some of the toddlers might just have
wandered off, got lost in the scrub surrcunding the settlements, but
not all of them and cartainly not the bhabies. They must have been
taken, but nobody knows just bow. ..

Kirk’s frown despensed. "Infanticide? 0Orne of the colonists gone
insane but still managing to hide it7?"

"I'd like to think that," Ericposon said gloomily. "Ng, I mesan
it; it would give the planetary authorities somewhere positive to
start. As it is, they’'re screaming Ffor help - at a complete loss.*”

"But why? How can you be so certain that - ¢

Ericcson gave a hopeless shrug. "1 know. There have been a lot
of theories over the centuries, but noboduy’s quite sure what causes
inganity. Houwever, it’s a rare beast in a new colony. Everyone is
too busy building - a home, a joh, success for the colony... Thers
may be pressure, but it’s not thes saort that causes even nervous

breakdowns, All potential colonists are well-screened hefors they
" leave their hams planets, tog. Any whiff of a nervous discrder for
three generations back and they can kiss goodbye to their chances of
getting off-world. They’'re out of the colonisation programme -
0-U-T, out, faster’n they can be shoved out the door. Jim, the
colonists on Doranna - on any colony like Doranna -~ are so
wall-balanced that they’re... they’'re abnormal!™

Kirk grunted, accepting Ericcsan’s assessment. "And wild
animals couldn’'t get babiess.”
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"Thers aren’t any big carnivorss on Ooranna anygway. "

"None at all?"

Xirk was slightly sceptical.

It didn’t seEem

possible to him that any planet could exist without some large life

forms,

"Oh, possibly in the sea, but
carry away a Human baby, anyway.

whatever caused giganticism on a lot of other plansts.
carnivore discovered comes in about the size of a fox;

none on land - none big snough to

Ooranna seems to have missed out on

The biggest
the biggest

herbivores is about the height of an undersized Shetland pony and is

lighter built.

The mouflette may look like a shesp,
That's on the continent we settled.
and a lot of islands of varying sizes -

positively huge.
one — there ars only two,

That’'s partly why mouflette wool is so expensive.

but it’d make a guinea-pig look
On the other

there are some ape-like creatures between three and four foot tall.
Those apes are the only other creatures of importance on Horanna.

The initial survey indicated an early level of intelligence and a
minimal culture - say about the level anthropologists reckon for homo

habilis or homo erectus — which is

why we left that continent alone.

I1t’1]l take a million years before they’'re intelligent enough ta have

a civilisation as opposed toc a culture.
though they will take carrion,

predominantly vegetarian,

They seem to be
and there’s

no sign anyway that they're cannibalistic even if they lived on the

continent we sesttled.®

"Which you’re sure they don’t.,

Which the survey team was sure they didn’t.

1

They don’t have

boats, their culture isn’t that sophisticated yet, but even if they
did they’rs thousands of uyears away from coping with the sort of
long-distance voyage that getting to the other continent would

entail.
two."

Kirk grunted.

"They'’'re desperate for it.

There’s a couple of thousand miles of sea separating the

"ard the planetary avthorities want help.®

Jim = I could put a crew aboard the

Enterprise to carry out the overhaul -~ they could do it as easily in

orbit around ONoranna as here.
Dorannma hasn’'t the fFacilities that

"But a Starship has sguipment
relatively esasy?T Sven,

long is it since those kids vanished?
as soon as they called Ffor help?™

Starship right awauy,

"1 didn’t have one, Yours is

I know your crew is dus leave,

I den’'t want to sound pessimistic,

and

we have.,., but..."

that would make a ssarch

but how
Why didn’t you send in a

the First ship to come here this

year that hasn’'t been on a basic pick-up-stores-then-head-off-again -

urgently — visit. How long?

most recent - I got the report yesterday.

ago. "

"and another two days till we
know the odds on any of those kids

"Poor. I knaow. But if thers
disappearance rate averages out at

"As high as that?" Kirk asked,
talking aboukt — oh, ten to a dozen,

The fFirst ones,

Five to six months, the
That makes it three days

could get there. Sven, do you
being alive?™
was another one? The

about two & wesk ~ "

startled. "I thought you uwers
spread over the time. Which

would be bad enough, but not as bad as that."
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"1If you uwere ¢hHers when the next one went missing, you could
search right away. The authorities reckon that all they need is to
Find gne, just one, preferably old encugh to esxplain why he wandered
of £, how he wandered off, to work out what has been happening."

"What about the parents?" Kirk asked. "What have they been
doing™"

Ericcson answered obliquely. "Kids on Doranna have had a pretty
easy—-going life style up till now. School, of course, and chores to
do around the house, but evenings and weekends, plenty of countryside
to play in, to sxplore... They worked the system of teaching the
older kids responsibility by leaving them to watch over the younger
ones, and until six months ago it woréed - same as it worked over a
ot of Earth centuries ago, sams as it still works in rural areas,
And as well as teaching the clder kids responsibility, it left the
parents free to get on with their work., Since the second kid
vanished, though, the parsnts have aluays tried to make sure that
there was always an adult around.”

"The second one? Why wait till then?"
"The First could have heen an accident.”
"How comeT®

Ericeson was silent for a moment, then - "Thers are several
sattlements on Doramna. The kids at the largest ons had been out in
the woods, playing hide and seek. At First, when nobody could find
goung Davie, they just thought that he’'d Found a really good hiding
place, unuswal though that seemed for a four-ysar-old - apparently
the older kids usually pretend they can’t see the uounger ones at
First, to keep them interested, stop them from becaming disheartened
by being caught too easily. Then there’s a couple of years when
they're about eight or nins whan they’'re caught as they’'re found or
catch as they see, then they’re old enough to join the ‘conspiracy’ -
Just as soon as their parents think they’'re old enough to be given
Full charge of their younger brothers or sisters. But I'm getting
of f the point. Eventually, after everyons 2lse had sither heen
caught or had got ‘home’, they tired of looking for him and called to
him, telling him that he’d won and to came out. When he didn’t, the
cldest girl told half a dozen of the oldest to keep logking while she
took the other yocung ones home and reported what had happened.

"There were a dozen men, mostly with dogs, including the bou’s
father with a mutt that was devoted to the child, searching within an
hour of his disappearance. Nothing - not a trace."

Kirk looked thoughtful, his mind going back to childhood days,
to memories of playing in the woods near one of the many homes he had
known befocre his father died and his mother returned to her own
childhood haunts, taking her sons to a flat, featureless Farming area
that both had hated, but where the family Ffarm provided them with a
nomez. Their matermnal grandfather had bsen more than pleased to see
his only daughter return to roost and on his death two years later
she had inherited the placge, the only one of his children to cars For
the land as he did, even although she had left it For several years
to accompany her husband in his wandering throughout the gslaxy. The
maney that Kirk senior had left ~ a reasonable amount, fFor he had
been the sole heir of his parents, and he had never been spendthrift
= his widew had kept in trust For her sons; knowing, even in the
First days of her bereavement, that neither would ever settle to lifs
on Earth. Sam's shars had partly gone to pay for his training as =2
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research biologist, but Kirk’s half of his father’s estate was still
intact; his choice of career had seen to that. Sometimes Kirk
wondered what would happen to the farm when his mother died; perhaps
one of Sam’s three sons would be interested in inheriting it.

Pulling his mind back from his memories, Kirk asked, "Could the
kid have fallen intoc a swamp?"”

"They thought of that," Ericecson replied. "There was no swampy
ground nearby - and then, of course, while they were still trying to
work ocut what had happened, the second child went missing - Just four
days later.”

"What happened that time?"
"Colinda Walsh - age thres. Same settlement." Kirk noticed

that once again Ericcson knew the name without referring to any
report, and realised that the station commander had been going over

and over the reports since they started coming in. “"Her house has a
hig garden - " Kirk noticed the use of the present tense, as if
Ericcson was refusing to admit that the child might be dead - "and

after Pete Davie disappeared, her mother wouldn’t let her go out with
the other kids. They were welcome to play in the garden, but Colinda
was not to go out of it. Mrs. Walsh is an incomer to lDoranna,
brought up herself in a tradition of 'it’'s the parents’ - for that
read mother’s - ‘duty to care for and bring up her own children’,
Authority might be passed to grandmother, bhut to nobody else. She
belongs to a religion that decrees that a woman’s place is the
kitchen, and that she has no right pretending to be able to do
anything other than run a house - no right even pretending that a
waman has brains at all, come to that. Her hushand has given up
trying to persuade her to change her attitude, and to be honest I
think that her subservience to him has tickled his vanity sven though
he would hotly deny it, but he had insisted, up till then, that
Colinda be given the freedom that her mother never had.

"Anyway, when this happen=d and Mrs. Walsh - well, ‘put her foot
down' is probably too strong a description, but insisted that she
didn’t want her daughter running into possible danger and wanted her
to stay in the garden where it was known to be safe, her father,
probably somewhat worried too in Face of the mystery of what had
happened, agreed. Possibly he was glad that his wife was prepared to
handle the extra work having her daughter underfoot would entail.

"The day Colinda vanished, the other kids had gone off to watch
the regular supply ship arrive - it’s an old one, one of the design
that can actually land on a planet, and Colinda was guite upset at
not being allowed to go too, but her mother was adamant.

"Mrs. Walsh had twistad an ankle the day befor=s, and had orders
to rest it, so she sat ocutside the door watching Colinda playing.”
He gave a helpless gesture. "The child was playing with a ball,
bouncing it off the wall and catching it - well, trying to catch it;
she was too young for her co-ordination to have developed properly.
She missed a catch, the hall bounced away and rolled into a
shrubbery. Colinda went after it. When she didn’'t coms back out
right away, her mother assumed that she was having difficulty finding
it, but when a minute had passed, Mrs. Walsh called to her, and thers
was ng answer. She’d gone too."

Kirk’s frown deepensd. "How thick a shrubbery?"

"Thick enough for Mrs. Walsh to lose sight of the child, but
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ppen enough for angone, sven an adult, to walk through it, between
the bushes, without any difficulty.”

"No indication that the child could have been transported away?"
“"That was considered as a8 possiblility, and dismissed. Later
events did seem to prove otherwise, too. And after all, who would

want to bsam away such young children?"

"1 wouldn’t put it past the Klingons., Catch Terran children
yaung enough, train ‘em their way, and send them back, young adults,

as spies... Simpler, though longer—-term, than trying to ssnd in
surgically altered Klingons." Kirk was silent for a momant, then
went on. "what about the others?"

"Well, after Colinda, thers was a minor panic. Parents, even
the parents of the older kids, the ones just on the point of leaving
school, who would normally have been given a great deal of
respansibility, decided that they preferred not te let their children
out of their sight.

"I+ didn’t make any difference. The third one was also the
oldest who actually vanished - a Five-year-old. He’'d bheen told to
wait at schoocl till his mother came for him, but she was delayed. He
was an independent child who’d been used to going home on his own,
along with two slightly older boys who lived fairly near, and he
rather resented being returned, as he put it, ‘to babyhood’, so he
started off home with them as usual. Emil was last seen by the two
of them where their roads separated, beginming to run down his road
before they went on themselves., His mother just missed bhim at school
and returned home, but he wasn’t there. Either he never arrived
home, or he did but left again with his schoolbag, before she
arrived.

"As yau might guess, that really did it. No matter what
happens, there are always those who are half inclined to shrug and
say ‘It won’t happen again’; even those ones startad to worry at that
point. Supervision of the kids doubled avernight.

"The next disappesarance was in one of the other settlesments.
The parents there had been told about the disappearances, of course,
and were watching their kids, but not guite as hard - they were being
careful hut they weren’t scared - then. Not until four kids vanished
~ together. Their mothers had had a haby-sitting rota worked ocut,
but they’d all been letting the kids play in the gardens while they
got on with the housswork, got the dinner ready, that sort of thing.
The mother in charge that day was in the kitchen, glancing out of the
open window svery few minutes, but able to hear the kids yelling to
gach other. There was a sudden silence, and she looked out - and
they’d gone. She was ex-Starfleet, and would have recognised a
transporter hum if she’d heard it. She was insistent that there uas
no noise; one instant the kids were yelling, the next there was total
silence.

"That put the cat among the pigeons in all the sesttlements. The
parents started keeping the kids in under their feet... Two days
later the First baby vanished - from a bedroom with a dog in it. The
dog started to bark, and when Mrs. N’'Goma went to check, the cot was
empty. Thz window was still closed and latched.

" wesk later, two kiddies, twins, went missing from a third
settlement. Again, all possible precautions had been observed; the
parents had them in a sort of ‘playpen’ in the garden that their
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Father had Fenced off so that they could play out of doors. It was
even roofed over with wire mesh, and entered from the house by means
of a french window, and their mother was in the room it opened out
of . She saw naothing; again, she became aware of silence, and looked
out to Find tham gone.

“That’'s been the tale since, Jim -~ kids wvanishing when you’'d
have said it was physically impossible., All the settlements have had
losses now — the last was three days ago, as [ said. One of the
doctors had heen called to a difficult labour, and took his wife, a
trained nurse, to assist. They took their son, who was about a year
old, and put him in the next door bedroom with the older child of the
house, a girl aged two - and both children vanished.

"The Dorannans are desperate, Jim. There has to bs an
gxplanation, but they're at a complete loss to Find one.®

Kirk scowled. "My crew needs a rest, Bod knows,.. but I’'m sure
they’d all voluntger to search if ! asked them. So I won’t bother
asking first. Yes, we’ll go, Sven.,®

"And that’s the situation,” XKirk finished, looking round the
circle of his senior officers,

"But who would want to kidnap such ycung children™" Some2one was
bound to ask the aobvious question. This time it was Chekov, his
voice a mixture of anger and curiosity.

As Kirk repeated his Klingon theory he became awars that McCoy
was looking more and more strained. "Bones?" he asked.

Instantly, everyone swung round to lock towards the surgeon. He
was clearly on the point of bre=aking down.

"Bones, what's wrong?"

McCoy made an chvious attempt to pull himself together. "My
daughter lives on Doranna. B3She’s married to a doctor... and they
have a son who’ll be about a year old now." Despits his hest

efforts, his voice shook.

"It might not be your grandson, " Kirk said slowly, aware sven as
he spoke of the futility of offering false hope.

"Jim, Doranna’s not all that heavily inhabited yet." Mcloy’'s
flat comment said clearly that he too receognised Kirk’'s words for the
meaningless attempt to delay facing the truth that thay wesrs., "I
don't see who else it could be. 0Oh, God, Jo must be of Ff her head
with worry!t "

Xirk reached a sympathetic hand to Mcloy’s shoulder. YWe’ll he
there in two days, Bones, and you can get time off to stay with your
daughter, of course." He looked round the others. "I’'11 he beaming
down as scon as we arrive to consult with Bovernor Laski. Spock,
1’11l leave you to take charge of the initial scan. Look for readings
in the reough ground around the settlements.

"Yes, Captain,”

"Spock..." Xirk glanced towards McCoy. "You’'re prohably
looking for bhodies,..®
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MeCoy paled slightly more, if that were possible, but he showed
no further reaction. Spock, too, was looking towards McCoy, a touch
of concern just discernable in his syes as he repeated, "Yes, sir."

"Mt the same time, keep a watch on the settlements as Far as
possible - Ooranna’s settlements are all pn the same continent.
There’s a species of apsman on the other one, sc it’s heen left

alone., It should be relatively easy to cover them all.
Specifically, watch out for any movement outside the settled areas...
and that includes farmers seeing to their crops and stock. [ want to

know if a mouse as much as blinks!®
"0f course, " Spock replied evenly.
Kirk looked round again. "Does anyone have any suggestions?!

Thers was an uneasy silence. Kirk suspected that some of his
officers might indeed have suspicions of one sort of another, but
that none of them was sure enough of his theory to voice it. At
least none of them was gquestioning his decision to go to Doranna -
though he would have been most surprised if any of them had. Now
that Commander Wood was dead there was nobody in the crew who was
likely to make petty objections tg an extra, unscheduled mission like
this, even though it did mean the loss of a much-nesded shore leave.

"Dismissed."

fAs usual, Spock delayed until the others had left. It still
gave Kirk a warm feeling of... ues, satisfaction... that the Uulcan
should do this; he suspected it always would. UWood, Spock’s deceased
predecessor as First OFfficer, had never thought to offer his Captain
this sort of support. It was quietly unobtrusive; if there was a
problem, it gave Kirk the cpportunity to .comment on it; if there was
no problem, it offered the Captain the opportunity of a few moments
of quiet, undemanding relaxation in the middle of a busy day. Only
someone on wham the strain of command pressed unrelentingly day after
day could appreciate how helpful such a break could be; =sven more
restful, in some ways, that his off-duty hours, many of which were
Filled with the demands of paperwork - a chore which seemed endless,
repetitive and frequently unnecessary. He sometimes promised himself
that if he should ever be promcted to the dizzy heights of Starfleet
Command he would try to do something to ease the strain of the
repetitive paperwork. ..

This time, it was obvious that Spock had something on his mind.
“Captain, do you really think the Klingons are responsibls?"

The Human sighed. "It Fits," he said gloomily., "I gan’t think
of any way to leave a locked room - or even an unlocked one with
somecne outside it - unseen, except by transporter... and I can’t

think of anyone except an enemy who would want to steal children.
Orion slavers come toc mind too, except for the age of the children -
it’'s older folk the Orions usually go for, captives old encugh toc be
sold as workers, not infants; I would expect them to go for the ten
to fifteen age group if they were kidnapping children; even as ald as
the early twenties if they simply wanted men fFor sale as labourers. "

Spock nodded. “"Neither can [ see the Orions daring to raid a
Federation planet, even a coclony as far from the centre of government
as this one is. Surely they know from experience that retribution
would be swift - and painful.”
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"Provided their crimes were proved, " Kirk fFinishsd. "It's a
pity that Doranna hasn’t bothered with better facilities; as things
stand, the Horannans depend on visiting ships contacting them to
announce their presence. [t does make the possibility of a
kidnapping vessel rather higher than it would be aon most other
planets. Which could also explain why so many children were taken
From the one colony, " he added thoughtfully. He sighed. "It's a feuw
years since the Orions were last knockad down to size; some of the
young ongs, the ones too young to remember their last clash with the
Federation, could well be getting restless and wanting to show their
mettle. You can’t change a planet’s culture overnight, Spock,
especially when you’ve no diplomatic contact, lst along the
ppportunity to let them see another system in operation.®

"Nor when that planet has a natural slave race living on it,"
Spock said wryly.

Kirk thought of the green Orion slaves, and nodded. A species
distantly related to the domirmant race, they had only rudimentary
intelligence and would have died out long since had they not besn
domesticated, rather as dogs or harses had bheen. The Females were
remarkably beautiful and highly sexed, probably as a result of
careful breeding, but were not cross-fertile with their masters. Tha
males were handsome, strong and willing worksrs,

"Though it always has seesmed strange," Kirk commented, "that
with a whole race of slaves cn—planet, the Orions should take the
risk, run the dangers, of stealing slaves from other plangts., It’s
not as if there’s a general market for slaves."

"In the Federation," Spock Finished.

Kirk looksd at him. "Are2 you suggesting that the Orions could
have been selling their victims to the Kilingons?H

"How much do we really know akowt the customs on mast Klingon
worlds? The Klingons might even have employed the Orions to kidnap
these children - taking advantage of the wish of the young Urion
males to prove themselves." He hesitated, then went on, "However,
Jim, to kidnap children one or two at a time over several months, a
vessel would have to remain in orbit. Whatever one might think of
the habits and morals of both the Klingons and the Oriaons, they are
not stupid; and for a kidnapping vessel to remsin long in arbit over
a victim planet, even one as apparently unprotected as this, would be
stupidity.”

Kirk sighed. "I know." He passed a tirsd hand over his Face.
"I've been telling myself that -~ but offhand, [ simply can’t think of
angthing else to account Ffor the disappearances."

"There is absolutely no chance of a mative animal bsing
responsible™

"You checked the survey report, Spock. Ericoson was right. The
biggest carnivere is sizes with a fox, too small to consider anything
larger than a rabbit as possible food., There isn’t even a record of
it taking carrign. And anyway, how could a fox get into a locked
room whers a dog was on guard?”

"Unlikely, I admit. Yet there must he a logical reason for the
disappearances."”

"Can yow think of cne?’
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Spock frowned slightly. "When I was at the Vulcan Science
Academy..." he hegan, then, uncharacteristically, he hesitated.
"Bo on, " Xirk encouraged, once hg was sures that the Vulcan, for

once, had spoken without thinking first and was fFeeling diffident
about continuing.

"It was purely theoretical," Spock protested. "A theory without
a scrap of logical proof. The surprising thing was that any
scientist, even one as inexperienced as - No, I will not name him.

He was ridiculed enough at the time for being so foolish as to
Formulate a theory then look for proof of it. He had nothing except
several old legends from various worlds on which to base his
suggestion." He Fell silent again, his thoughts obviously eslsesuwhere.

“You wouldn’t be referring to yourself, by any chance?" Kirk
asked gently, and knew instantly, from the expression in his friend’s
eyes, that he was right.

"It was foolishness," Spock repeated, clearly regretting that he
had even mentiormed it. "It could have destroyed my carser.”

"But it didn’t - Chief Scientist," Kirk said softly. "Perhaps
the ridicule was not because of the theory itself, but only because
you couldn’t prove it."

*1 had not thought of that," Spock said.
Kirk loaoked at him expectantly. "Well, come on - givel "

The Uulcan hesitated for a moment longer, then began, at first
diffidently then with increasing confidence as he sensed Kirk’s
genuine interest.

"Many worlds have stories of unexplained disappearances. Your
own Earth has the region called the ‘Bermuda Triangle’, where there
are many tales of both ships and aircraft disappearing without
trace. Books uwere written, bath in support of something mysteriocus
happening ~ there were sven claims that the Bermuda Triangle was only
one of several such regions on Earth - and also in opposition,
claiming that in fact there was nothing mysterious in the region, and
that there were no more disappearances in that area than in any other
region aof the sea. On Vulcan, too - nobody knows what happened to
the people who lived in the VUretthon Valley. They were a pastoral
people who are credited with First domesticating the thoral and the
an’chak. The Uretthon Ualley was difficult of access; easily
defended; although peace-loving in an gra when the Warrior cult
flourished, the Uretthon were not foolish gnough to neglect posting
guards at the passes through the mountains., They traded with other
tribes who wanted an’chak wool and tamed thoral fFor their chiefs to
ride, and were probably the most wealthy of all Vulcan tribes. Then
one day - a party travelling to trade with them found the valley
deserted. The thoral herds, the an’chak flocks, were still grazing
peacefully, but the pecple had all gone. There weren’t even bodies.
No other tribe smerged as suddenly wealthy, thus betraying themsslves
as having overcome the Uretthon... There was simply no explanation
for the way they vanished. There wasn’t even a strange race suddenly
appearing elsewhere at around the same time — and if they had decided
to migrate, why did they not take the theoral and the an’chak, thea
source of their wealth? There are similar stories From Andor,
Teller, Catulla...™

"Spn you began to look for a common answsr?!
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"Yes. The answer I reached was... possibly wnorthodox, but when
you have eliminated the impessible, whatever remains, howeaver
improbable,,."

"Sharlock Holmes." Kirk identified the quotation gasily. "And
real life sclutions can easily be more bizarre than anything one
could imagine. Truth is stranger than Fiction - angone in Starfleet
knows that. We’ve seen things that would be laughsd at as totally
ludicrous if they appearsd in a book or a movie. What conclusion did
you come to?"

"The possibility of a parallel universe or another dimension
co-existing with this one, normally divided by a barrier, with
disappearances happening if the barrier was breached, the victims...
sliding... into the other universe or dimension. 0Of course, the
weakness of the theory was that there should have been mysterious
appearances as well, pecple slipping through to here from there. I
was unable to provide these."

“1’m not sure there haven’t heen, " Kirk said slowly. "Saomsthing
I remember reading, once... something about two green-skinngd
children suddenly appearing - oh, centuries agoc." He pushed the
errant lock of hair back from his forehead. "The trouble is, as you
sald, finding proof of such a theory... and in this case, there’s an
additional drawback.*®

"The youth of the victims.®

"Yes. Given a doogrway into another dimsnsion, I°d expect
everyone in a given area to vanish - not just children younger than

Five." He sighed again. *"In any situation, the simplest solution is
the one to be preferred.,.”

"Only in this case - there is no ‘simplest solution’,® Spock
fFinished.

Laski welcomed Kirk with cpen arms.

The Governor of Doranna was a man of indeterminate age; although
his hair was grey, Kirk decided that it was prematurely so and that
he was probably around forty. He locked tired and strained, and
there was a slight air of worried waiting in his attitude. A quick
mental calculation gave Kirk a possible reason; if as Ericcson said
the disappearances had been averaging out at one a weak, it was about
time for another, and Laski must be even mors aware of that than Kirk
was - and Laski was not merely a visitor come to see if he could
help, but ultimately respansible for the members of the colony. It
was his people, his pegple’s children, who had been disappearing, and
Kirk could well sympathise; he knew what bis reaction would have besen
to the situation,

"Have there been any Further developments?" Xirk asked
anxlously.

Laski shook his head. "Ng more disappearances, but sveryocne is
terribly nervous," hes said.

"I'm not surprised. From what Sven Ericeson told me, thers
doesn’t appear to be any defence."

"None, ¥ Laski said gloomily.
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"Svan gave me a very Full report,” Kirk went on, “but I'd like
to hear it again from you. You might add something - some detail -
that he either forgot or didn’t know about. Meanwhile, my Sciences
Qfficer is organising a thorough sensor scan of the area around all
the settlements. IF anything happens and it’s not spotted on the
seEnsors, someone in the science department will be looking for a new
jOb n

Laski half smiled. "All they would see would be a reading
suddenly disappear, Captain,” he said wearily.

There was nathing in his tale that Ericcson had not already told
Kirk apart from & Few minor details. The dogs, for sxample, had bheen
unable to find any sort of trail; they had simply milled around,
apart from the one that had been in the room with the N'Goma infant
and the cne that had belonged to Pete Davie, the First child to
disappear. Both had reacted with wild barking and raised hackles
when they were taken to the areas where other children had
disappeared, but nobody bhad besn able to decide why.

"As iF they scented something?” Xirk asked.

Laski looked slightly doubtful. "What would there be to scent?"
he asked. "And if they did scent something, why didn’t the other
dogs react the same way? The children just vanished. There weren’t
any strangers around — everyone on Doranna knows everyone else,
anguway ., The uoungest kids might not krnow everyone, but the aglder
ones certainly de. Someone who didn’t belong to the settlements
would have been noticed. And besides, pecple here have to work - uwe
may be self-supporting, hut we still can’t take it fFor granted;
nobody has time to waste. The adults all have work to do, and they
get on with it. The time of day Pete Davie wvanished, the adults
would all be busy - were all busy, with plenty of witnesses to prove
it, too." He shook his head wearily. "That was the Ffirst thing we
did, believe me - checked to make sure everycne wszs accounted For.
Just in case someone had gone crazy."

"Sven said that was a practical impossibility."

"It is. But we checked it anyway. Everyone was accounted fFor, "
He looked at Kirk with the utter weariness of & man who has bhaen
finding life too much of a strain but has no idsa what to do to sase
things, and for the sake of morale cannot - dare not - let the p=ople
he works beside realise it. "Oh, God - what are we going to do?!
His shoulders slumped helplessly as he dropped his pretence of calm,
unworried efficiency, relaxing in the undemanding company aof the
fellow commander for whom no pretence of infallibility was needed.

Kirk looked sympathetically at him, understanding only too well
the hopelessness that he must be Feeling; the nagging sense of
responsibility that made him accept these disappearances as his
Fault, accept that there must be something that he could do, should
be able to do, to discover what had happened to the missing children.
it was a headache that all leaders knew; it cams with the jaob.

"There has to be an ansuwer,” he said, repeEating the meaningless
reassurance that for lLaski had become trite. He hesitated. Should
he mention the ‘other dimension’ theory that Spock had so reluctantly
shared with him? ¥§o, he decided; Spock had clearly hesn
uncomfortable with the memory of the ‘foolishress’® of his younger
days. It was a measure of his trust in Kirk that he had explained
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his initial comment; the Captain was gquite sure that anyons else
would have been palmed off with a casual, ‘It’s not important’, in
the unlikely event aof Spock’s having been careless enough to makes
that comment in the presence of anyone else., It was only with Kirk
that he totally relaxed the guard that he normally placed on his
tongue ~ he might half relax it in Mcloy’'s presence, hut never in
front of anyone else. It would be unfair to repeat to a third party
something that the Uulcan would certainly not want made commaon
knowledge fFor no better reason than to provide a ‘reason’® for a
mustery.

Instead, he turned the conversation slightly. "This is maybe a
silly question, Gaovernor, but has anything else been disappearing?"

Laski lookad at him, startled. "0Odd that you should mention it.
Some of the farmers have been reporting an unsxplainad drop in the
numbers of mouflette in their herds. Not that any of them can
possibly know exactly how many of the little beasts they have - yau
can’'t do a head count on a flock of identically-ceoloured guinea pigs;
even when they’'re gathered for shearing dozens manage to dodge the
dogs. Most of thess are picked up later, in ones and twos, but there
are always a Few that the farmer might keep on seeing, long-haired
and standing out among the cropped mass, but can never catch. This
last few months, though, several of the Farmers have been saying that
there seem to be Fewer beasts in the Fields. Soms might have escaped
- they may have been domesticated quite easily, but they go wild
again Just as easily. Some might have been taken by a tod or a big
hawk - there are always a few go that way each year. They’'re
relatively long-lived, and breed quite slowly — ona kit per year is
the narm - and the naturalists think that there must be some sort aof
natural check on the numbers that we haven’'t found yet, for although
a few are eatan, the mouflette doesn’t seem to be part of the staple
diet of any of the native hunting beasts. Tods and hawks don’t fForm
any sort of threat to the herds, yet even in the wild they’re in no
danger of over-running the land. But the farmers reckon there are
more missing than can be accounted for by natural causes. IF disease
had hit the herds, they’d expect to find the bodies.” He shrugged.
"It’11 reduce this year’s crop of wool slightly, but the books will
balance - less wool, higher prices. I'm not worried about that."

Kirk grunted. "Any correlation between the start of the
mouflette disappearances and tha children’s disappearances?"

Laski scowled. "The first of the mouflette disappearances was
commented on about a month after Pete Davie wsnt.®

"But they could have been going befors that?"

"Wall, yes. The herds were semi-neglected around that time -
folk were out searching for the youngsters, often when they really
should have been tending their fields. There could have heen
mouflette disappearing too, and nobody would notice because the herds
were being lsft to gst on with the job of turning grass into wool."

"And robody has seen the possibility of a link between the
children and the mauflette?"

"Captain, they may have begun to disappear at around the sams
time, but what link could there possibly he? Human children and
admittedly intelligent but tiny animals that are kept Ffor their
woogl®e”

"Intelligent?"
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"Intelligent encugh for some of them to be able to avoid, and
keep on avoiding, the annual shearing," Laski said drily,

Kirk grinned an acceptance of the comment, privately deciding
that this man had a sense of humour that matched Spock’s. "0.K, 1’11
concede the brains. I agree that there’s no cbviocus connection
betueen the herds and the children apart from the disappearances, but
I'm not so sure that we shauldn’t be looking For one. 1°ll have a
word with my science officer, get him to extend the range of our
scans, "

"What do you think you could be looking For, then?®

"God knows." Kirk, too, was willing to show his vulnerability
in the company of his Fellow commander, in spite of his sympathetic
wish to ease the Governor's tension. “It could be something as
simple — and I admit unlikely - as a cattle - I mean, a mouflette
rustler also stealing children to bhe hrought up as slaves working on
his hidden mouflette farm.”

Laski grinned tiredly. "Were you brought wup on a diet of old -
and bad - Westerns?"

"Well, I guess all kids brought up on Earth see their share of
those, thowugh 1 always preferred space opsra myself.” Kirk stood.
"1'11 pass this additional bit of information on to Mr. Spock, see
what he makes of it. He’'s a hard-headed Vulcan, so you can guarantes
he’'ll keep me from being carried away by any theories gleaned from
aold movies."”

On consideration, Kirk changed his mind about going straight
back to the Enterprise when he laft Governor Laski. He called the
ship and told Spock about the disappearance of the moufletts, then
went to the haspital.

There, he asked Ffor the doctor whose child had disappearsd.
There was a brief delay before a tall, thin-faced man in hospital
whites appeared.

"Captain Kirk?*
Looking at him, Kirk decided on a diresct approach. "Doctor.

I'm here at the request of Commodore Ericescon of Starbase 6, to see
if I can find anything to indicate where the missing childran

disappeared to. I understand that your child is cone of the ones
missing, I don’'t want to rub salt in the wound, so to speak, but so
Far I got one scrap of information from Governor Laskl that wasn’'t in
the report Ericcson gave me. I wondered if you could go over the

events leading up to your son’s disappearance for me, just in case
there’s something new that I don’t know - something that might give
me an extra clue.”

Revisec looked steadily at him for a moment. "Captain, I trust
you are nct intending to ask my wife the same guestion?"

Kirk shook his head. "If I want to know anything more from your
wife, Doctor, [’ll get her father to ask her."

"Her Father? Dr. Mcloy?"

"My Chief Medical Dffigcer. 1 imagine he's with her now. He
beamed down the sams time as I did.”
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“It’ll do her good to see him. She’'s very depressed."
"I can imagine, " Kirk said sympathetically.
ﬁﬂre you planning on seseing any of the other parents?

"Possibly. I'm willing to take advice on which parents would
react adversely to being guestioned again. I came tc you because as
far as I can make out, you’re pretty well the only Father who has
been around when a child disappeared; it’'s mastly the mothers who’ve
been nearby, and I realise that thay’'re more likely to be upset hy
being asked about it again. Yet going over and over what happened is
the only way to get all the fFacts. First time round you get the main
details; with repetition, sometimes you get extra little clues. What

I have are the main Facts. I need more.*

Revisec nodded. "1 understand.” He rubbed his hands over his
Face, massaging his forehead with his fingers; the gesture of a man
tired beyond the power of mere sleep to rest. "Shall we go to my

of fice? If we stay out here I could be called for at any time; in my
of fice, I can give instructions not to be intsrrupted unless it’'s a
real smergency.”

Once in his office, Revisec gave the nacessary order to his
secretary, then turned his attention back to Kirk.

"How much do you know about Len’s disappearance?! he asked.

"Assume I don’t know anything, " Kirk said. "Tell me as much as
you can remember — anything, anything at all, about what you thought,
how you felt -~ anything."

"Right." The doctor paused for a moment, gathering his
thoughts. "The ane thing this hospital lacks is a good obhstetrics
department - most of the women here prefer to have their children at
home. UWe tend to agree that it’'s a good idea; on the whole, women
are more relaxed in their own homes, and relaxation is impartant in
childbirth, HMost of the women have produced their children with no
trouble at all; thers are only a few who need more than minimal
help. Len - my son — is one of the few who were born in hospital.

"Mrs. Chang had difficulty with her First child, and we knew
that she would always have difficulty. We wanted her to come into
hospital for her second delivery, but she refused; her child was
going te be born at home, where the first thing he saw would be the
surrcundings that would be his, not the sterile environment of the
hospital. Ue tried to persuade her; Jo pointed out that Len had heen
born in hospital with ro ill effects; DUr. Aarons - the senior doctor
here - tried to point out that should we fFinally decide that she must
have surgical intervention, it could be terribly dangerous moving
her; but she absolutely refused to change her mind.

"Normally the hospital sends a nurse as midwife when we’re told
labour has begun; with Mrs. Chang, Jo and I both went. We couldn’t
get a babysitter - young Chang decided to start Fighting his way into
the world during the night, and we didn’'t want to disturh angone - so
we took Len with us.

"We put Len into the nursery with Rhona Chang. He was sleepy,
and settled down quickly; young Rhona didn't even waken. uWe left
both the nursery door and the door of Mrs. Chang’s rpom open so that
we would hear if the children woke ~ all the windows in the house
were closed, and the ocuter door — there’s only one - was Fastenad
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shut. Lee Chang stayed in the room with us - he was gquite worried.
Indeed, if he’d had his way, his wife would have been in hospital.
But she wouwldn’t listen even to him.

"As it happened, the baby arrived with less trouble than we'd
feared, but we were Fully cccupied with the birth for some hours. It
was abcut dawn before we were cleaned up and Jo went through to the
other room for Len — and the two children were gone.,"

"And uow’d heard nothing?"

"Not a thing."

"Did you check the room?"

"Yes, although there didn’t seem to be much point. The window
was still cleosed and clearly hadn't heen opened." He hesitated.
"The pnly odd thing..."

"Yeg?"

"An unusual smell - sort of damp earthy. It Faded very gquickly
- I noticed it when I went into the room; five minutes later, after
Lee and I had checked the rest of the house to see if there was
angwhere an intruder cowld have got in, it had fFaded -~ when I went
back into the room I couldn’t smell anything.”

"Did anyorne else notice it?"

"Nobody mentioned it, and I didn’t like to in case the Changs
Felt insulted - the inference would have been that their hcouse was
damp, at the very least.®

Kirk grunted. "Smell... Bovernor Laski said that a couple of
the dogs go crazy any time they’re taken to where s child has
disappeared - as if there was something they could scent that was
affecting them. But of course, dogs can’t tell us what’s bothering
them."

"None of the other parents has mentioned smelling anything."

"Most of the disappearances have been in daylight, haven’'t
they? UWhen many of the children have been playing ocutside."

"Well, yes - Len and Rhona are the only cnes that vanished
during the night."

"You said it was dawn. Maybe they had only Just vanished - with
daylight coming in., If the smell faded quickly... How gquickly were
the other children missed??

"Some of them, very quickly."

"How many of these were indoors?"

"Oh. Not many, come to think of it. The N'Goma baby was
one. ..

"Out of doors, would an esarthy smell be noticed? It would blend
with the natural scents of the countryside.®

"Yes, it would, wouldn't it." Revisec looked thoughtful .,
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"Indoors, a child could have been gone for half an hour before
bheing missed. I think we’'ll have to check with some of the other
parents, see if any of them Jid notice a smell they haven’t thought
te mention. Thank you, Doctor - I realise this can’t have been sasy
For you. Rest assured, we’'ll do severything possible to recover the
children... or at least fFind out what took them," he Finished
soherly, realising that Revisec was too intelligent to accept a glihb
assurance that all would be well.

"I'm sure you will, Captain." He glanced at the big clock on
the wall. "I go off duty in five minutes; would you care to
accompany me hame?"

Kirk hesitated. "I think it might be bettsr if I didn’t,
Doctor, thank ygou. You said yourself, your wife isn’t Feeling on top
of the world; having to be polite to a stranger might be good
therapy, but on the other hand, the last thing she must want right
now is to mest a stranger. I've given Bones - Dr. Mcloy - discration
to stay planetside for as long as we're here; [ hope that having him
around will be enough to chesr her up a little. He’'s a very
matter—-of-fact, down—-to-earth man; he should certainly manage to keep
her from brooding."

"I suspect that part of Jo’s depression was caused by wondering
how to tell her Father that Len had disappeared. Now that he knows,
I would hope that she can start thinking more positively again."

"I hope so too,” Kirk said sincerely.

He left the hospital with the doctor, watched as he walked
briskly down the street and then, as Revisec turned the corner cut of
sight, Kirk contacted the Entesrprise.

"Kirk hers. Ready to beam up.®

As soon as he rematerialised, he went in search of Spock.

The Science Officer was, as Kirk had suspected, bhent over a
sensor. The Captain paused for a moment watching him, appreciating
the dedication and unfaltering attention with which the VUulcan was
approaching his task - monotonous and so far unrewarding though it
was .

"Spock."
The Vulcan straightened, turning to Face the Human., "I regrst,
Captain, I have been unable to discover anything useful as yet.” To

Kirk’s ear, attuned as it was to the subtle nuances of his Friend’s
voice, Spock sounded slightly depressed.

"It’'’s emarly days yet. Have you done anything about checking up
on the numbers of mouflette?"

"Yes —~ that was sasily checked. The report appears to he
accurate; the mouflette are grazed in large fields bounded by
fine-meshed netting which extends some distance under the ground -
the mouflette is a shallow burrower. The farmers appear to keep some
five hundred of the creatures in =ach field. In some Fields thers
are only approximately twoc to three hundred. The conclusion is that
raughly half of the mouflette in these fFields have pither escaped,
been released, succumbed to some disease - though why only half of
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the occupants of the fField would be affected is a gquestion to which
there is no leogical answear - been attacked by a predator... or simply
vanished. There is no indication of a break in the fencing or
burrows under it, there are no carcasas either in the fields or
nearby, there is no sign of ‘wild’ mouflette anywhere nearby although
there are signs that some do live wild in the territory not yst
occupiaed by the colony - I would say the colonists have been most
efficient about catching the wild mouflette and domesticating them.

1 do not totally discount predator attack, even although you were
sssured that the mouflette are not extensively saten by wild
carnivaores, but it seems unlikely that this would account for the
number missing ~ and in addition, I would expect there to be some
indicaticn of inedible remains.”

"Which leaves us with ‘unexplained disappearance’ as the mast
prohable answer?"

"Yes, Captain.®

Kirk sighed. "Children... small woolly animals. UWhat
connection could there possihly be?"

Spaock shpok his head. "No obvious connection.”

"And you can add this to the equation - a damp, earthy smell,
Fading gquickly - at least to the point wha&re Human noses can’t
distinguish it. A possibhility that dogs can, howsver."

"A smell?Y

"I spoke to McCoy’'s son—in-law. He mentioned an sarthy smell,
Fading within Five minutes of its detection, in the room the children
disappeared from. Governor Laski said that two of the dogs reacted
with wild barking in the areas where any of the children vanished.
One of these dogs was in the room with one of the children at the
time of disappearance, and the cther was the pet of the First child
ta go missing, and was taken on the search as soon as the
disappearance was reported.”

"You think they are detecting, and recognising, a scent that to
them is significant?"

"I think it probable."
"Or. Revisegc did not recognise the smell??

Trust Spock to have discovered the name of Rones' son~in-law,
Kirk thought. "Nao."

"Manark sand-bats look like crystals when they ars at rast,
Such a creature might very well have an ‘esarthy’ smell,” Spock
offered,

"Trum. But if such a creature lived here, 1 would have expected
it to have made an appearance before now."

"Such a creature could have an extended larval stage during
which they could be indistinguishable from rock crystal," Spock
nffered.

"agreaed ~ but it still doesn’t explain how angthing managed to
get in to a totally sealed room and out again, taking with it the
occupant of that room." Xirk sighed again. "We’re talking round and
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round in circles, Spock. UWhatever we think of comes right back to
that one inescapable fact - some of those children were magicked out
of sealed rooms."

"We have not considered magic, Jim."

"l know that stage magicians do seem to make people disappear
and reappear elseswhere, Spock, but there’s a simple enough
explanation if ygou happen to study stage ‘magic’ - it’s illusion,
pure and simple.®

"1 realise that. But it is a documented Fact that some people -
and no one planet holds a maonopoly of them - can apparently cause
impossible things to ‘happen’ - with no trickery being involved.®

Kirk pushed his hair back from his forehead. "Spock? You?
Believing in something as illogical as magic?"

"When such ability has been demonstrated, it is illogical to
deny its existence."

"Spock, most of these ‘magic’® tricks are like the stags ones -
illusion. The ‘magician’ is a clever psychologist; a skilled con man
whose stock in trade is making people believe what he wants them to
believe... and I wouldn’'t have expected a Vulcan to be taken in by
it.” He looked at the Vulcan thoughtfully. "No - come to think of
it, it’s perfectly locgical that you would be. You’'re soc honest
yourselves that you expect everyone else to be. As a race, you're so
literal-minded at times that it hurts."

"I am aware that Uulcans do not have the penchant For statements
with double meanings that Humans so delight in," Spock agresed. “"and
we have nsver understood why anyone should claim something that is
not true. Therefore we believe that those people who claim to he
able to perform magic are indeed possessed of ESP ability of saome
sort, Is it so surprising? We possess certain ESP ability ourselves
- we are telepathic. It is therefore perfectly logical to us that
other races have aother abilities... including that which is termed
‘magic’. After all, to same races, telepathy is undoubhtedly
considered as ‘magic’."

Kirk locked at his friend, a towch of surprise in his
expression, It had simply never occurred to him that the logical
Uulecans could possibly consider magic logical —~ since most Humans,
known though they were as one of the Balaxy's most superstitious
races, nowadays considered magic as a totally impossible, totally
imaginary ability, the result aof gullibility, self-hypnosis or
possibly even of drugs. Yet now that he came to think about it, it
was logical that a race possessed of ons type of ESP ability should
consider ‘magic’ as another type of ESP ability.

Added to that, they had on occasion encountzred races that
possessed ESP ability and that ability ¢7¢ at times resemble magic.
He recalled the being who called himself Apollo ~ a member of a
long-lived race which had once visited Earth and been regarded as
gods because of the things they could deo. He and his crew had
escaped that time only because Apollo could not abide ridicule,

There were still times when Kirk felt slightly guilty at the way in
which he had manipulated the self-styled ‘god’, but it had been the
only way to save his ship; and in a sense he had released Apollc from
an almost intolerable situation, by forcing him to terminate his wait
for ‘Man to come out to the stars... and return to herding goats’® in
& pastoral existence that he had long outgrown. The other ‘gods’ had
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known that they had become radundant, and left, returning to wherever
they had come from; only Apcllo had remained, refusing to admit the
truth — the truth that Kirk had finally forced him to see.

Just where had Bpollo and the other "gods® come from, Kirk
sometimes wondered., They certainly appeared to have possessed the
ability to transport themselves through space without providing
themselves with an artificial environment, if the way Apollo had
finally disappearsd was any indication. Of course, it was always
possible that, congenital exhibitionist that he was, he had simply
chosen to vanish in that fashion, to reappear eslsewhere on the planet
and construct whatever kind of vessel he needed for his journey.

Yes, Apollo’s abilities could well be classed as ‘magic’, and
had probably been so regarded by the simple peasants of the ancient
culture of Greece - although the educated nobility had possibly been
more cynical; it was uswally, though not inevitably, the uneducated
masses who were the devout Followers of the ‘gods’, even when
education was the monopoly of the religious arders.

Kirk became aware that his First Officer was watching him,
respecting his abstraction but clearly puzzled by it. He smiled
slightly.

"You’re right, of course," he admitted ruefully. "Humans do
tend tc be very materialistic. It's very easy to pass off as
impossible or even totally imaginary something we don’t understand,
and to claim that only superstitious primitives who don’t understand
the mechanics of nature could possibly believe that somecne has
caused - oh, an earthquake, a gale, a drought ~ by means of magic.
But Humans don’t, for the most part, have any marked ESP ahility, and
stage ‘magic’ is always illusion, sleight of hand... soc educated
Humans automatically assume that any magic perfarmed by witch
doctars, in which the primitive tribes helieve implicitly, is also
illusion..." He sighed wearily. "Magic.., The anly difficulty
about that as a theory is, who or what is performing that magict"

Slowly, Spock nodded. "Yes," he admitted, his EXpPression
totally expressionless, his voice stiffly formal., "Sinee there is no
sapient race on Doranna... [ apologise, Captain; as with my earlier

theory at the Science Academy, I spoke hefore thinking. ™

"Hey, don’t get all upset on me!" Kirk exclaimed. "It's a First
Officer’s duty to make suggestions, to give his Captain the pertinent
facts, to offer help when the Captain is totally flabbergasted by an
impossible situation - even if the suggestions you make do seem at
first to be equally incredible. It's amazing how much an apparently
unlikely suggestion can get the old brain cells ticking over. Now
you’'ve Just swung my thinking right away from a standard path conto a
side track; I don’t know where it’'s going yet, but I intend to be
open-minded encugh to consider sverything I see on that track - and
that’s thanks to you." He grinned reassuringly at his friend., “Your
predecessor was very little help to me that way - his thinking was
ultra conservative." His expression changed ludicrously until it was
slightly rueful. "Silly, isn’t it - the illogical Human giving me
nothing but useless generalisations, and the logical Vulcan providing
me with all sorts of way-out theories calculatzd to make me take a
good, fresh look at things."

Spock looked steadily at him, as if trying to decide whether or
not Kirk was merely trying to cheer him up with a well-meant and - he
conceded wryly to himself - necessary ‘white lie’. The Captain’s
reassuring smile widened; the Human fully understanding his Uulcan's
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uncertainty. Kirk had no intention of sver endangering his
friendship with the Vulcan by even implying that he thought any of
his suggestions ridiculous, even though he knew that he would
sometimes have to argue with one of them, Memory of the scorn Spock
had admitted enduring following the anncuncement of his unproved
theory was bound to have left him feeling insscure with regard to
putting forward a suggestion for which he did not have any pasitive
evidence.

Spock’s face relaxed slightly into his half smile as he accepted
Kirk’s comment as the truth that it was. Kirk’s smile widened even
more, though when he considered the situation on the planet he felt
far Ffrom smiling.

"Now," he said. "Any more ideas? Even really way-out onss?!

Spock locked thoughtful. "I'm not sure," he said slowly. "The
sensors have detected nothing unusual around any of the settlements
or arogund the mouflette fields. Everything we have fFound fits the
information we were given. But what about the cther continent?"

"What about the other continent?" Kirk asked. "It was
deliberately left alone because of a pre-sapient hominid race living
on it."

"Were you given any other informatiocn about it?®

Kirk shook his head. "Nao, naothing, but I assume that the range
of wild life is similar to that of this one."

"In other words, we were given insufficient data about the
planet .

"Do you think we really need to know anything about the other
continent? Kirk asked.

"Perhaps not - on the cther hand, sincs the colonists are Faced
with an insoluble problem, surely it is sensible to axtend the Field
of search to the remainder of ths planst."

"Spock, I'm not trying to be awkward, and the last thing I want
toc do is make you think that I’'m denigrating your suggestions, but
we’'re talking about children vanishing, not adults, How could such
young children get more than a very short distance from home unless
someune else took them? - ¢

Spock looked at him without speaking, an eyebrow lifting
quizzically, and he cut off the rest of what he had intended to say,
suddenly and almost stupidly pleased that Spock had the confidence in
him to react with an implication that he was making a silly commeant,
and with the almost simultanecus realisation of what his Science
Officer was thinking,

"Spock - do you think that our postulatsd Klingons might bs
basing themselves on the other continent?!

“I think it... possible. Since the Federation has chosen to
ignore that continent under the requirements of the Prime Directive,
the colonists have had nothing whatsocever to do with it, have thesy®?
Was it ever totally scanned once the initial survey determined that a
pre-sapient creature lived there? Was any study sven made of that
creature? It would be a perfect place For a race as carsless of the
rights of other spscies as the Klingons appear toc be to set up a
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hase. 1 suggest that we at least scan the other continent as well as
checking the ground around the settlements on this one."

"Go ahead, " Kirk agreed promptly. He consideresd the idea highly
unlikely, but it was no more unlikely tham his ocwn suggestion of the
Klingons sitting in orbit beaming wup children. @And he had toc all
intents promised Spock that he would consider any suggestion, no
matter how unlikely, with an open mind - I intend to be open-minded
enough to consider anything...’ He had a possibly unworthy suspicion
that S5pock had the idea of using this situation as an excuse to make
a study of the hominid and its habits - at least as Far as could he
determined from standard orbit; and if that was what was in Spock’s
mind, Xirk had no objections at all, knowing as he did that the
Vulcan would never skimp his duties to pursue a private
investigation.

He turned away from the Science station and moved to the command
chaicr. He sank into it, staring unseeingly at the vieswscreen; in his
mind, a picture of 0Or. Revisec, hanging on to his self-control with
grim tenacity and determined that nobody wowld do or say anuything
that would further upset his wife; a picture of Mcloy, his friend,
worried ahout his daughter, worried about the grandson he had never
seen.

"Captain!" There was a sharp note in Spock’s voice that Kirk
had never yet heard the VUulcan use, It pulled him back instantly
from his depressed thoughts; he swung round.

"Yes, Mr. Spock?"

"Something... The sensors will have it recorded and we can
study it in more detail in a2 mament - hut there was a... I can anly
describe it as a flicker ifn the sensor reading. For a brief momant,
a foreign reading appeared, mixed with a Human reading - then it
vanished again, and the Human reading with it."

Kirk stared at him for a moment as he digested the report. "Lt.
Uhura, contact Governor Laski.”

There was a brief pause before Uhura glanced round. YGaovernaor
Laski is on channel one, sir.®

"On screen, Lieutenant... Governor, we’'ve Jjust detected what we
think may be another disappearance, but we do have a sensor report on
it that my Science officer is already studying in depth."

"Another one?"” Laski asked wearily. "Where?"

Kirk glanced over at the Vulcan. "The smallest settlement,"
Spock told him, and returned his attention to the readout. Kirk
passed on the information. Laski pressed a button an his desk; his
secretary entered.

"Contact Riverside; see if there’s any word of a disappearance."

"Do you think there might be, sir?" She sounded worried.

"The Enterpriss reports one."

The woman went out briskly, but there was a strained lack on her
Face; Laski looked after her sympathetically, and when the door

closed, he said guietly, "Maura comes from Riverside. It’s small
snaugh for almost everyone to be related to everyone elsa.”
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Kirk nodded, understanding. Speck straightened. YThere’s nno
doubt, Captain. A new signal - something never before recorded -
appeared for a moment at the settlement; and as it Flickered away, a
Human reading went with it., Unfortunately, I have been unable to
detect whers it went."

"Never hefore recorded - you're guite sure of that, Mr. Spock?"

"Yes, Captain. It has no resemblance to the readings of any
known race."

"Spock, start checking that other continent rnow. 1 know the
creatures there were described as pre-sapient, but as I remember the
little anthropology I ever knew, some species - Man is thought to be
among them - appear to have possessed ESP in their pre-civilised
days, but lost the ability as their civilisation develcped. Cfould
those pre—sapients somehow be responsible for this?

Spock Flicked several switches, and bent cver the viewer again.
"Spcanning the other continent now, Captain... Have gou any idea how
widespread these creatures are?™"

Kirk shook his head. "No. The survey teams left it alone,
remember?"

Spock grunted. "On Earth, early Man - homo habilis, homo
erectus ~ was confined to a relatively small part of the plangt, as I
recall."” He gave the impression of speaking to himself. "Parts of
Africa, parts of China... 0On Vulcan, signs of early vulcanoids -
r'azja dravira — were limited to the area now covered by the
Sas—a—-Shar Desert,.. we’'ve Ffound traces of their ‘culture’ at aone ar
two places, but aonly one or twg... This race could be like that -
sparse; | can’t find any immediate sign of permanent hahkitation., On
the other hand, I can find no sign of ‘settlement’ by any race of our
acquaintance. Captain, [ suggest we risk beaming a small party down,
cnce [ do detect some trace of a hominid species. UWe may find
something on the surface that is indistinguishable from space.®

Kirk frowned slightly. He was not averse to bending the Prime
Directive slightly if he felt the occasion called for it; but he was
not uet convineced that this occasion did call for it. Surely the
natives of the other continent would leave some indications of their
presence if they had any sort of culture; and if they didn’t, their
development was likely to be at a very vulnerable stage.

Gavernor Laski coughed slightly, discreetly drawing Kirk’s
attention back to the viewscreen. "Sorry, Governor; at the moment
we're clutching at straws. We’'ve initiated a ssarch of the other
continent to see if it holds any answers, but - "

He broke off as the door opened; the secretary entered, her Face
white and tears evidently not far away.

"Thera was ane?” Laski said tightly.

She nodded. "My sister’s daughter. Two years old. Governor -
April was a very quiet child - almost too quiet. She was terribly
shy. She wculd never have gone off willingly with a complete
stranger -~ she’d have screamed and yelled... But she didn’t! She
Just... went away, as if she krnew whoever took her, as if she was
perfectly content to go, without making any sart of fuss at all.”

"Where was she?" Kirk asked. He was aware of socunding brutally
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unsympathetic, but he had to have more information. IF any sort of
pattern could be detected...

"In a garden with a good high fence round it. There wasn’t sven
a gate - it had to bhe entered from the house. And it wasn’t. But
there was an odd thing — my sister had some pet mouflette that lived
in the garden - and they’ve gone too."

"Ng chance they could have burrowed out?" Kirk asked.

"No - my brother—in-law is a mouflestte Farmer, and they know all
about making the fernces deep enough. Angway, these were young ones
Maeve and Fingal had hand-rearsd, and they were almost tooc tame -
they were more likely to try to sneak into the kitchen than dig their
way ocut of the garden.”

"Children and mouflette...”" Kirk muttersd. "Dammit, what
connection can there possibly be?"

On consideration, Kirk decided to limit the proposed landing
party to six. Spock, of course; and he himself - if theres was to be
any difficulty with Starflest over their hreach af the Prime
Birective, he wanted to be able to state exactly what had been done,
and why. He thought long over the choice of persommal to maks up the
other four who would complete the landing party, debating with
himself what gualities would be most needed by them, finally deciding
on two of the ship’s biologists, Verris and Thekar; Or. Maris, a
member of McCoy’s staff who had trained at Starfleet’s central
hospital where cases that possd problems for the doctors on their
home planets, or Starfleet psrsonnel, injdured beycnd the capability
of their ships’ facilities to handle, provided considerable
experience of alien life forms; and - to satisfy the book - Shacter,
a security guard who, from the sarly daus of Spock’s presence aboard
the Enterprise, had appointed himself as the Vulcan’s pesrsonal
guard. Neither Kirk nor Spock himself had ever known Jjust exactly
why Shacter had developed this interest in the Vulcan, although Kirk
suspected that it might have something to do with an incident that
Spock had eventually mentioned to him, months after its ococurrence.
On one of Spock’s marly duties as acting science officer after the
unmourned loss of the Tellarite Sciesnce OfFficer Vaz he had found
Shacter asleep on duty. It had been a perfectly safe planet, with
security represented only because it was an unknown planat and Spock
was still a civilian; Spock had simply wakensd the man and taken
matters no further, satisfisd that Shacter understood that he had
been warned and that a repetition of the offence would not bhe
gxcused. Kirk realised, as he knew Spock did not, that Shacter
probably appreciated being given a second chance like that, and that
his devotion to Spock was the result.

Whether his guess was accurate or not, Kirk knew that Shacter
was the best choice for a guard on this particular mission. His
attachment to Spock had ensured that he frequently swapped dutises to
make sure he accompanied a landing party when Spock was part of it,
with the result that his understanding of scientific matters was
somewhat higher than that of most of his fellows. This landing parcty
was cone where the more knowledge its members had, the better it would
be.

He considersd his chosen group, and frowned slightly. He would
have preferred McCoy to Dr, Maris, he knew, in spite of the range cf
her knowledge... but he doubted that he could justify dragging the
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doctor away from his dawughter., Jo Revisec nesded her father right
now; her importance to the colony was such that Mcloy's prime duty
lay in encouraging her back to an acceptance of life, rather than the
marginal chance that he could contribute his knowledge to & probably
Fruitless search of the other continent for a hominid race so sparse
that it had not yet shown up on the ship’s sensars,

No - he must leave Mcloy at the ssttlement.

Activating the intercom, he called his chosen group to a
briefing.

Kirk locoked round his selected landing party almost

apologetically. "First of all, gentlemen, ladies, you must
understand that what I plan to do constitutes a direct hreach af the
Prime Directive,"” he started. "You’ve all been on the Enterprise

long enough to know that there are times when we've had to bend the
Prime Directive a little, usually because the culture has pot heen
the developing, healthy organism that Starfleet has bhelisved it to
be, or because we gurselves have discovered that an apparently
primitive culture has already bheen interfered with or is actually the
remains of a once-advanced civilisation,

"That is not the cass heres.

"The situation here on Doranna is wunusual. This is a planet
with a developing intelligence — however, because the planet is
well-suited For develapment by the Federation, and because the
hominids who live on only one of the two continents are so primitive
in their develaopment that it will take probably a million years for
them to attain anything resembling a culture as we understand the
ward, the Federation has a colony co-existing on the plarnet with the
hominids - who should not know of the existence of that colony - and
under strict instructions not to visit the hominid’s continent.

"Note I say should rnot krnow., You all know that children have
been disappearing from the ssttlements on Doranna - the last one,
garlier today. Mr. Spock."

Spock looked round the small group. "Our scanners picked up the
disappearance. An unidentifiable reading appeared momentarily then
disappeared again, and a Human reading disappeared with it. Captain
Kirk confirmed with Governor Laski that a child had indeed vanished -~
from a garden entered only by means of a door from the house. This
agrees with the facts we have on several of the disappearances - many
of the children disappeared in a manner suggestive of the use of some
form of teleportation.”

He glanced at XKirk, who continued. "Mr. Spock reminded me that
same races possess unusual talents. Primitive races frequently have
abilities that apparently atrophy as the race develops a
‘civilisation’. [ have therefore decided to act on the assumption -
for which I have no proof - that the hominids here have the ability
to teleport themselves - and possibly objects near to them as well -
over a considerable distance,

"Mrr. Spock has been unabls to detect large concentrations of the
heminids on the other continent; the population density sppears to he
guite sparse. We don’t have any records of the initial survey either
- so we Just don’t krnow how widespread they are suppossd to be,
whether they live in small communities - say Family groups — or ars
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solitary, coming together only to mate and with the young remaining
with their mothers only until they reach a degree of independence.
They may even be nomadic. We are therefore planning to beam down to
an area where we think, from the readings, that we will find some.

"You have all been selescted because of your particular skills in
biolegy or medicine. Mr., Shacter, because this is an unexplored
area, we need a security guard, and I know that you have picked up
some knowledge of science. However, should any of you feel strongly
about this breach of the Prime Directive, you can, without prejudice,
refuse to accompany this landing party.”

"You think that the hominids can telsport, esven aver the
distances involved, and have kidnapped the missing children, sirc?"
Maris asked, a note af what might be termed dishelief in her wvoice.

"We are considering it as a possibility."

"Haven’t you picked up any readings for the children, Mr,
Spock?" Uerris asked.

"No. Even the readings that I think indicate the presence of
the hominids are not quite the same as the ones that appeared when
that last child vanished... but there is a similarity. Enough to
make meg helieve that the Captain is right - the cther continent
should be checked. Even if all we accomplish is to lst the hominids
- 1if they are indeed kidnapping the children - know that we are
watching them, it might be sufficient to stop them from carrying off
any more,"

The Andorian Thekar was frowning sceptically. "Captain, you're
talking about & distance of ... what? Twec thousand miles? Maore? I'm
willing to consider teleportation in itself as being pussible - some
individuals of my own race claim to possess the ability toc move
abjects a short way - though not more than a Few inches, and it’'s
never been done in a strictly supervised test situation.©

"Do you mean it’'s never hbeen tested, or that the pesople being
tested failed under the test conditions?" Kirk asked.

"Those being tested failed. The usual excuse is that the
scepticism of the judges causes the failure.”

"1t could be," Kirk said. "It's long been known on Earth that
an apparently terminally sick persom can recover becauss he was
determined to. It’'s esqually known that a perfectly healthy person
can fall 111, sven die, because he believes that he’s been cursed.
The power of the mind is surprisingly effective, Ms. Thekar."

Thekar noddad. "As I said, Captain, I'm willing to accept the
existence of the ability to teleport. What I doubt is the ahility to
teleport over the distance involved."

"It is only a matter of degree, Ms. Thekar, ™ Spock said. "1
remember reading a treatise by a Ster Shevas on that very subject.
From reading cld documents, he theorised that the ability of
Andorians to teleport was once quite considerable, but that as
civilisation developed and methods of communal travel were
discovered, the ability was used less and less until it was lost. OF
course, his theory could nat be proved, since no Andorians rnow live
in a Stone Age.”

"I’'ve heard Shevas’s theaory," Thekar admitted. "But I’ve also
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sesn some of the material he read when he formulated his theory, and
I'm not convinced of the validity of his reasoning.”

"ODo you deny that an ability, if it is not used, will be lost?"
Spock asked.

"Nao, Mr. Spock. I don’t deny that, but I’m not convinced that
Andarians, as a race, once used teleportation to travel around the
countryside. "

"Luckily we’'re not speaking about Andorians at the moment but
about the hominids native to Doramma,” Kirk interrupted. "You two
can finish your discussion another time - if youw think it’s worth
Finishing, that is," he added dryly, "since neither of You can Pprove

anything." He glanced at Spock, and winked with the eye Thekar cowld
not see. "By then you might even have some evidence to back your
pasition.”

"Yes, Captain, " Spock agreed instantly. Thekar nodded
reluctantly.

Kirk looked rgund the five fFaces. “[Doss anyone want to stand
down? No? Good. Are there any more questions?”

"Exactly what are we looking for, Captain?" Maris asked.

Kirk shrugged. "That's a good question. I wish I had an
answer. Anygthing that might link the hominids to the children - or
the mouflette that have been disappearing too. Anything that
indicates that the heminids can actually teleport. Any sign that the
hominids are more advanced than the surveys indicated., Even... any
sign that there has bzen a prior disturhance to the hominid culture.
Mr. Spock checked the continent for signs of settlemaent by
Outworlders and found nothing, but it’s always possible that there
has besn contamination by a race that has now gone. In additiaon, we
want a record of the hominid culture, as far as possible. I’m
keeping our interference to a minimum by only beaming down the one
party — as yet - into an area where the readings indicate that
hominids live. I hope it’s encugh to let us assess whether or not
they could possibly be responsible for the disappearances.”

The landing party materialised in a sparsely wooded area same
two kilometers From a group of hominids - "At least ten individuals, "
Spock reported. Its members glanced round, taking in the immediate
scenery, =2ach one alert to different aspscts of it. Nearby, a small
herd of mouflette was grazing; from time to time one of them glanced
round as if looking far danger, but they ignored the landing party as
if they knew that Humans - and Vulcans and Andorians - posed ng
threat to them. Thekar moved slowly towards them; they ignored her,
She had almost reached them befors they began to move away, and even
then thsey moved slowly. Thekar took two quick steps, bent and
scooped one up; even that fFailed to alarm the others. The Andorian
walked briskly back to Xirk with her prize.

"Wuite tame, " she commented as she rejoined the landing party.

"That is a characteristic of the mouflette, Lisutenant," Kirk
pointed out. "Apparently they don't really have any natural
enemies. They were very =asily tamed by the settlers.”

She touched the long wool gently. "So saoft, " she murmursd,
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Spock studied the little creature carefully, a finger stroking
its head lightly. ‘“"You are right, Lisutenant, it is not afraid of
us," he said. "On the other hand, it is a totally wild sxample of
the species.”

“You're sure, Spock?!" Kirk asked.

"Yas, Captain. Its thoughts are surprisingly easily to sense.
It has never seen anything quite like us.®

Kirk grunted. "Lest it go, Lisutsnant," he orderad. Thekar
obeusd, not without regret - Andorians were not given to
santimerntality, but she would not have been averse to keeping it as a
pet. It ran a few steps towards the others, then stopped and began

to feed again.

Shacter came back from where he had bheen checking among the
trees. "Everything’s quiet, " he said.

"Let’s go, then," Kirk said. '"Remember, we want Lo aobserve
these hominids; once we get close to them, there’s to be no talking.”

They moved hriskly at first, Shacter a little ahsad of the main
graup, Spock, his eyes fixed to his tricocder, close bshind. The two
scientists and Dr., Maris were recording busily as they went; Xirk
himself kept an sye out for any danger - unlikely though that seemed
- approaching fFrom behind them. Alert for danger as he was, he still
Found time to notice the obvious fertility of the area; many of the
trees carried fruit or nuts,

After a while, Spock said softly, "We’'re getting claos=."

Kirk nodded., For a little while they moved Forward from tree to
tree, checking that ncthing could see them hefors they moved on to
the next tree, but finally Spogck signalled again that they were now
very close to the readings he had detected.

They dropped Flat and began to wriggle forward, going more
slowly now, using every scrap of cover they could find., Finally,
Shacter stopped, his head raised as he peered through the long
grass. Spock joined him; Kirk wriggled forward towards them.

The haominids were possibly two to three feet tall, a little
smaller than the reports had indicated. They were gathering round a
tree, the branches of which drooped low from the weight of fruit that
hung from tham. As the landing party watched, the largest - big only
by comparison with the others - reached up cauticusly and picked
itself a piece of the Fruit, It ate it slowly, then, more
caonfidently, pilucked another fruit. As if this was a signal, the
others also began to pick the fruit, scattering a little before they
began eating.

The landing party studied the creatures carefully.

They were covered with short hair of a mottled brown that
matched the colour of the tree trunks, Indeed, when ane af them
moved in Front of the trunk, it almost seemed to vanish. Not that
they moved much; they sezmed content to remain stationary for lengthy
pericds, then moved gquickly to snatch another fruit. Their Faces
were almost pointed, rather than primate~fFlattish, giving them a3
sgquirrel-like appearance which was ernhanced when they crouched to sat
the fruit they picked. 0One was nursing sesveral infants.,
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Spock glanced at Verris and Thekar; they were busily recording
the behaviour of the hominids. He turned his attention back to his
cwn study of the creatures,

Kirk Found his attenticn drawn to ons of the infants, He
frowned as he concentrated. Yes - a tail was twined around its
mother’s leg. He touched Spock's arm,

"That youngster has a tail," hs breathed. "But I don’'t think
the adults do.®

Spock focused on the infant, nodded, then studisd the others,
tricorder busy.

"They don’t seem to be picking any to carry away, " Kirk brezathed
in Spock’s epar a8 few minutes later. The Vulcan withdrew his
attention from the infants and looked at him. "Too primitive a

culture to think of food storage?"

"Or elss a climate so eguitable that they don't need to considec
where tomorrow'’s meals will come from," Spock replied as softly.

"It’'s certainly warm engugh, " Kirk commented. "But this does
seem to indicate that they’'re not advanced enough yet to have a
culture of any kind, doesn’t it."

Spock, still watching closely, nodded reluctantly.

Kirk called a standard debriefing for the landing party
immediately on their return to the Enterpriss, not really expecting
it to be amything but a Formality.

He looked round the group, a rueful smile an his face. "lDoes
angone have any comments to make shout the hominids?' hs asked.
"SpockT!

"I need to study the tricarder readings hefore I Formulate a
full hypothesis," Spock said, "but it is my impression that the young
of that cresture are born with tails, possibly an svalutionary
survival from a period when the creature lived in tress., Since the
adults did not appear to have tails, it is possible that these are
absorbed into the creaturs’'s body in the same mamner as a frog loses
the tail it had as a tadpale. Other than that - " He gave an
apologetic half shrug.

Kirk lockad round the cthers.
There was a brief silence. Finally -

"The report said the hominids usad tools, didn’t it?" Thekar
asked.

113 Yes . [}

"We didn’t see any sign of tool using, did we?”
: "No - but all they had to do was pick Fruit. They might use
tools if they were searching for - oh, roots, say,” Kirk replied. He

looked round the Five Faces again.

"We may Find somathing in the record that we didn't notice while
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we were on the planet, Captain,” UVerris said, almost apologetically.

Kirk necdded, knowing that that often did happen, but disinclined
to think that it would happen in this case. He was Feeling quite
depressed; unlikely though the theory of kidnap by the hominids was,
it was at least something to go on; now they were back to sgquares one,
with a mystery that had no passible solution.

"There was one other thing..." Spock said slowly.
"Yes, Mr. Spock?”

"Their fFur colour. I understood that there were no largs
carnivores on Doranna?™!

"Sn we’ve besn told, " Xirk agreed.

"and they wars sating fruit, which would indicate a vegstarian -
or at least predominantly vegetarian - diet.®

"Yas ., "

"I that case, why do the hominids hava fur that gives them
protective coloration?"

Kirk stared at him. "Y=s, they do, don’t they," he said
thoughtfully.

AfFter a moment, when nobody slse advanced any caomment, he
glanced at Shacter. "Your opinion of the hominids as a possibly
aggressive species, Lisutenant?"

Shacter shook his head, "They ssemsd to have a perfectly
amicable relationship with all the others inside their group. No
indication of aggression. That First one seemed to be some sart of
leader of the group, and naone of the others challenged its position -
if the species was inclined to aggressiveness, ['d expect it to
regard some of the younger anes as possible rivals., It didn’t seem
to be bothersd about them. There wasn’'t even any indication of
possessiveness where their food was concerned ~ maybe it'’s too easily
obtained to be worth fighting aver.®

Kirk nodded and looked round. "IDoes anyone have angthing to
add? Ng? But bhear in mind - this was only one group. We may go
down again to observe others. Dismissed.,!

He watched them leave, then turned to Spock who, as alwads, had
remained behind.

"Aanything to add, SpockT!

The Uulcan shock his head. "Not really, Captain., I do find it
interesting that the hominids have protective coloration when all
reports indicate a lack of animals that could bes considered dangerous
tc them, but there could be a simple explanation -~ as simple as the
recent extinction of a predator that wers dangerous to them."

"I'm more concerned about whether that was the pre-sapient
species that the survey thought so important. On the bhasis of what
we've seen so far, I wouldn’t report this as a hands-off, Prinme
Directive continent. IFf I was reporting on it, 1’d probably suggest
‘caution in interfering with the primates’ ~ but I certazinly wouldm’t
call the ones we've sesen sc Far hominid., At most, I'd call tham



37
pre-hominid."

"I would tend to agree. Therefore the speciss we have observed
is not the one the survey teams observed. As you said, this is only
ong group. Ws ought to go down again to observe others,

The landing party beamed down again the following day, this time
choosing a site some £ifty miles from the first one, where Spock’s
readings detected another group, a little bigger than the one they
had already seen, The readings were not quite the sams, which Spock
considered probably indicaeted & slightly difFferent species.

Once morse, they beamed down some distance from the exact
co-crdinates and walked cautiously through the trees - which wsre
thicker than at the other landing site.

Spock was right., These creatures were totally different fram
the ones they had already seen. Pestty squabbling, which had hesn
completely lacking in the fFirst group, was gquite marked in this one,
with its individuals keeping their distance from esach othar.

The group was made up af an obviously dominant male and its
harem; a dozen or so females of varying ages, and twe or three
youngish, probably immature, males. They were gathered round a small
clump of bushes, harvesting the red herries. As they watched, the
big male moved to where one of the Females was contentedly Feeding
from a large clump of berries on a low branch, haring his teeth, and
she moved hastily away, leaving him in possession of the bush. Shs
retaliated — if it could he called that - by challenging another cf
the females. After a brief snarling match the challesnged female
moved away; 1t was fairly clear that the ‘pecking order’ was alresady
established, with the second female knowing herself to be subaordinate
to the other but resenting it.

One of the smaller females was unable to get rnear a hush - every
time she approached one, another of the hominids chased her away; she
seemed to he the least dominant member of the group. She had picked
up a long stick and could be seen using it to dig up roots. From the
fact that she was left in peace to =sat them, it seemed likely that
the roots were less palatahle than the berries.

There was only one infant in this group, a littles older than the
ones they had observed with the other species. This one was gld
enough to wander away from its mother, hut the other adults snarled
when it approached them, and it soon fFled back to the protection of
its mother, and scrabbled in the long grass in the shade of the bush
its mother was harvesting, its hand moving to its mouth from time to
time as it found pickings, cccasionally snatching up a bherry that the
female dropped. It was quite clear that even the mother was
unwilling to share the crop on her bush, thick though it was, with
her offspring. The uoungster, it seemed, had to be content with what
it could glean From the ground until her appstite was satisfied.

The younger male moved away from its bush, its attention Fixed
on the ground. It crouched, picking something up frem the ground,
and gnawed at it. A few minutes later it returned to the bush.

The landing party watched for a whilsg, then, as the -hominids
hegan to drift awsay, studying the ground and from time to time
picking up and eating something unidentifiable - they might almost be
called ‘browsers’, Spock decided -~ Kirk celled for beamup. They
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would learn nothing more from these creatures.

"Tt’'s totally different from the last group, " Shacter
commented. "The other lot were quite peacesble; there was Far more
aggression shown towards each other in this lot.”

Spock was loogking thoughtful. His mind was clearly occupied
with comparisions. "One of thse nhvious causes of aggression is sex.
There was no ohviocus sign of sexual awareness inside either of the
groups we have ssen, but the females of the second group may have
heen competing -~ even subconsciously - for the attentions of the
dominant male. It is possible that the first specises has a positive
rutting time, and greater aggressivensss might occur during that
time. ™

"You know, " Maris commented, “"there werae not enough young in
gither of those groups. They were both mixed-sex, mixed-age groups,

but there were hardly any young!®

"Perhaps some of the young were elsewhere, hidden, Some species
do hide their helpless young - " Thekar suggested.

"Wery small infants might be, but what about ones old enough to
walk? There wasn’'t any sign that any of the adults in either group
were gathering fruit to carry away with them; anyway, doing that is
an indication of a fFairly advanced level of behaviour, even though
it’s only directed towards the youmng by their mothers; and that
mother we saw today wasn’'t paying any attention to the needs of her
child. The hehaviogur of the adults in the second group also ssems to
indicate that the species hasn’t developed that kind of tolerance
yet. Angway, a rut usually happens yesarly; unless M. Spock’s
suggested rut enly occurs once every sg many years, which isn’t
likely, there ought to he woung arriving every wuear."

"“There are species that breed only every two or thrze years, ™
Spock said Flatly.

"Yes, individuals of these spescies breed only every two or three
years," Maris agreed. She threw him a guick glance. "The laongest
pericd 1 know of is fiftesn uyears - a reptilian species that lives on
Catulla. But there are some individuals of the spaciss in heat every
year; there are young born every year; there are yearlings every
ysar; there are two—year-olds avery year. Even if thess creatures
had & two or three year rut, I°’'d still expect there to he some young
2ach year."

"But given that the young =ars apparently left to go hungry wntil
the adults are fed, wouldn’t a lot of them die?' Thekar suggessted.

"They may be chassed away from the trees with the heaviast,
sasliest~-to—reach crop, but there’'s plenty of food there For them
all,"” Verris pointed out.

"l suggest ygou study the tricorder readings, " Kirk said. "You
may Find something there that we missed while we were actually
watching .

A study of the resadings produced no immediate additional
infarmation. It was almost impossible to distinguish the sexes
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inside the First group; only the one with young could positively be
identified as femals although one or two of the others read as
pregrnant. It seemed probable however that the group was
predominately female. At least it was =asy to sex the members of the
second group.

Dr. Maris tried to estimatz the ages of the members of the tuwo
groups, but it was largely guesswork as they had no way of knowing
what the average lifespan of the creatures was., What she could
estimate however was the comparative ages inside =sach group.

She decided that the big adult in the fFirst group was in the
Full prime of life and would probably retain the position as 'leader’
of the group for some years. The others showed a spread from very
young, through a couple of pre-adolescents and several young adults
to one that looked quite old. The spread in the sscond group seemed
to be a little less - the dominant male seemed to be quite young,
newly adult, and the only othar male in the group was pre-adclescent;
all of the Femzales were past adolescence but none were old., Most of
the fFemales in the group were in different stages of pregnancy, which
made the lack of young even more surprising.

"Captain, " she Finished her report. "IF we assume an average
life expesctancy of about tuwenty-five to thirty, with adolescence at

about ten, then the youngest hominids we saw - apart from the obvious
infants — would be about eight or nine years old.”

Kirk grunted. ‘'Have you any reason to assume that particular
life expectancy?™' he asked.

"That’s about the average for meost races, from several plansts,
who still live in a stone age or pre-stone age culture,” Maris
explained. "0f vourse, that doesn’t m=an that norme of them live past
thirty - the low average is caused by child mortality. The ones who
survive childhood - ar childbirth, for the females - aoften live to be
- oh, fifty or esven more. I'm alsc talking about years of their own
planet, " she added, remembering the different lengths of year of
various of the Federation planets,

Kirk frowned slightly. "What you’'r= saying is that for the past
nine or ten planetary years both these groups of hominids have lost
most of their young?"

"It looks that way. The Fact that the females are mostly
pregnant seems to indicats that they've been breeding all right.”

Kirk glanced at the Vulcan. "Mr. Spock?!
"Both groups ars2 too small to be ftruly viable.™
Startled, Kirk said, "Would you cars to explain that?"

"The specles appears to be at the ‘live-off-the-land’ level of
development, not yet positively gathering food to be taken back to
what might be termed a home base; probably not yet possessing a home
base but rather remaining in one area only while fFood is easily
obtained then moving on when it is exhausted, sleeping wherever they
are when night Falls., Possibly even drifting a short distance each
day.

"1 would expect such a group, in time, to evolve into a
semi-nomadic way of life; building a primitive shelter, taking
gathersd fFood back there. Making a home - of sorts; following a
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route that takes them round in a circle and back over thes same
tercitory annually. By that time they would have a Feuw simple
possessions — digging sticks, grass baskets, simple spears - which
the First group we observed appeared not to have. In the second
group, although I noticed one individual using a stick with which to
dig, she appeared only to use one that was lying there, and draopped
it after she used it; in other words, she had not yet thought of
keeping a good one toc be used again later,

"Basically, such a group would evolve from a Family; new groups
being Formed as the older males drive the young ones away and as
these young males steal females from under the noses of the older
males. The second group we observed might indeed have been Farmed in
that way. But it has been discovered by anthropologists that the
optimum number of adults within a group is around thirty, praferahly
composed of the members of three or four Familiss, not just by the
members of one family - although the various families may of course
be related to =ach other.®

"How would you Bstimats the level of intelligence of the groups
we observed?!

Spock frowned slightly. "Low,"” he said flatly. "The First was
certainly nat advanced enough to be termed pre-sapient. The
second..., I wowld not like to have to make a decision based on what

we ohserved.®

"In that case - are the creatures we saw the same anes that the
survey teams reported?

"The readings were not quite the same as the one I detected at
the settlemsnt...®

"Then are wa speaking about at least two hominid species,
possibly even three or Four, with one of them more advanced thanm the
othersT"

"It seems unlikaly, Captain, even although we have ssen two..."
he hesitated. "Of course - Earth has mors than one primate species!
I had forgotten. Wulcan only has the one."

"So does Andoria, " Thekar said.

Maris nodded slowly. "And although I am of Human extraction, I
too had forgotten; I am from the colony on Benecia, which has no
native primate species.®

"S8o0 it’s possible that the First group we saw were mare akin to
~ Say, gorillas - rather than a species developing active reasaoning
intelligence? And the second group maybe more like - oh, say
chimpanzees, which have been observed to use tools?!

"It is possibly inaccurate to deny gorillas the possession of
reasoning intelligence, Captain, but in essence you are correct. UWe
need to discover the whereabouts of a species with more...
Flexibility of behaviour," Spock agreed.,

"And sensor readings don't help."

"No," Spock admitted. "Yet a species developing active
intelligence should be gathered in relatively large groups - as 1
said, groups of thirty at least. So far I have Found no signs af
groups that large.”
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"All right. Then we check out smaller groups; any concentration
of hominids might be a sub-group of a larger... shall we say
‘tribhe'?"

"Yes, sir," Spock agreed.

"We’ll stick with the sames landing party,” Xirk added. He
looked round the table., "Unless any of youw have shlsctions at this
stage?"

None of them produced any obhjection.

A careful scan revealed a wooded area some hundred miles From
their first landing site that had what could only be called a
scattered concentration of hominids.

"The readings aren’t guite the same as the hominids we already
saw," Spock said as Kirk Jjoined him at the science station. "YThey’re
not exactly the same as the readings ! detected when the child aApril
disappeared either, but of course with her Human readings in such
close proximity I can’t be entirely certain I have an exact record of
the reading.”

Kirk thought abowt it for a moment. "Spock, I think we’ll go
down prepared to stay for a few days. UWe can construct a simple
shelter for ourselves, and if the hominids have no nmatural ensmies
and are as trusting as the mouflette, it might be possible to get a
good close study of them. 0Of course, we’ll have toc bhe careful not to
demonstrate any great level of technology - we’ll have to live very
simply, in fact, and if we can remain wunobserved we should." He
rubbed the back of his neck. "What worries me - really worrigs me -
is the lack of Human readings. We're carefully formulating a theory
for which we have only the faintest suggestion of possibility, bhut
the one thing that would give us some solid proof - Human readings -
is totally missing.®

"Ietecting a singls reading - or even a dozsen readings scattered
over a possibly wide area — is not gasy, Captain," Spock raminded
him. "That is partly why we’'re having such difficulty in picking up
readings of the hominids; they’'re scattered.” He did not add his own
growing fear that if the hominids Aad been able to kidnap the
children, it was for food.

Kirk glanced round the almost-empty bridge; Sulu, at the helm,
on duty only because someone had to be there in case of instrument
failure, was openly reading, glancing automatically at the vieuwscresn
and his console at intervals too regular toc be anything other than
assessed by some predetsrmined method - he had probably programmed
the reader to flash him a signal at set times. An ensign at the
engineering console, too Junior to dare imitate the senior helmsman,
smothered & yawn as he watched the unchanging readouts. The ornly
other persocn on the bridge was Uhura, who was lying on the floor
underneath her consocle, a panel open and her hands busy saomswhere aout
of sight. None of them was paying any attenticon to their senior
officers.,

Many of the crew, of course, were down on the planet, most of
them wandering arcund the areas where children had disappeared,
tricorders busy. The only departments on the ship that wers almost
Fully staffed were engineering, where Scott’'s man were assisting
Svenson's, and science, where the scanners and sensors wers in Full
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operatiaon round the clock, searching the planet For any sign of the
missing children. It wasn’'t impeossible that ons of the crew on the
planet might discover something, but Kirk privately considered it
unlikely; the parents had had every incentive to search thoroughly,
ard if they had discovered nothing... As for the sensor scan, if
Spock couldn’t detect angthing positive, Kirk doubted that anyone
glse would,

"I1’11 go and get things organised, " he said with Forced
cheerfulness. He was already beginning to Fear that For once he
wowld Fail in something he had set out to do — and it would be
impossible to escape from the memory of the Failure, For Mcloy's wvery
presence on the ship would be an ever-pressnt reminder.

He turned away, almost tripping over Uhura’'s legs, and strode
into the turbolift.

He found Maris and Thekar together in sickbay, carefully
studying uet agsin the readout of their chservaticns of the group of
primates on the second continent, so intent an it that they remained
aoblivious of his entry.

"Find anuthing new?” he asked.

Both women Jumped. "Oh - Captain!™ Maris sxclaimed. "No, I'm
afraid not., We’ve confirmed our conclusions ahout the groups we saw,
but that's all. And we think that you were right, and that these are
this world’s equivalent cof gorillas and chimpanzees. If there is a
pre-sapient race living herg we haven’'t found it yet.”

"There’s no ‘if’ about it, Doctor," Kirk said. "The initial
survey was gquite emphatic that there was - though I don’t know ‘how
they reached that conclusion unless their readings were more detailed
than we’'ve been able to come up with so far.®

Both wamen looked startlsd. "But we have the most advanced
equipment of any Starfleet vessels," Thekar began.

"You dan’t mean the reports could be wrong?" Maris asked in
shocked dishelief,

"If so I doubt it would be deliberate," Kirk replied
thoughtfully. "The survey team could have been reporting what they
thought they saw bhecause it was what they wanted tc see. They don’t
segam to have investigated deeply once they decided there was a
pre-intelligent species here, Just recommended that this contirernt be
left alone."

Thekar frowned slightly. "1 suppose it /5 possible to assume
that a primate species is pre-sapient, Just the same way as we all
forgot that it dogsn’t have to be."

"Expept that Mr. Spock’s findings do seem to indicats the
presence of at least one cther species gf hominid apart from the ones
we Found." Kirk sighed. "Maybe we Just beamed down in the wrong
place. Maybe if we’'d beamed down someplace elss we’'d have sesn mors
avidence of intelligence. Well, we’'re going tc try somewhere else
Just as sopon as we can get everything organrnised.” Has lookad From ons
to the other. "I plan to stay down there for a few days this time.

I den’'t intend to take tents - we can build brush shelters., But 1 o
want us to have a degree of comfort - so I want you to get
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Fabrication to produce some thermal blankets, made up to lock
natural, and get enough emergency ration kits together to do our
party of six For... say a week."

"Yes, Captain.®

The territory in which they materialised this time was even more
heavily wooded than the previous landing site. Indeed, it was almost
a Forest. The ground, however, appeared to be just as fertile, the
climate as equitable; various of the trees carried ripe fruit or
nuts, some carried unripe fruit, while others were still in flower.

Spock swung his tricorder round slowly. "Hominids, Captain. 1
estimate... thirty to forty individwals scattered over an area of
perhaps Five acres.'" He spoke softly. "The nearest are perhaps five

hundred yards from ws."

"Thirty to Forty? That’'s Just over the number you estimatsd for
optimum For a group of food-gathering nomads, isn’t it?" Kirk kept
his voice guiet too.

"Yes... and they could belong to the sams growp; split up while
they collect food. They may or may not take it back to a home base -
we’ll need to investigate a little more to Find that out. There are
no mare hominid readings within.., twenty miles. That lends credence
to my belief that these are the members of ane group. I can detsct
traces of similar hominid readings to the north, west and south of
here -~ at distances of twenty to twenty-five miles.”

"How do the readings compare with the othear group we sawT"

"Indications of intelligent behavicur..." He locksd up, shaking
his head. "From the rsadings I would hesitate to announce that 1
consider these creatures to possess a high intelligence, but they are
certainly not - I believe ‘dumb animals’ would probably be the best
description. They are definitely more advanced than the other groups
we have ssen,”

Kirk looked round again, and pointed. "Oyver thers - under that
tree. The ground is relatively clear of undergrowth, the tree will
give us basic shelter, and thers’'s running water Just a few steps
away." He licked a finger and held it wup. "The wind - as much as
there is of it - is coming from that directicon. 8o if we can build a
windbreak aover there, we should have a relatively comfortabls camp.
He glanced back at the Uulcan. "Any indication that the hominids
have a... & hase camp?! '

"The readings are toc scattered,! Spock replied carefully. "IF
there is a base camp, we will need to wait wntil they return to it.
However, there are indications of heat approximately a mile in that
direction.” Hes pointed., "“There could he a hase there, possibly with
a Fire."

They set to work and before long they had a serviceable
windbhreak huilt, its top mesting the lower, drooping branches aof the
tree. The whole provided a natural, tent-like shelter.

Shacter walked briskly to the rocky little stream and collected
some water in a simulated hide ‘bucket’ that had besn carefully
manufFactured to a style that was known to be one of the simplest -
and earliest ~ that any stone age culture could achieve, placing it
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under a little waterfall until it filled. He carried it bhack to the
camp, where Maris had Jjust Finished laying out the simulated wool
thermal blankets.

Kirk nodded his thanks to the security guard and turned his
attention back to Spock. "Think we can get close to any of the
hominids?' he asked.

"We can try," Spock replied. He set off, treading carefully,
with Kirk close behind him and the others fFollowing, watchful,
Shacter’s hand was close to his phaser - not that he really expected
any trouble, but he was taking his duty very seriocusly., If these
creatures were the ones respaonsible For the disappearance cof the
children, they must be considered a danger to all Humans on the
planet,

The hominids were collecting food.

The First group that the landing party reached was made up of
thres females and a toddler whgse sex was not at First apparent.
They were more sparsely furred than the other hominids they had seen;
the fur sszemed to grow thickest on their heads while their Ffaces and
the upper parts of their bodies were more lightly furred. The Fur
was brownish in colour. The ather hominids they had ssen had besn
uniform in colour; here, each one was & slightly different shade fFram
the other three. One showed traces of grey arcund her head., They
stood &8 little under four fooct in height.

The adulits wore what could only he called skirts that looked as
if they were made of mouflette wool. The toddler was completely
naked. Two were carrying baskets that appsared to be made of stiff
reeds. The greging one was collecting fruit, which she put carefully
into the basket fasternsd to her waist; another, who loogkasd a little
younger, was gathering nuts which she tossed with practised ease over
her shoulder into the basket slung across her back.. The third - who
looked gquite young - was digging with a long stick, and with the
enthusiastic but unskilled sssistance of the toddler was putting the
roots that she was unearthing into a thicrd basket that lay on the
ground beside her. It was when she moved 2 Few yards and the child
scrambled to its fFeet and staggered after her that the landing party
saw that the youngster was a boy.

Kirk glanced at Maris. "Ages?" he breathed as Spock carefully
recorded the workers,

Maris watched them consideringly. "The ore who is digging is
possibly ten or eleven. The ane gathering nuts is probably in her
mid to late tuenties - the one going grey might be touching forty.
Possibly it’s a family group - grandmother, mocther and children. Or
- depending on how young they mature - the baby is the son of the
youngest Female, making a Four-gerneration group.”

Kirk nodded, frowning slightly as he watchad the haominids. The
older ones were oddly alert, glancing round from tima to time; not
totally absorbsd in what they were doing, as he would have expected.
Only the toddler was caoncentrating completely on his task.

The baskets were filling rapidly. Finally, with the baskests
Full, the youngest fFemale took one and the cldest crne the other two,
1ifting them easily onto their heads to carry them away, the toddler
clinging to the girl’s skirt. The othar adult took the digging
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sticks, glanced round carefully, then followsd the others, her
ettitude one of a strange alsrtness,

"Now what is she afraid of?" Kirk asked softly as she
disappeared among the treess.

"Wood spirits, " Maris muttered.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Wood spirits. DOryads.”

Kirk looked at her thoughtfully. "No, I don’t think so, Nurse.
She was holding those digging sticks as if she could make them double

as spears. You don't Fight spirits with spears."

"She may have heard owr voices, " Spock suggested. “"Creatures at
that level of develcpment frequently have very sharp hearing, and - "

"You're missing the point, Spock," Kirk commented. "She was
afraid nof something she thought she could fight with a spear. The
other hominids had protective coloration. I’'m asking myself why."

"Oh. Youw think that there is an animal here that is dangerous
to the hominids?™"

"I'm beginning to think it possible .
"Just how thorough was the survey here, Captain?" Spock asksad.

"Thorough enough to detect the presence of intelligent hominids
- and you know how hard we had to look to Find them, sven knowing
they were here."

"Yet the survey did not discover any creature large encugh to
pose a threat to the hominids - and the mouflette do not appear to be
concerned about anything.V

" cresture dogsn’t have to be large to be a threat, Spock. I
krnow that on most planets we tend to think of small predators going
after smallish prey, but that isn’'t a hard and fast rule. Don’t you
have any species of small cresture on Yulcan that everyone knows is
dangerous? Like poisonous snakes, or piranhas?!

"Well, yes... but that does not explain the confidence of the
mouflette. They are clearly unafraid, and I would expect them to
show caution if they were preyed on by angthing.®

"1'd say too dumb to hes frightensd, except that lLaski reckoned
they were quite intelligent. Anyway, he also said that they aren’'t a
staple on anuthing’s diet."

"But that something scts as & stabilising force on their
numbers."

Kirk scowled, staring in the direction taken by the four native
Dorannans. Strange how his concept of them had gong from ‘hominid’
to ‘Dorannan’ with the simple disecovery that these ones possessed
simple tools.

"Puzzles,"” he said, his mind clearly elsewherz. "This world
holds nothing but puzzles.,®
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Spock watched him for some moments, respecting his abstraction,
realising that he was probahly thinking over everything that he had
been told about the planet. Then - "o you want to Follow the
hominids, Captain?" he asked.

“I'm... not sure. There’s still the Prime Directive to
consider... I don’'t want to stretch it tooc Far., 1 think we’'ve seen
enough for the moment to know that we’ve found the pre-sapients; I
think we'll leave them alecne for the moment. Any readings worth
mentioning, Ms. Thekar?”

The Andorian looked up from her tricordar. "They are gathering
together... they appear to be making for a central point about half a
mile from here."

"Right. Let’s get back to owr ‘base’, get something to eat and
then consider what’'s best to be dane.”

Unce back at their '‘camp’, Kirk looked round the members of the
landing party.

"Comments, anyong?"

"These hominids are definitely more advanced than the others we
have observed."” Spock began with the obvious statement.

"Agreed. What would you estimate as their level of
development?"

"Possibly 1 an Richter’s scale of cultures. Early
hunter-gatherer, showing social awareness but with an extremely low
level of tschnology. We would require to observe other memhers of
the group - possibly the males ~ to determine the fFull range of tools
available to them; also their base, to see what is their attitude
towards the more helpless members of their society. We can be Fairly
sure that their technology includes the use of fire. We did destect a
source of heat in the direction they were heading. Heowever, they may
not be able to light a fire but ars dependent on keseping alight a
Fire that they have found ~ ane started by lightning, for example."

"Can we be sure that they use fire, sir?" Thekar asked. "The
climate here is warm; the supply of fruit, which doss not need to be
cooked, is apparsntly unlimited. There are no big predators. Would
they actually need Fire?"

"They were also gathering roots, Lieutenant,' Spock pointed
out. '"Roots are generally considersd more edible if they are cooksd;
for example, would you care to eat raw t’keras?"

Thekar shook her head emphatically. "No, sir." T'keras,
although a staple item in the Andorian diet, was mildly poisonous
unless thoroughly cooked. It was unlikely to kill, hut it did make
anyone eating it very, very sick for several days.

"Any more observations?" Kirk asked, faintly amused at Thekar's
reaction.

"They are advanced snough to be able to weave, " Maris said.
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"Those baskets - made of grass, but strong encugh to hold s Fair
ampunt of whatever they were gathering., And their ‘skirts’ - those
were woven, too — not Just mouflette skins roughly sewn together.®

"Spock?!

"I agree. However, I must remind you that some of your Terran
primates - for sxample, chimpanzees, as we already decided - are
known to weave themselves nests in which to sleep, have besen obsaerved
to use simple tools, hut are not considered to possess a culture.
Although we ohserved these creatures using sticks as tools, and
having woven... let us say artifacts, there is no guarantee that they
possess any more of a culture than chimpanzees do. "

"Yat chimpanzess would certainly bhe considersd pre-sapient, with
the heginnings of a culture, if we encountered them on a planet with
no higher form of culture or ‘technology’," Maris protested.

"There is one thing," Shacter commented, slightly diffidently.
"As 1 understand it, chimpanzees simply pick up a nearby stick or
stone, use it, then drop it again once they’ve finished with it, like
that hominid did in the other group we watched., They don’t sesm able
to think, 'This is a good stick seo I°’ll keep it in case I need it

tomorrow’ - tomorrow they Just pick up another one, which might or
might not be as suitable. These creatures took their digging sticks
away with them. And - " he glanced at Kirk - "you noticed yourself,

Captain, that the one who took them looked as if she might use them
as spears if necessary."

"There'’'s ancther point that makes these creatures more advanced
than chimps," Uerris said. "They were actively collecting food to
carry away with them. I think that ¢hat¢ is the quality that
indicates the true heginnings of a culture - retaining a useful tool
might be the start af reasoned thought, but storing food shows a
realisation that tomorrow exists and might not be as good as today.
A memory that winter returns; that last winter we went hungry, so
let’'s do something to make pext winter easier.”

Spock said mildly, "Mr. Verris, the fFossil evidence on all
planets indicates that intelligent life began in tropical regions and
spread out From there &f¢er the culture developed."

"I was speaking Figuratively, fMr. Spock. I could have said - a
lot of animals follow a seasconal migratory route; some of them go in
a big circle. The reasoning could be ‘Every time we reach this
point, there’s a shortage of food. But if we carry some with us we
won’t go hungry’. The social implications are obvious; if some aof
the group can’t gather their own food for whatever reascn, a store of
food in camp serves the same purpose.”

"Ism’t it more likely to be the other way round?" Maris asked.
"& youngster with a broken leg, young encugh still to be partially
dependent, and mother carrying food home to him? Then sesing
carrying food as a means of avoiding starvation during migration.”

"Would they need to migrate?" Kirk asked. "The supply of Ffruit
seems to be insxhaustible.®

"Here, ues,” Spock said. "I believe my colleaguss are talking
about other plarnets, however." .

"But whatever is applicable on other planets isn’t necessarily
going tc count here," Kirk pointed out. "1 take DOr. Maris’'s point
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about a mother carrying food home to an injured youngster, but we’'re
not here to discuss the origins of intelligent culture. We are
observing to Ffind out if these creatures here could possibly possess
the ability to kidnap young children from another continent hundreds
of miles away."

"Sa far, thers is nothing to indicate that they do,” Spock said.

"There’s nothing to indicate that they don't, either,” Kirk
grunted. "I think we want to continue abserving them." He glanced
round. "It’s beginning to get dark; let’s eat, then see if we can
creep up on their base. Seeing them ‘at home’, so to speak, might
give us some more clues as to their general abilities."

It was half dark before they left their ‘camp’ and began to move
carefully in the direction where the tricorder tald them most of the
hominids were gathered. One or two were some distance away from the
main group, almost as if they were on guard, but, warned by the
tricorder, the landing party fournd it easy enough to slip bhetween two
of them and approach the hase.

Their fFirst indicatiaon that they were getting close was a faint
smell of burning, and Kirk exchanged a quick look with his Science
OFficer. The hominids did indeed know how to use fire.

The landing party crawled cautiously fForward, pausing when they
Finally saw the dark shapes hunched in smaller groups round several
Fires. Spock switchsd an his tricorder.

As the last of the faint twilight Faded, the hominids lay down
round the fires where they were, leaving one of each small group
sitting over the fire. While the landing party watched, one aof these
carefully laid more wood on the fire beside it,

"Back, " Kirk bhreathed.

It was a8 slow trip back to their camp, crawling at First until
they were sure they were past the ocutlyinrg guards, then slightly
Faster until they reached the shelter of ‘their’' tree.

"Comments?" Kirk asked again.

"There is definitely something of which they are nervous, " Spock
replied.

"Mr. Spock’'s right,"” Shacter said. "You don’t set guards unless
you know there’'s danger or are afraid there might be. The ones
sitting up at the fires were just to keep them lit = I think Mrc,
Spock was right when he suggested that they find Fire rather than
lighting it —~ but the ones Further out - they were there to guard the
main group.®

"But what againstT" Uarris asked. "A rival group?”

Spock shook his head, an action that went unseen in the
darkness. "No, Mr., Uerris. Creatures at this level of culture
rarely Fight with rival groups. A minor clash, perhaps, and the
weaker group moves away. A warlikes culture develops only when the
land cannot support all who live on it, or when a group has a vested
interest in staying where it is, probably because there are crops
planted. This plaret is a long way from those stages of
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development.”

"Whatever it is is probahly the same thing that those fesmales

were watching out for," Kirk put it. "It might be a good idea if we
lit a fFire and posted a guard curselves," hs went on. "I1Ff the
natives think it necessary, who are we - ignorant cutworlders - to

neglect such a simple precaution? Spock, you and I will take First
wateh; Mr. Shacter, Ms. Thekar, you will take second watch, Mr.
Verris, Dr. Maris, third watch.”

They bustled around for a few moments, gathering up dead woud
Fram the ground round about and making a small Fireplace out of a
circle of fairly large stones, then Kirk put some of the woad into
the Fireplace and used his phaser to light it. Within seconds the
fFire was crackling cheerfully, sending shadows dancing on the
branches above and around them.

Although it was mot yet cold, they rolled up in the thermal
blankets, so carefully made to resemble mouflette wonl, The four
whose turn it was to sleep lay down, and Kirk and Spock sat beside
the Fire, Kirk with his blanket round his shoulders, Spock with his
still folded neatly bheside him.

Both sat silent at fFirst, staring into the Fire, sach busy with
his own thoughts. Finally Kirk said gloomily, "I think ws’'re chasing
a wild goose, Spock. IF those beings could teleport, wouldn’t it
have heen easier for them to do that rather than carry those baskets
back to camp?"

"“The ability could be limited to only a few individuals...”
Spock began, but Kirk could hear the doubt in his voice.

"Or else we still haven’'t Found the species with the ability,
gven though these are the most advanced of the hominids we've seen,”
Kirk finished, stubbornly refusing to be completely disheartened.
"You said yourself, the readings still aren’t guite the same as the
one you got when little April disappeared.”

"Jim, we have already fFound three distinct species of hominid.
The existence of another — "

"Is still possible,” Kirk said. "[On Earth, there are still
three species of ape, as well as Man - and anthropologists reckon
that even Man as a species is made up of different sub-species ~
negroid, mangoleid, caucasian - they all have quite distinctive
physical characteristics. And the Fossil evidence shows that there
were several other species of man, like the neanderthals, that have
now died out. There’'s a precedent for more species of haominid here
than we’'ve saen.”

"Sometimes I Forget abouwt the range of life forms on other
planats,” Spock said, scunding slightly subdued. *“When VYulcan’s
climate changed, thousands of years agc, so many-species died out...
including all of our higher ‘primate’ relatives. We naarly wipead
curselves out, too, in the struggle to survive, until Surak taught us
that reason was a better tool For survival than the destruction of
our neighbours.”

Xirk reached over and laid a gentle, suympathetically
understanding hand on his friend’s knee for a moment as he real ised
how difficult it must be For his gentle, compassionate VYulcan to
cantemplate the violence of his planet’s history. Then, briskly, he
continued, "gWell, we'll chserve these beings for a little longer,
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Just to make sure, but I think we have to lock further afield yet.”
He glanced up at the sky, which was clouding over. "I hope it
dogsn’t rain.”

Spock half smiled. "On the caontrary, Jim - I would welcome some
rain. Except for my visits to Earth, and a Few occasions when I was
on Zaynaol’s moon, I have rarely seen rain.”

"Spock, believe me, rain is no fun at all when you’re camping -
especially like now, when gou’'ve no tent to shelter in. OF course,
we could go back te the Enterprises..,."

"IF you wish to do so, Captain, I hereby velunteer to remain on
the planet to chserve the hominids’ heshaviour during such inclement
weather - "

"Spock!"  Xirk grinned, pleased at having successfully pulled
his Friend’s leg.

The Vulcan looked at him, barely able te distinguish the smile
in the dim firelight. "I do not think I will ever fully compreghend
the Human sense of humour - " he hegan, and Kirk chuckled.

"Spock, youw understand it perfectly well.”

Spock reached over for more wood for the fire., "“Most of the
time, perhaps,” he admitted. "But I did say fully; thers are still
cccasians when I simply do not understand what you Find amusing in a
situation.®

Kirk’s grin widened. "You know something, Spock? Half of tha
time, half of the Human race doesn’t understand what the other half
Finds funny in any given situation.®

The threatened rain did not fall that night, aithough by marning
the sky was completely overcast. It made the atmosphere very nuemid,
s0 that even Spock was forced to admit that he was conscious aof the
heat, while Thekar, whose native Andoria was slightly cooler than
Earth, found it so unbearable that Kirk ordsred her hack to the
Enterprise. She protested, but not particularly vehemently; it was
clear that she did so only as a matter of form, and Kirk easily
overruled her chiections.

"Ne, no, Lisutenant. You can return when climatic conditions
are more sulted to your species, Meanwhile, you can devote your time
on the Enterprise to studying the tricorder records of the three
species we’'ve observed sc Far - this could be of tremendous help to
LJS- 1]

Once she had shimmered out of sight, Kirk turned to the others.

"Right, " he said. "Back to work. Spock, is there any sign of life
from the hominid camp?"

"Same mavement, Captain, but nothing out of the ardirary. The
cutlying guards have Joined up with the main group, so it should he
easy enough to regain our position of last night.®

"All right. We want to observe as much of their behaviour as
possible; now it’'s a fair assumption that some will go aut gathering
Fruit and roots again and some will probably go hunting. Yasterday
we watched a group that was gathering vegetable matter; sa today we
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will follow any group that looks as if it might be going hunting.®
Wes, sir."

"Then let's go.v

The hominids were gathered in a group, and from the buzz of
noise - fairly muted at the distance -~ apparently having an animated
discussicn. AFter some moments, the group broke up, scattering to
pick uUp baskets and sticks. After another moment, Kirk whispered,

"Spock - would you agree with me that there are no adult males
in that group? The adults are all Females?v

The Vulcan nodded slowly. "It would appear so."
"But surely that’s impossible, " Shacter muttered.

"It does not entirely follow," Spock replied softly. "There are
some species that live in same-sex herds For maost of the year, coming
together only at a specific mating sgason.

"Yes, but net... not apemsn. "

"l agree it does seem unlikely, when the other species of
hominid we have chserved live in mixed-sex groups - granted with more
Females than males. But we have the evidence of cur cwn syes here.
ODc you see any adult males, Mr. Shacter?"

The security guard shook his head. "No, Mr., Spock."

"That could explain the guards," Kirk suggested. "iIf they don’t
have any males around, they could Feel nervous,,."

"It does not follow," Spock said again, watching thoughtfully as
the hominids began to head away from the base, one or two of the
women with yowung either clinging to their skirts or fastened to their
backs by means of a wide strip of woven mouflette wool, leaving only
a couple of obviously elderly Females to look after the camp,

It quickly became clear that ‘look after the camp’ really meant
‘look after the fires’, for they carefully and conscienticusly
checked the small fires at regular intervals, replenishing those that
were burning low. Apart from that, they sat together, apparently
talkirng together.

"They deo seem to have a positive language,” Kirk breathed.

"It certainly appears so," Spock replied. “"This species is very
advanced... But it seems strange that they are living without any
males nearby."

"Might the males all be out on a hunting trip?" Shacter
suggested.

""It’s possible,” Kirk said thoughtfully. "SpackT!

The Vulcan was frowning, almost uncertainly. "It sesms =
reasonable suggestion... but the group is already at what is helieved
to be the optimum number. Any others joining it would take the
number too high toc be efficient. It seems more likely that For same
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reasan the sexes do split up, at least For part of the year; possibly
two gr three groups Join together, the females having a harvest camp
while the males have a hunting one?"

A sudden flash of lightning, almost instantly Followed by a
crack of thunder, made Kirk Jump. He didn’t notice his companions’
reaction, however, For his attention was instantly drawn to the
pehaviour of the two old females.

Neither had panicked, as he would have expected primitives to
do. They reacted instantly and efficiently, thrusting sticks into
the ground around one of the fires and using them to support a sort
of ‘umbrella’ of woven grasses which they used to protect the fire.
They were so guick that the cover was over the fire before the first
heavy drops of rain splashed down., Then they turned their attention
to covering the stock of wood beside the ‘sncampment’. That done,
they began tc cover the other Fires, but wurnhurriediy, as if it hardly
mattered if they were sxtinguished by the rain. #s long as the one
Fire remained burning and the stock of wood remained dry, it would be
gasy £nough to rekindle the others.

Neither made any attempt to shelter from the increasingly heawvy
rain. Nor was there any sign that the others weres sven considering
abhandoning their gathering Just hecause they were getting wet,

Kirk motionsd with his head as thunder crashed agsin. "Let's
get back to camp.”

They wriggled awsy, soaking their clothes thoroughly in the
process; they had gone some distance before they dared stand. Once
on their Feet they made rapid time back.

Their camﬁ wag relatively dry; Kirk had selected his tree wesll,
He was less happy, however, about the danger from the lightning,
which continued to Fork down with horrifying regularity, the
thunderclaps which followed =sach flash showing how clcose the storm
actually was. He flicked his communicator open, but chtained only
the crackle of static from the electricity—-filled air arcunrnd, and
closed it again with a resigned shrug.

"We're stuck here, like it or not, till the storm clsars, " he
grunted. "We gan only hope that nothing near us is hit and set on
Fire.”

"l wowld sstimate that starms such as this are relatively
frequent, if the bshaviour of the hominids is any guide,” Spock
commented. "They were clearly unafrzid of the lightning and the
thunder, and considered the rain more of a danger because it might
put out the fire. They were fully prepared toc deal with the danger
of rain.n

Kirk grunted. He could not say he was afrzid of storms,
exactly, but he had no great love of them, having, as a child, ssen
the damage a bolt of lightning could do. And although he knew his
ship was in no danger, the lack of contact with her made him uneasy.

The scund of the little stream near them was getting louder, and
to give himself scomething to do, he walked down to it.

1t was still contained within its banks, but it was now much
deeper and Faster, muddy and carrying with it a mixed Floktsam that
held twigs, small branches, and grass along with other unidentifiable
ohjects, Along with the roise of rushing water was the deeper rumble
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of rocks being carried downstream by the force of the current.

Spock joined him, watching the not-so—-little stream with some

awe. "Water is a surprisingly powerful force," he said at last.
"Constant dripping wears away a stone," Xirk replied almost
absent-mindedly. "In one form or another, water is probably the most

powerful permanent force on the surface of any planst.”

"There are other, more powerful, forces," Spock protested.
"What of volcanic action? And sarthquakes?™"

That Spock had good reason to remember the Forcse of both
earthgquakes and volcanic action, Kirk knew well. "Those are only
temporary," he said. "A volcano erupts for a day... a wesek... An
garthquake shakes the ground for a minute, and during that time it
can do a hellish amount of damage, I agres=. But then they both lie
dormant again, maybe For years - centuries, But water... A sudden
Flood might do a great deal of damage in a short time, and then
subside - but the water doesn’t just go away. It flows on, slowly
eroding its banks... slowly dissolving the limestornes around it...
slowly carving a hole by swirling a stone round anrnd round in a
hollow. .., and ice; it splits rocks, glaciers wear away the ground
they pass over... No, I think water has more effect than anything
else in shaping the face of the land. You just don’t think so
because Uulcan has sa much desert; so little rain.®

"That is true," Spock admitted. "We have practically no surface
water; no hig rivers, no seas..,."

The stream was now lipping its banks, little waves splashing
over the edges. Kirk glanced back at thsir tree.

"I think we’d bettsr maove camp,” he said ruefully. "This is
going to overflow its banks any moment, and where we areg isn’t much
higher. We need toc gain a bit of height.” He turned and led his

First Officer back to their camp.

Shacter, who had been watching his senior officers with ane euye
and the stream with the other while he debated whether he should
suggest moving, nodded, relieved that the decision had been made.

Verris, on the aother hand, hardly glanced at the stream.
"Surely we’re high enough here to be safe?" he said.

"I wouldn’t like to risk it," Kirk told him. "We might he all
right if the water Just went on rising gradually - bhut I've seen what
a flash flood can do. In this sort of wooded terrain, all it needs

is one fallen tree that’s partially damming the stream where its bed
is deep. Debris builds up behind it, making a bigger dam.
Eventually the force of water shifts it - possibly esven breaks the
master log, if it’'s Jammed tight enough -~ and you have a wall of
water rushing downstream, spreading as it goes and carrying away
anything in its path. No, Mr, Usrris - I’'m not about to taks any
chances with a Flood.”

They gathered up the blankets and supplies and began to fFollow

Kirk as he bheaded away from the stream towards slightly higher
graowundg.,

The -land sloped wupwards in the direction oppeosite to tha one
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where the hominids were ‘camped’. In one way this was unfortunate,
For it was taking them further From the ‘tribe’, but in another, Kirk
decidad, it was gquite lucky, For it meant that they did not have to
proceed with ceution in case they walked into some foraging natives.
It was gently undulating ground rather than hilly; they wers not
geing to be able to gain much height, but Fifty feet of it would
surely be enough to see them safely above the rush of water from a
Flash Flcod.

They topped a shoulder of the risa and found themselves loocking
down a fFairly steep, though relatively short, slope to a larger
river. The stream they had already seen Jjoined it scme hundred yards
upstream of them. They were still a little way below the actual top
of the rise.

Kirk glanced up the slope then across the river at the opposite
bank, Jjust as sharply sloping as the one they stoed on. Finally he
looked down at the rushing water., The top ten feet or so of beth
banks were covered with lush vegetation: below that was sparsar
growth, giving way to bare rock just above the water line.

"1 think we'ra safs snough here, " he said, selecting a tree that
was not guite as tall as its neighbours. "It doesn’t look as 1if the
water ever quite reaches the top of this cutting.”

They dumped their equipment close to the trunk of the tree and
settled down in as sheltered a positicn as they could find., Spock
selected a spot from which he could watch the ever-rising river,
intent on studying what was to him a rnovelty, and Kirk, after a
minute, Joined him; in spite of his confident words, he was not
antirely sure that the water might not reach them, and he decidead
that he preferred to watch it until he was sure there was no danger.
Shacter moved to where he could watch his senior officers. Maris and
Uerris crouched cover their supplies, using their bodies as an
‘umbrella’. DRuring the hours of daylight, wet clothes could be
ignored; it was certainly warm enough despite the rain. But night
would he a different matter entirely. They might he ahle tc contact
the Enterprise before it geot dark; on the other hand, if the storm
continued, they might not. It had moved away, but it was still
rumbling in the middle distance; it could easily circle round and
continue intsrfering with communications For hours yet. Tt would be
a8 good idea to keep the blankets as dry as paossibls.,

" The persistent, almost hyprnotic, sound of rushing water suddenly
grew louder; Kirk caught at Speock’s arm, pointing upstream.

"Logk!®

A wall of water was cascading down the river. As they watched,
they could see the broken trunks of quite large trees being carried
along by the irresistable force of the water.

"are we high enough?" Spock asked urgently, his dessrt-bred
senses instinctively alarmed by the unfamiliarity of the danger,

"I think so - "

The bank seemed to shake as the Flood water entered the
relatively nmarrow gully. Great tree trunks, snapped off by the force
of the water, beat against sach other and hit off the banks as thsay
were carried past. Close to where they watched, the branchas of a
massive trunk caught agzinst one bank and the tree swung side on and
wedged b=twzmsn the banks; For a moment both water and other trese
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trunks piled up behind it, and Kirk was already pointing, ocpening his
mouth to yell, "Get higher! Get up to the top!" when the weight of
debris-laden water proved too much For the damming tree, and it
snapped, the two parts carried away in the swirling water, suwept out
of sight in seconds. Muddy, Foam-flecked water surged and boiled in
the chammel some ten fFeet below them, dropping slightly as the First
Force aof the flood exhausted itself. Now they could see the bodies
of small drowned animals being swept along. Two mouflette were
washed past, clinging desperately to a small branch; the branch
bumped against the far bank, and jammed there For a moment; ons of
the little animals saw its chance and took it, transferring its grasp
to the shore and crawling up the bank away from the water with what
was clearly the last of its strength, to collapse, clearly exhausted
but alive, as the branch that had saved its life was swept away
again. The other was too exhauwsted to realise that it had a chance
to escape; its grip slackened and it slid right into the water, to be
carriad downstream alongside the branch that was no longer a raft.,

Hiimt"

Kirk drew his attention From the mouflestte and turned to Spock.
The Vulcan was pointing upstream.

One of the hominids was being swept downstream. It, too, was
clinging to a branch; it, too, was clearly nesar the point of
exhaustion where it would be unable to make the effort to remain
afloat.

Kirk reacted almost without thowught. He was moving, scrambling
down to the water’s edge, even as he identified the creature. Spock
was only 8 second behind him,

Shacter sprang to his feet and began to follow his superior
officers, but he was far too late. As the brown head drew level with
him, Kirk plunged into the flooded river, striking gut energetically
towards the haminid. Spock remained on the bank, turning instantly
to race downstream, keeping level with Kirk more easily than he had
expected despite the unevenness of the ground.

Shacter followed.

The water was cold. Very cocld. Far colder than the rain,

Kirk, experisnced in river swimming though he was, had not
expectad it to be so cold. He knew that he had very little time in
which to save the hominid before he would be forced to abandon the
attempt in order to save himself.

The current itself was not giving him much bother; high though
the water was, there was no undertow, no eddies, and the water was
deep enough for any unevennessas in the bed to be hardly significant
at the surface, even although he was sure that the river was carrying
large boulders along. He felt he could swim fFor ever in this as long
as he did not have to Fight the current and swim upstream again - if
it had been warmer.

Tuwo more strokes and he caught the end of the branch supporting
the native. The hominid looked at him with terrified eyes as he
began to kick ogut, towing it back towards the bank.

The sides were steeper here, rocky and cliff-like; there was no
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place he could land., He resigned himself to freezing a little
langer, glad that he could use the support of the branch. Bood
swimmer though he was, the cold was already beginning to drain his
strength.

Ahead of him he saw another branch that was jammed against the
bank. It was not big ernough to dam the river, although it was
holding back saome flotsam, Close in to the side as he was, he was
being carried towards it.

He struck out desperately with his frees arm, but despite
everything that he could do, he was unable to swim clear of the
branch. He was swept forcibly into it. He was only half aware of
the stabbing pain in his cold-numbed arm as the jagged end tore a
great gash down it.

It was still impossible to land, although he was now very close
to the rock wall of the gully. The current was pushing him hard
against the jammed branch, and he struggled to pull himself away from
it without losing hold of the other branch that was providing him,
and the terrified alien, with a support. With an effort that almost
grained the last of his strength, he dragged himself free of the
twiggy fingers that clutched hungrily at him and allowed the current
to carry him on downstoeam,

Ahead of him, he saw the banks opening out slightly, and Spock
already there, kneeling at the water's esdge. He kicked ocut, keeping
himself as close to the bank as possible as the branch supporting him
- and the native - was swept towards the Uulcan. The sound of
rushing water was getting louder, and he realised that there was a
waterfall not too far away; he knew that this was probably the last
chance they would have to escape the river. It was possible to
survive being swept.over a waterfall, if you went Feet fFirst, it
wasn’t too big a fall and there were no rocks undern=ath it, but it
wasn't a chance he wanted to take., Not with the river this high,
when the force of water could beat under, and keep under, anything
going over the fall.

Spock knew that this - the First chance he had seen - was also
the last chance he would have of getting Kirk out of the river., He
could see the water disappearing aover 2 fall in the distance; he had
no idea how big the Fall was, but he didn’t think it possihle tc be
swept over a waterfall and live to tell the tale.

He had found it relatively easy keeping up with the Floating
branch, except when he had to detour to avoid rocks or undergrowth;
eventually, as the gully sides steepensed so that the river was
running past a sheer wall several Fest high, he had simply run as
fast as he could in an attempt to get back to the water’s edge before
Kirk was carried too far downstream, realising that he must get ahead
of him or risk losing a chance toc help his friend. For part of the
time he had not known whether he was getting ahead of Kirk or not.

He was still not fully aware of how desperately he had run, plunging
through bushes with total disregard for his skin; he was bleeding
From many cuts and scratches which he had no memory of receiving;
indeed, his awareness of them was only superficial, overwhelmed by
the relief he felt that he had indeed managed to get ahead of his
friend.

Now he aimed for the largest target he could see; the bhranch
itself. As he caught it, the tug of the water nearly overbalanced
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him; he threw himself backwards to aveoid being pulled into the water
Just as Shacter, who had bsen delaysd by a heavy fall on uneven
ground, arrived.

The security guard took in the situation at a glance as he
leaped down the last few Feet of the slope. He reached the water’s
edge Just as the hominid lost its grip on the branch, and splashed
into the water clutching at it. He caught a handful of hair and
pulled, kicking out against the current as he regained the land,
hauling the half-drowned native out of the water with an ease that
surprised him until he saw that it was only some three Fest tall and
very thin - probably a young aone, It was quite clearly of the same
race as the femalss they had been watching.

Kirk, meanwhile, had gained a grip on the bhank while hsg
scrabbled For the footing that he was too numb to Feel. Spock,
relinquishing his haold of the branch, caught his Captain’s arm and
pulled him out,

Kirk lay gasping for a moment, then sat up, shivering.
"Thanks." He glanced at Shacter. "Is it alive?"

"Yes, Captain. I think it’s in shock, though.®

"That doesn’t surprise me. It didn’t give up, but I hest it was
resigred to dying. It was Just hanging on — these creatures can’t he
able to swim." He fForced himself to his Feet and looked down at the
little native. :

It was naked, whatever garment it had bhgen wearing probably torn
of f by the Force of the water. [t was male.

Kirk shivered uncontrollably. "Let’'s get back to the others."”

"Are ycu able to walk, Captain?" Spock asked, a note of anxisty
in his voice. His eyes were Fixed on the hleeding gash in Kirk’'s
arm.

"Best thing to gst me warmed up 8 bit. And the medikit is with
Maris." He suddenly realised Spock'’s condition. "I think uou need a
bit of attention yourself."

Spock shoock his head. "Superficial scratches only, Captain.®
it was not entirely trus; with the immediate urgency of the situation
past, he was becoming conscious of an ankle that stabbed pain as he
put his weight on it; a clod of earth, shifting unexpectedly under
his foot, had thrown him momentarily of f balance and wrenched the
ankle. He had continuved to runm on it, not even realising that he had
injured it, in his desperate anxiety about his Captain,

"Hmm." Kirk glanced at Shacter. "How about you, Lisutsnant?
Are you — 7P

"Just a few superficial scratohes, like Mr. Spock, " Shacter
replied, ignoring the ache where he had caught his shin on a Fallen
branch and the grazes, hidden by his clothes, that he had suffered in
his fall.

In their control, Kirk saw their svasion. "Yau’ll beoth report
to sickbay for a full checkup when we get back to the ship," he told
them,

"You will also ba reporting For a full check, T trust?" Spock
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held Kirk's gaze for a moment until the Captain nodded.

"Can you carry our friend?" Kirk asked Shacter, who nodded
immediately. Then he looked at the slope above them, took a deep
hreath, and began to plod resclutely and doggedly up it. He was
tired encugh that he accepted Spock’s help without protest. Shacter
swung the little hominid over his shoulder and fFollowed, permitting
himsslf ko limp now that his officers were no langer watching him.

At least the rain had stopped.

They could still hear thunder rumbling in the distance, and the
sky wpstream was still very dark and threatening; a flash of
lightning forked down, but it was many miles away. 0Overhead the sky
was clearing, & watery sun Just beginning to shinme through the
clouds.

"How far are we from our naw camp?" Kirk asked after a minute.
"About two miles," Spock replied.

Kirk gritted his teeth against their chattering and kept on
going.

Before they had gone more than half a mile, they met Maris and
Verris, who, realising that if Spock and Shacter could not help Kirk
a biggesr group was unlikely to do better, had delayed to gather the
equipment together befeore setting off downstream after the others;
Maris krnew that Kirk, to say nocthing of the apeman, would be
suffering from exposure after his soaking - previded bhe was pulled
From the water alive.

The Doctor took one look at Kirk, pulled cut the medikit and

began to attend to his arm. After some moments, she raised her
head. "I'd rather we went back to the ship to d=al with this, sirc."
Kirk glanced at the unconscious hominid. "Now we’'ve sort of

made contact with ome of the natives, I don’t want to lose him - bhut
we shouldn’t take — "

"Captain, we could lose him, from shock, if we don'¢ get hack to
the ship. I1'd say he needs proper cace tog.,"

Kirk nibbled his lip for a moment, then nodded. "®1ll right."
He groped fFor his communicator, only to fFind that it was missing,
probably pulled loose by the force of the water. "Spock."

The Vulcan nodded, pulled cut his communicator, and Flicked it
open. "Spock to Enterprise.”

There was still some static, but the atmosphere had cleared
erough For caontact to be made. "Six to beam up; alert sickbay to he
standing by."

Maris knew very well indeecd both McCoy and Moloy’s attituds
towards other pecple, no matiter how experienced, sesing ko his senior
of ficers; anything other than an injury neeseding minor First aid was
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Firmly dealt with by MeCoy himself. She therefore suggested that the
Chief Medical OffFicer be recalled to the ship for long encugh to see

ta them. It was not that Maris doubted her ability to deal with her

senior officers’ injuries; she simply did not want McCoy to think her
presumptious.

Her suggestion met with no encouragement From either Kirk or
Spock. They both knew McCoy’s attitude too, but in this situation
they preferred to endure the scolding they knew they would probably
be given — in the privacy of their quarters - rather than call McCoy
away from his daughter. Even an appeal to the senior Nurse won Maris
no support; Chapel Fully agreed that McCoy’s duty at this time lay in
helping and encouraging Jo Revisec,.

Kirk’'s arm was soon dealt with, though it was a Jjagged gash that
required considerable skill to laser closed properly, and Maris
decided to keep him in sickbay overnight to make sure that he
sufFfered no il)l effects from his prolenged chilling and the shock of
the inJjury.

Spock’s injuries were indeed as he had said, superficial, apart
from the ankle. HMaris bound it firmly with instructions that he was
to rest it, and released a reluctant Vulcan to his guarters on the
understanding that he remained off duty for the rest of the day.

Shacter had not escaped so lightly. He had chipped a bone in
his shin and given himself a very nasty gouge on a dead branch when
he Fell; he also had multiple abrasiaons, and much to his annoyance
Maris decided to keep him in sickbay for a couple of days.

The haminid was checked aver very carefully, some water removed
fFraom his lungs, then left in a corner bed to sleep off his shock
while the medical staff took a full record of his physiclogy. Xirk
had rescusd, they decided, a half-grown male of the third species
they had seen. Xirk reflected that the landing party had already
guessed that.

The Captain then convened a meeting of his landing party in
sickbay. Maris tutted about it, but had not the authority to refuse,
and fFound herself wondering iF this was not also part of thes reason
why Kirk had refused to summon McCoy; the Chief Medical Officer was
not in the least awed by Kirk’s rank; it was certain that he would
not permit Kirk to overextend himself. Maris herself, while not awed
by Kirk’s rank, was too outranked to be able to outface the (Captain.

"Question," Kirk said. "Can we say definitely that we have nauw
discovered the hominids the survey team reported?"

"] wouwld say uyes, Captain,” Spock replied. He nodded over
towards the slesping native., "His readings indicate a large,
well-convoluted brain with well developed centres of reasoning. The
centres of speech are less well developed, but we know that some
level of vocal communication does exist., OfF course, how well the
translator will be able to cope with his 'language’ is impossible to

predict at this moment. We can, however, attempt to communicate with
him = if our appearance does not Frighten him out of his wits.”

"Captain." Chapel glanced over from her self-impased watch over
the hominid. "He's coming round."

"I+ looks like we're scon going to Find put if it dees,” Kirk
said wryly.



&l

Igrnoring the pain that was beginning to stab at his chest with
every breath, Kirk pushed himself upright and sat on the edge of the
bed. Maris caught his shoulder.

"Captain, will you please lieg down, 1 haven’t passead you as Fit
gyet." 8She sounded exasperated.

"Doctor — "

"She is within her rights, Captain." Spoock, who was watching
him intently, spoke quistly. "You are still her patient.”

"Dammit, there’s nothing wrong with me!" Even as he spoke, Kirk

knew that he lied, for the pain stabhed afresh when he tack a breath
to answer:; but as always when there was a jobh to do he refused to
give in to it.

Spock looked him straight in the eys, aware of a tension in
Kirk’s body even although the Human had managed toc keep from
wincing. "You were thoroughly chilled, Captain. Even now — ygou
still Feel cold, do you not?"

Spock knows me and my ways rather too well, Kirk thought
ruefully. "A little, but that’s nothing to worry about." He tried
to brush off the comment as unimportant.

"Prolanged chilling can l=2ad to various infections,” Maris said
severely. Auware that she had Spock’s support, she added, "So you can
Just lie down agsin."

"Ooctor, I am not an invalid.”

Sgeing that Maris was on the point of givirng in, Spock asked,
"Uoctor, do youw pass Captain Kirk as Fit For dutyg?”

"No, Mr. Spock," she replied. "Not until morrning, ship’s time,
at the sarliest.”

"Im that case, Captain, as secand in command it is my duty to
relieve you until you are declared medically Fit." He trusted that
Maris would say nocthing about having taken him off duty as well,

Kirk glared at him; Spock looked back wunmaved, his bland
expression masking the very real concern that he was feeling. Kirk
took a desp breath to retort, and gasped as the pain stabbed afresh,
this time umable to control his reactiaon. Instantly, Maris pushed
him Flat an the bed. Releasing him, she looksd up at the diagnostic
hoard.

"So yow're Fit Ffor duty, Captain®” she asked grimly. "You're
not Fit, and you won’t be for several days. Youw’'ve got a touch of
pleurisy, Captain, and that won’t get better by itself." She glancad
pgver at Chapel, who was bending gver the now restless hominid, and
touched a button to call in ancther nursea, "dh, Nurse Arhst - I want
10 cecs af rhonomyalin For Captain Kirk immediately, arnd a2 Further ©
ces every three hours for the nmext forty eight." She locked back at
Kirk. "AFter that, Captain, we’ll see how you’'re getting aon."

Kirk gave a helpless gesture. "I need to speak to the native, "
he said chstinately.

"Then we’ll bring him cver te you," Maris told him, "How's he
doing, Nurse Chapel™
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Chapel raised her head. "Regaining consciousness fast, Ah — "

She was interrupted by the hominid’s terrified scream as he
tried to shrink back away from her, staring at her with eyes wide
with a fear that intensified as he realised that he could not move
away from this terrible, huge creature with unheard-of blue Fur
because there was a cliff behind him. It chattered incomprehensively
and Verris muttered, "Talk to it? How? The tramslator can’t make
any sensg out of that gabble.”

Kirk glared at him. "For heaven’'s sake, man, give the
translator tims! It’s got to hear some of a nrnew language to get the
feel of it before it can begin to operatel

Chapel straightened slightly, realising how her alien appearance
was frightening the native. "It’s all right," she said softly,
knowing that the creature wouldn’t be able to understand her hut
noping that tore of voice would work instead. "It’s all right, we're
not going to hurt you. Onece we’'re sure you're not hurt from gour
soaking, we’ll take yow home again, It’'s all right. Sssh, Sssh,
Don’'t warry. You're safe here. Yes - safe., I[t’s all right.®

It seemed to work. The hominid’s near-hysterical chattering
slowed; stopped. The little native looked at her. Then, more
slowly, it said something; the translator picked cut the word,
"Hurt."

"We're nat going to hurt you,” Chapel repeatsd.
Vo#f &&%% ! ;; 3 take $R*!I* home, "

"Yes, we’ll take youw home, " Chapel assured him. "But we want to
speak to you first. Perhaps you can help us.”

It took some time, but at last the translator seemed te he able
to make sense out of most of the alien’s language. It was a very
simple language, consisting mostly of nouns and verbs, with few
adjectives or adverbs and a minimum of prepositions and conjunctions,

Finally, Chapel coaxed the hominid to his feet and led him over
to Kirk’s bed.

Kirk smiled encouragingly and the native shrank hack again,
pulling against Chapel’s hold on his arm,

"Your teeth, Captain," Spock suggested. "He thinks you are
snarling; possibly that you are intending to eat him.®

"What is your nameT" Kirk asked softly, speaking as gently as he
could.

"Warra." The native still looked wary, but seemed to respond to
the gentleness,.

"Warra, we come from a8 long way away. Some of gur children have
been disappearing. Do you know angthing about children
disappearing?"

Awareness showsd instantly in the wide eyes. "wWarra belong
Anar’'s stirp. Young belong Anar’s stirp disappear. Ten-year Meeting
after last cold season; decide. Men go search; women stay, guard
gyoung ~ Joung-not-disappsar." Warra gave a little gesture that was
akin te & shrug. "Men no find., Men think half-men take. Find
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half-men. Half-men, young disappear. Half-men silly; halfF-men no
worry . "

Kirk glanced at his Science Officer. "Interesting; Warra’'s no
more than half-grown, yet he doesn’t think of himself as ‘young’ .

"Warra man, " the hominid said, sounding slightly indignant.

"He understood you, Captain,® Spack said. "I have no doubht that
Warra has been expected to carry a man’'s responsibilities For at
least half of his life."

Kirk nodded. "Sorry, Warra - I didn’t mean to insult you.
Amang my people dou would still be counted, not as a child, but as...
in between; not a child, but not yet a grown man.” The hominid
looked slightly puzzled, as iF the concept was too difficult For him
to grasp. Kirk went on. "So your pecple don’t know whers your yaoung
disappeared to."

"No . "

Kirk grunted. "Scratch the Klingon theory, anyuway," he
muttered. "And the Orions. Neither of them is going to be
interested in Warra's race - or the ‘halfF-men’." It was an

interesting, and samehow apt, description for the more primitive
hominids they had seen; while Warra himself was proof that beings of
the cultural level of homo erectus were undoubtedly Far more
intelligent than palaeontologists believed possible. He looked back
at Warra.

"Warra - can your people... can they move themselves from ane
place toc ancther without walking there?"

The little native looked puzzled. "Ng,"
"Have you ever heard aof anyone able to do that?"

This time he merely locked puzzled, and Spock said, "I believe
the question will not translate into Warra’s language."

Kirk scratched his head. "I'm not sure I can reword it."
"I suspect the answer would be no, anyway, Captain, His ansuwers
have been quite full. If he had known of anyone, I suspect he would

have said that memhers of kis ‘stirp’ can’'t but that there are those
who can.,”

"So we’'re back to square one," Xirk said gicomily. "Only the
mystery is a little wider than we thought it was. Not Just Human
infants; infants of all the primate races on the planet.®

"Warra - one more guestion,” Shacter put in suddenly. “"How long
nave your young been disappearing? How many seasonst!

Warra looked round at the bhig male with the bright red fur, the
thought passing through his mind that he had never before seen any
creatures with body fur a different colour from their head fur, or
any stirp whose pecple had so many different colours of Fur. For a
moment, he wondered about it, but it was of no real interest compared
toc the things in life that mattered - Finding Food, kesping the Fires
alight in the rain of the cold season, and - soorn now - choasing =
mate. He considerad the gquestion, then hsld up a Four-fingered hand
and closed the thumb and little Finger across his palm.
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"Two cold seasons since last Ten—year Meeting,’ he said.

"Eight years, " Maris said. "And apart From a couple of infants,
the youngest of the... the half-men that we saw would be about eight
or nine. It tallies - for this continent.”

"If childresn have heen disappearing for eight years, why wait
till now to search For them?™!" Uerris asked.

"Young die masily. Thought...”" he gave his near-shrug again.
"Happens. Young dies; body found later. Ten-year Meeting; Anar talk
tnra, talk Ranna, talk Wannar, talk Nahu, talk Hunnan, All stirps

lose young - many young. Anar, Hunnan, say look - warm sesason, men
look, wemen store food. Anar, Hunnan, Jjoin, Unra, Wannar, Join.
Ranna, Nahu, big stirps, no join. Four ways. Men lecok. No find.,"
Thaekar was looking very puzzled., "It’s a very... econamic...
language, isn’t it," she commented. "But it's so economic that I

can’'t understand properly what he means.”

Kirk translated. "Warra's - er - stirp - 1 suppose that meEans
"tribe’ - thought it was plein bad luck until they Joined up with
other tribes at a ten—-year meeting in the spring. Then they
discovered that all the tribes were having losses so they decided
that the men shaould search while the women saw to storing food for
next winter. Two of the tribes were bigger and remained independent,
hut the other Four Jjoined up in two pairs. That let them search in
Four dirsctiomns. But they haven’t found anygthing.”

He looked at Maris. "Is UWarra Fit enaugh to go back d... er,
homer"

-

"He seems to bes, "

"In that case, I don’'t think we need damage the Prime Directive

any further., We've Found out enough From him to tell us that the
answer isn’t here, We don’t need to show ourselves to anyone slse.
Spock - ¢

The Vulcan laid a gentle hand on Warra’s shoulder, and befors
the hominid could react, long fFingers pressed and Warra collapsed
unconscious,

"Beam him down guickly, and leave him beside the river, a bit
upstream from where we got him. With any luck his people will Find
him guickly, and he'll think he dreamesd all this.®

Spock nodded. "I’ll do a gquick sensor scan of the area fFirst,
and see iF I can pick up his tribe.®

"Good idea, but hurry - you don’t have long before he comes
round, do ygou?"

"About ten minutes, unless his nervous system is very differant
from that of most humanocids.”

"I1’11 taske Warra to the transporter room for you, Mr. Spock,”
Chapel offered,

“"Thank you, Nurse." Despite his bandaged ankle Spock strode out
at a speed that in a Human wauld have been called a run but in the
Uulcan somehow managed to look like a brisk walk. Chapel scooped
Warra up in her arms and followed him aout.
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Kirk relaxed, trying to keep his breathing Fairly shallow,
thinking.

"Eight years for the Prime Directive continent," he said slowly,
"but only about six manths for the other ones."

"It looks as if the answer could be on Warra’s continent,
Thekar said slowly. "It started there."

"Whatever is taking the children doesn’t seem interested in
differentiating between levels of culture," Maris commented. "1t
takes everything From Human immigrants through an intelligent, up and
coming hominid race, to creatures that are little more advanced than
animals. As if intelligence doesn’t caunt.”

"And they’'re all very young." Kirk sighed. "I hate to say
this, but if age is the criterion rather than intellect, it begins to
lock as if the missing children - of all species - were taken to
provide their kidnappers with Ffood.”

"Wouldn’t it be more sensible to take adults in that case,
Captain?' Verris asked. "Bigger, more eating an them.,."

"And tougher," Kirk said flatly. He yawned as the events of tha
day finally caught up with him. “Dismissed," he told Verris and
Thekar. "Carry on checking over the readings we got in case you come
up with something - anything at all out of the ordinary, I want to
hear about it." He looked back at Maris. "Daoctor, I want to see
Spock as soon as he’'s taken Warra back home. Even if I'm asleep,
he's to waken meg, ™

"Won’t the morning do?" Maris asksd.

"Morning would meEan a delay aof several hours. I want to get
this solved with as little loss of time as possible. After ['ve
spoken to him, 1’1l rest - I promise.”

Maris still looked doubtful, but she realised that Kirk waould
only fret himself into worse condition if she refused, so she turned
to the intercom, contacted the transporter room and ieft the
message. Kirk nodded his thanks.

Spock found a small group of hominids some five miles upriver
From where they had rescued Warra, and concluded that this was the
group the boy had been with. He beamed down with Warra to a point
some half a mile from the group, then carried the unconscious native
upstream until he could see the others through the trees.

The hominids were moving slowly downstream. Satisfied that they
uere unlikely to stop until they had passed where he was, Spack
placed Warra carefully beside the river, positioning him so that it
looked as if he had managed to crawl out by himself, and retreatsd
hastily but cautiously until he was positioned where he could see and
hear but was unlikely to be seen.

Warra was stirring before Spock heard a shout. The little band
went running forward and clustered round the baoy. For a Few minutes
there was a confused babble of voices, then the group moved on, mare
quickly now, taking Warra with it,

Once they were out of sight, Spock signalled for beam up. Warra
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wauld be all right.

The Vulcan stood for a moment looking down at his sleeping
Captain, sorely tempted to allow him to sleep on. Maris joined him.

"He was very insistent,” she said., "But he promised that he
wauld rest once he had spoken to you."

Pill wakening him harm him in any way?"

Maris shoogk her head. "No. We casught the pleurisy early — no
thanks to him. For an intelligent man...” She broke off, aware that
she should not criticise her senicr officer so bluntly. Y"He’s warmed

up now and unlikely to have any sort of relapse,” she went on more
hriskly, "but try to make it gquick.”

Spock nodded and shook Kirk awake as Maris moved across to check
Shacter before returning toc her office.

"You wanted to see me, Captain.”

"Oh, Spock. Yes. Yes, the answer to all this has to lie on the
‘nmative’ continent. Children have been disappearing From there for
gight uears - it’s as if whosver or whatever is responsible only
turned to the Human children on the other continent when children on
this one became scarce.

Marra said he didn’t know anuything about telekinesis, and I
helieve him - that language didn’'t lend itself to anything other than
the plain, unembroider=d truth. Besides, he didn’t smell."”

Spock shook his head. "That is not necessarily definitive praof
- he was only half grown. OFten anly the adults - specifically the
adult males - have a strong body odour. However, I waited on ths=

planet until Warra was found, and the party of males that found him
was also without a strong body scent. And I do not recollect
smalling anything damp cr earthy — other than the wet earth during
and after the rain - in the vicinity of any of the other hominids we
ohserved, "

"Which brings us back to 2 possible Fourth speciss. 3Spock, I
want Full sensor scanning on this continent; We’ve geot readings an
the three species we saw, se it’ll be easy =nough to avoid those.
You have that single reading you got when April disappeared. Try to
match it. Take that continent mile by mile - uyard by yard - inch by
inch if necessary; but find me something positive."

"It will take 2 little time," Spock began.

"Then the sooner you get your department started, the gquicker
it’1ll be." :

"OF course, Captain., [ was merely trying to pocint owt that it
is highly unlikely that we will have anything positive to show by -
say — the morning.”

"We have more than a week." Kirk gave a faint half smile. "aAnd
if necessary, 1’11 call in & couple of fFavours I’m cwed to let us
stay a Fsw days langer.”

"1'11 gt the scan started right awsy," Spock said. "Goodnight,
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Jim =~ and sleep well.”
"Soodnight, Spock.”

Kirk wass asleep again before the door had slid shut behind the
Vulcan.

By mid-morning next day he was thorcughly bored and Fseling so
much hetter that lying in bed, which, although he would never have
admitted it openly, had been a welcome Ffate the day bhefore, no longer
seemed to be any sort of good ides.

He tossed restlessly, trying to relisve his need to be doing
scmething. When Maris finally appeared, he smiled engagingly at her.

"Good morning, DOoctor." He spoke with a cheerfulness that was
maostly Forced.

She looksd at him suspiciously, and he wondered 1iF MeCoy
automatically warned all his staff not to trust anything theic
Captain said when he was in sickbay. "GBood morning, Captsin. How do
you Feel this morning?"

"Do yau know, [ feel Fine. ©Ch, I realiseg I'm not Fully Fit
again yet, but I don’'t think I need clutter up a bed in sickbay any
laonger. "

"Then where would youw propose to - er - ‘clutter up a hed’?" she
asked dryly.

"I could go to my own quarters.” He smiled again, the charming
smile that over the years had caused many a female heart to Flutter.

Maris simply looked at him, a2 suspicious expression on her
Face. "And what would you do there?" she asked.

Yas, her voice was definitely suspicicus teoco, Kirk decided.

"Wwgll, 1 man rest there Jjust as sasily as here,” ha bluffed. "I°'d
relax easler there,” he went on. "My own things around me... a goocd
book... a - "

" — 1ot of paperwork that is sitting waeiting to be done, a
too-easily-reached intercom to keep you in touch with what's going
Clﬂ..."

"Piease, Doctor. 1’11 be good - "

"Yes, Just wuntil yow realisa that you simply must check an how

the overhaul is going, cor... No, Captain, I simply do not trust you
to rest properly iF gou’rs unsupervised., Besides," she pointed out,
"your course of antibiotics is not Finished yst. T am certainly not

assigning & nurse to go chasing round the ship looking for you when
it’'s time fFor your next injection and you’ve ahsented gourself from
your cabin.," His wry smile told her gquite plainly that Kirk
appreciated her unerringly exact reading of his character.

1t did not make the lang hours of inactivity anyg =asier to
endure, however, and Kirk found himself gazing enviously at Shacter,
who, while awake, was lying back as if he appreciated the rest. Yet
the security guard was, as Kirk well knew, an active man who thrived
on work. Uniess, of courses, Shacter was more seriocusly hurt than
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they had thaought.
"Mr. Shacter?"
"Wes, Captain?" There was a pause of almost a second befare

Shacter answered, as iF he had had tc pull his thoughts back from
wherever thesy bhad besn,

"How can you Just lie there?" Kirk asked. "Deon't you get
bored?"

"Bored?" Shacter seemed to consider it For a moment.  '"No, not
really. It gives me time to think..."

“But you’'re normally so esnergetict”

"I suppose ! am... but sometimes I like to sit and just - uell,
let my mind wander. Think abouwt something and try to remember
everything I can about it. It’s good training for ths memory."

"Were you thinking about anything in particular Jjust now?" Kirk
asked curiously.

"abput the hominids. The different kinds." He was silent for a
moment, then he said, almost diffidently, "Captain, I’m not sure that
they &re¢ all bhominids."

"What do you mean?" Even if the suggestion hadn’'t intrigued
Kirk, he would still have asked, for the conversation at least was
doing something to esase his borsdom.

"gell... I’m not a scientist, Qaptain, and I den’t want to be-.
one; I'm happy in security. But I can't deny that I find science
interesting; I[’ve read up a bit about it, and Mr. Spock has taught me
a little as well. Soc I'm not totally ignorant about the subject.”

"I know - that’'s why you were selected for landing party duty,”
Kirk told him. He grinmned slightly, almost mischisvously. "Anyway,
1 knew you’d wangle a swap if I Jid assign someones else. You'd never
entrust Spock’s safety to any other guard."

Shacter ignored the interruption, although he appreciated the
caompliment and silently acknowleged the truth of the final comment,
"1 didn’'t notice it at the time, cor when we ran over the tricorder
readings — we were too sure we had the right idea about the different
species of hominid. But this morning I started te think about the
natives, and I realised - that First lcot were guite a bit different

From the other two. 1 think thsy’'re an example of parallel
evaolution.”
"Go on." Kirk’s interest was totally caught now.

"Warra’'s kind just have ordinary brown fur, with as much
individual variation in shading as there is in - say =~ Human hair.
The second lot we saw — the aggressive bunch — were all ordinary
brown too. Both species have fFlattish Faces with eyes quite close
together and look to the front. Binocular vision. But that first
lot looked more like squirrels - their fFaces were more pointed, so
that their eyes uwere set a little Further apart, and if you remember
their fur blended in with their background. They were smaller than
the reports indicated fFor the Prime Directive race. And their young
seemed to hang on to theic mothers’ fur, at least part of the time,
while that kiddie of Warra’s species had to walk hanging on to
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mother’s skirts - the females’ hair isn’t long or thick enough to let
the young hang cn to it. Then Warra spoke of the ‘half-man’, as if
he knew of only one kind of more primitive hominid an the planet. "

"Yes, he did, didn’t ha. Though that could have been a Fault in
the translation.”

"I thought of that, Captain, but - well, Mr. Spock said it at
the time; Warra'’'s answers were exact,”

"Well reascned, Mr. Shacter," a quiet voice put in from the
door. Baoth men jumped at the unexpectedness of it, and glanced
round, toc smile a welcome — Kirk’s enthusiastic, Shacter’s more

diffident - as Spock moved from the door towards their beds.

"How much did yaou hear?" Kirk askesd.

"Engugh toc agree that Mr, Shacter is prohably correct. There is
ancther thing; we wondered why the First group - let us call them the
‘squirrel men’ - had protective colouring, and debsated whether there

was a recently-extinct predator who had preyed on them. Now I wonder
whether that predator is still alive; passibly even Warra’'s pesople.”

"Huh?"  Kirk looked startled. "All right, 1’11 buy it. Why?"

"We know they are hunters; they carry primitive spears. [ admit
we do not know for certain what they hunt, but the ‘squirrel men’ are
of a size to ba... shall we say, warth hunting?"

Kirk made a face, "It’'s too like cannibaliem For my liking.™

"Captain, for a long time monkeuys were considered a valid item
of food hy primitive tribes on Earth," Spock said,. "This is no
different. Indeed, the relationship here could well be less close
that that between monkeys and apes - including garly Man ~ on Earth."

"You’ll be telling me next that there were sound reascns For
cannibalism.” Kirk sounded just a trifle disgruntled.

"There were, " Spock replied simply. "At least in the eyes of
the races involved.,"

"Such as?t"

"Mostly, it was part of the religion; a means of acquiring tha
courage, endurance, spesd and cther admirable qualities of the deagd
person. To be eaten was quite a compliment, as I understand it.
From the practical point of view, lack of any other facm of protein
was another reason.,"

Kirk shuddered. "I wouldn’t have expected a Uulgan to condone
cannibalism,” he admitted.

"1 do naot condone it. I understand why it existed."

Shacter interrupted. "Captain, you did say yourself that the
children might have been taken Ffor Fgod.®

"I knaw [ did. But that was hefore ] realised kow bumanoid the
Darannan hominids are.”

"Need that make any difference?" Spock asked sogberly. "They ara
still at a stage of development where the daily search for proteln
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food must be a major concern.'

Kirk looked at him, horror in his eyes, then said slowly, "Warra
said that at First they thought the half-men might have taken their
young. Could the half-men be the ones hunting the ‘squirrel-men’T"

"1t is not impossible, " Spock agreed, "but I am compeslled to
point out that we saw nothing to indicate that they actively hunt or
gat anything other than fruit - and possibly other vegetable matter -
and perhaps carrion. The reports say 'carrion eaters’ and we know
that Warra's race hunts and therefore prefers fresh meat — but is
probably not averse to taking carrion when they Find it. We cannaot
be certain which species the survey party actually saw.”

Shacter said, "Mr. Spock, would animal protein From one planet
necessarily be edible to carnivores from another planet?"

Spock’s gesture said wordlessly, Mho knows? Alien foods, alien
diseases; some were compatible, some were not. The foods that uwere
not were usually instant poison; the diseases that were were always
severe, almost invariably fatal. It would ssem that if Human
children were being stolen for fFoocd, they were indesd edible, for if
they were not, only one would have disappeared. The thieves would
then have known that Humans were not a food rescurce for them.

Yat there might still be another ansuer. If only they could
fFind it.

Tuwenty—-four hours later, Kirk was released to his own guarters,
with medical corders to remain off duty for at least another day. By
then, Shacter was as bored with lying in bed as Kirk, and very aware
that he must endure another twelve hours at least in Sickbay.

To give himself something to think about, he called up the
report on the hominids once more - the cne on the creatures they
thought Warra meant by ‘half-men’ - and began to look through tham
aonce mora, this time at half speed, and paying more attention to
background details than the main image, which had already been fairly
thoroughly sxamined.

Almost immediately, his attention was drawn to the young mals in
the middle distance that stopped picking the herries and crouched on
the ground, and he magnified that part of the image, slowing down the
acticn even mare.

The picture was blurred, and he called on the computer to
enhance the image. Then he studied the picture again.

Although none of them had actually registered it at the time,
although none of them had noticed it when they studied the record -
possibly because it was so blurred - it was almost certain that the
hominid half-hiddern in the grass had actually caught a small animal
ard was munching enthusiastically on the carcase. It loocked like a
mouflette.

Although vegetable matter probably accounted for most of their
diet, the ‘half-men’ were indeed able to assimilate meat, and not
just carrion; they did indesd catch small animals. It wes probably
opportunist hunting rather than deliberately planned hunting, but
nunting it certainly was,
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It was evening before Spock visited Kirk with a report on his
latest scan of the continent below them.

"None of the hominids ars particularly numsrous, " he said. "The
‘sguirrel-men’ seem to live exclusively in the southern half of the
continent. I haven’t established positively why they have a northern

barrier, but it could be one of temperature - they ar=s all Found
south of the planet’'s eguator. The half-men and Warra's p=ople are
more widely dispesrsed, with Warra’'s kind more numerous than the
half-men towards the north.®"

"As if they uwere spreading out from their points of origin?®
Kirk asked.

"It is possible," Spock agreed, "although from the data ws have
it is impossible to state categorically that this is the case.”

"And you’ve still Found nothing further afield?®

Spock shook his head. "We are extending the scan in all
directions, bhut we are now scanning nearly a thousand miles from the
last hominid resding and have detectad nothing but non-sentient
animal life."

Intent on their conversation, both men Jumped as the intercom
bleeped shrilly, interrupting them. Xirk reached fFor it.

"Kirk heres."

"Is I, Spock there, Captain?' It was Thekar's voice., She
sounded as excited as it was possible for an Andorian to be.

"Affirmative." Spock leaned forward.

"Wg’'ve fFound something, sir. Just over a thousand miles north
of the main concentration of hominids. We picked up a reading of a
small group aof hominids — Warra’s kind — and there was a Human
reading with them! The reading was anly on the sensors for a minute
or sa, then it vanished again, but it was long encugh for us to get a
positive Fix on the positign.® :

"Get our landing party together, Ms. Thekar," Kirk snapped.
"And give the co-ordinates to the tramnsporter room. We're going down
there." He snapped off the intercom.

"Mr. Shacter will not be able to go down," Spock printed out.
"Indeed, you should not go down gither, Oc. Maris has not yet
clearad yocu for duty."

"We have a reading on a Muman, " Kirk said urgently. “IF we go
down right away, it’s possible we might discover something.®

"And it is equally possible that we will not," Spock said
quietly. He hated having to disagree with Kirk in this fashion, but
- concerned though he was about the missing children - Kirk’s
well-being concerned him more., He would not willingly watch the
Human doing anuthing that might endanger his Full recovery. "The
readings disappeared suddenly - the way the child April’s did. The
group that the sensors detected could be a long way away by now.™
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"Spock, we’ve got to go down,” Kirk said quietly, ignoring his
First OFficer’'s objections. "I’1ll be all right. 1’'d have been back
to Full duty tomorrow, after all., I'm only anticipating that hy a
few hours."

The Vulcan looked doubtful, but was prevented from saying
anything more by the intercom, which bleeped again.

“Xirk here."

"Maris, Captain. Ms. Thekar’s been in touch with me. You do
realise that Mr. Shacter will not be able to accompany the landing
party?"

"Yes, doctor.”

"as for yoursslf, Captain - provided you promise to behave and
not try to do too much, I won’'t push medical authority to stop you . "

"Moctor, I see this as being in +he nature of a reconnaisancs.
Norne of us will be doing much."

"Wery well, Captain.,” The image disappearsd, and Kirk glanced
at the Uulcan, a touch of almost apoclogetic triumph in his eyss.

Spock’s answering gesture could not have been called a shrug —
on the other hand, there was nothing else it cauld have been called.

Kirk grinned appreciatively. Spock, houwever, was not finished.

"What ahbout a security guard, Captain?! he asked. YRegulations
state -~ "

"Regulations also state that this is a prime directives
continent, so we shouldn't be gaoing down anyway. No, Spock - I'm not
willing to bave anyone else going down, even though it doss mean
going without a guard. None of the other security guards knous
gnough about science to be any use to us — and it’'s not as if there
are any dangerous animals or people, after all."

"Ye cannot be completely sure of that, Jim," Spock said
seriously. "Any creature that can kidnap small children from a
closed room must be considered at least potentially dangerous.”

"Trus - but on the other hand, they did go for very youngd
children. They might consider a fully-grown adult of our species too
much of a mouthful, and run away from us. Shall we ga, Mr. Spock?”

"&Fter you, Laptain," Spock agreed, still reluctant but
resigned.

Kirk headed for the door,

Thekar, Maris and VUerris were already waiting in the transporter
roem when they arrived. Maris eyed XKirk, assessing his condition
with automatic professionalism, He directed his maost charming smile
at her, and knew instantly that he was wasting his time. HMaris wculd
assess his fitness by her standards, not by his.

As Kirk entered, Verris asked, "aren’t we taking 2 sEcurity
guard, sir?"
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"No, " Kirk said briefly. He had given Spock, whao had the right
to ask the samez question, his reasons; damned if he was going to
gxplain himself to the Jjunior officers as well. "We won’t reed ang.

He strode over to the transporter platform and took his place,
Spock at his heels. The other three fcollowed.

"Energize."

Although they were a thousand miles further north, the members
of the landing party discovered that the climate was still very warm,
although a quick glance round showsd that the treEes no longesr spoks
of all-yesar-round plenty. These tress were more seascnal; they =11
hore not-yet-ripe fruit, as if it was late summer - almost autumn, A
clump of bushes hopwever did carry fruit; small reddish-purple
berries, somg of which had fallen to the ground and wers being
hungrily eaten by a small herd of mouflette,

Nearby, =2 bere cliff Face rgose steeply, the ground at its base
littered with Fallen rock, There was no sign of hominid lifs.

Kirk glared round, giving his crew the impression that he was
blaming the wholly inmocent landscape for the problems the colonists
were having. His eyses fFinally rested on Spock.

"Mr. Spock," he said with controlled patience. "Are you certain
that these are the co-ordinates For the readings that were detected?"

"Yes, Captain," Spock replied quietly, his control indicating
quite clearly that he, too,-was experiencing frustration at the lack
of anything to confirm the readings. "We are within a hundred yards
of the position that was recorded.”

"Ard there’s nothing here.”
"It would appear so, Captain.®

Kirk sighed. "Par for the course, isn’t it," he muttered, his
veice disgruntled. "This whole planet has turned into a massive game
of hide and seek. Even some of the natives are having to play!"

He looked round again, then glanced at his pecple. "Have a look
round,” he ordered. Despite himself, he sounded discouraged. I
den’t expect anyone will Find anything, but I'm not going to take
this place at face value., We got a positive Human reading froam
here. That has to mean something.”

Maris, Thakar and Verris headed off towards the trees,
tricorders at the ready, leaving trails of footprints in the
not-yet-dry morning dew. Spock delayed, staring at the cliff, and
Kirk, about to sst off after Uerris, paused,

"Spock?"

"A cliff, Captain.® He aimed his tricorder at it zrnd studisd
the reading. "Limestaons."

Kirk locked shargly at him. "Caves?®

"Not uncommon in limestons country, " Spock agrasd.



75
"Do you actually detect any?"

Spock frowned. "The readings are indistinct - as if thersz might
be something blocking them. But there is an indication of... aof
hollowness. The rock is not solid; but that is all I can say Ffor
certain.”

"IF there’s a maze of caves in there, there has to be an
entrance of some sort,” Kirk said thoughtfully.

"It might be miles away," Spock protested.

"WYes, it might. But some rsadings appeared here. Appsared,
Spock. Hominid readings mostly, but one of them was Human, where no
Human reading should be. What does that say to you?”

Spock thought about it fFor a moment. "Scomesone inside the caves
came out For a moment?"

"I’d guess got¢ out rather than came gut. Thers isn’t any Human
here that came here voluntarily - and I'd guess thers isn’t any cf
Warra's race herse voluntarily either.”

"And the reading disappeared again because whoever kidnapped the
children recaptured them?"

Kirk gave him a grim smile. "That’s how I rgad it. Sao -
there’s got to be an entrance to the cave sysitem hereabouts.®

Spock nodded. He swung the tricorder slowly, guartering the
cliff face, his gaze fixed intently on the readout.

Maris rejoined them. "Thare's no sign af andthing over that

way." Her voice was disheartened. "I hit a patch af soft mud baside
a river that bubbled out from under that cliff; no Footprints of any
kind. That’'s when I came back.™"

"We think the answer’s inside the cliff," Xirk told hear

absently, his eyes following Spock’'s every move, "Go and get the
others.,™

"Yes, sir.” Maris moved briskly zway.

She was barely out of sight when her words penetrated Kirk’'s
consciousness.

"A river!" he exclaimed.
Spock raised his head to look at the Human. "I do trust that
these caves are less... exciting... than the ones we saw on Ethara,”

he commented druly.

Kirk waved a dismissive hand. "If there are... b=ings... living
in them they’'re bound to be relatively safe. But - " sxcitedly = “a
river gives us a way int And if there aren’t any fFootprints around,
it could even he a hack door, so to speak.”

"Jim, I am compelled to remind you that thesse... beings...
managed toc remove saveral children From sscure rooms without being
seen. Logic dictates that they have mo nged of a door - front or

back .®

Kirk’s shoulders drooped slightly at the reminder, but
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straightenad again as veoices announced the return of the others. Ha
might relax his guard in Front of Spock, or even McCoy; he would
nevar be less than the Captain in front of lesser membars of his
crew.,

He gestured Maris forward, and as she led the way towards the
river he managed to walk after her as briskly as if he was wholly
optimistic,

Whatever slight degres of optimism he might have Felt wvanished
the instant he saw the river.

s bubbled out from under that cliff Maris had said; and bubbled
was exactly what it did. It swirled out from the base of the cliff
into a pool that swirled and eddied, boiling so fiercely that Kirk
doubted that anyone falling into it could survive. There was a place
close to them where one eddy did create a small patch of dead water
beside the shore, and it was here that the muddy patch Maris had
mentioned was located.

As a doorway into the cave system - front or hack — this river
was a complete non-starter.

Spock lifted a considering syshrow. "If we can Jjudgs tha cave
system from this river, it would appear to be Fully as... exciting...
as the Etharan caves," he commentad druly.

Kirk sighed. "Check the cliff here for another sntrance, Mr.
Spock," he ordered, pointedly not rasponding to the Uulcanrn’s comment
as he tried toc ignore the sinking Feeling that accompanied his own
realisation that the cave system - or at least part of it - was
probably very dangercus. He was beginning to. wonder if they were
following a completely fFalse trail.

"Captain..."”

"Yes, Mr. Spuock?"

"Up there... about twenty feet up..." Ths Uulcan pointed in a
direction partway between where they were and where they had been.

"Thera’s a small opening..."

"How small?!

Spock frowned. "I would doubt that any of us could get through
it. A child could, however.,®

Vulcan and Human locked at sach other. "Jackpot?®

"It is... possible, Captain.”

"But we can’t get ig.v

"Not bg'ang meEans we can detect., "

Kirk rubbed his chin thoughtfFully. "And we still have to
consider that a river - with a pretty fierce current - runs out of

that cave system."

Spock nrodded. He was still studying the cliff carefully with
his tricorder.

There was a sudden .blur of movement, and then Xirk realisesd that
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he wasg alone - and it was very cold.

He looked round. There was no cliff anywhere near; there were
no trees. He was surrounded by a vast snowfield. The swn, hanging
low in a cold blue, cloud~flecked sky, sesemed to offer ro warmth, but
when a cloud drifted over it the chill bit more deeply.

He raised his eyebrows at this proof that something on this
planet was capable of telekinesis and reached For his communicator.

It was gone.

Spock locked round at the desert landscape that had replaced the
Forest, aware of a strange smell that he could not - quite - place.
Then he laocksd a2t his empty hands., The tricorder was goneg. He was
net surprised when an automatic check tald him that his communicator
was gone as well, ‘

He looked round again, assessing his situation.. The sun was
high in the sky, and From its position he knew that he was still in
the northern hemisphere of the planet and Further east than he had
besn, for the day was Further advanced. It had been quite garly in
the marning; now it was closer to midday. It argued a considerable
telekinetic talant.

His desert-bred senses assessed the temperature, sgven as he
censidered the time of day. It would become a little hotter, but
not, he Jjudged, impessibkbly so. Survival would not be a prablem,

At least, he corrected himself mentally, it will not ke a
prefrlen for pe. If the ather mambers of the landing party had also
been transported to this desert, survival might indeed prove to be a
problem for tham,

But if the other members of the landing party had been
transported toc this desert, why was thare no sign of them? and -
what had happened to his tricorder and communicator?

It seemed unlikely that whatever had transported him here was
skilled enough - or knowledgeable encugh - to be selective about his
equipment... but he could naot think that it was capable of
transporting living creatures only, for if that was the casa, his
clothes should also have been left behind with his tricorder.

Even as he debated the point his eyes uere studying the terrain,
cansidering it, assessing it, looking For possible shelter... and
looking For a possible supply of liguid. He would be ahle ta survive
this day without drinking, but if his rescue was delayed he would
Find himself in dire need of a source of water. And he would nesd
shelter from the chill of the desert night.

He had no doubt that he waould he rescued relativaely quickly. Ir
only he had been moved, the remaining members of the landing party
would report it to the ship; if they had all heen moved, Uhura wouwld
try to contact them when their next check-in was cverdue; when she
failed to obtain a response, Scott would crder a sensor check of the
continent they were on. UWhen there was ne sign of the landing party
beside their communicators, he would undoubtedly widen the Field of
search. A great deal depended on how fFar they had all heen movad
fFrom their landing point.
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He refused to let himself consider the odds of survival of the
entire landing party, if they had =11 besn magicked to as hostile an
environment as this.

Thekar stared at the choppy sea that trapped her on a rocky
beach, then turned and stared at the overhanging cliff that completed
her entrapment, and wondered how she had reached this inhospitable
place. and... where were her tricorder and communicator?

She turned her attention back to the sea. A line of vegetable
debris marked the tideline, and she knsw that she was in no danger of
drowning. Even at high tide there would be a fairly wide strip of
the beach lef't uncovered.

She shiversd slightly, wishing that the sun was high enough in
the sky to allow the sunlight that danced on the water to reach the
beach; but the cliff behind her cut it off, throwing a shadow across
the entire shaoreline.

Not that it was cpld, exactly... but neither was it warm, aven
by Andorian standards. She looked round again, assessing the
situation,

There was Fresh water tc hand; a small stream fell down the
clifFf at one end of the beach, plunging inte a pool From which an
overflow ran through the rogcks to the s2a. Nesar it and close to the
cliff Face she found shelter of a sort where two huge houlders leared
close together, their tops touching to form a dead cave. The back of
it was fFformed of debris, smaeller rocks and soil, that had Fallen from
the cliff, probably loosened by the fall of the houlders.

Like Spock, she was Fully confident of rescue within a
relatively short time, but she knew that it would probably take two
or three days. The beamdown point was many hundred miles inland;
even although the ship only had to search For readings alien to the
continent, it would surely take a littls while to find them all, if
they were all as far from the landing site as she appeared to be.

Resigned to a horing few days, she bagan to search the plant
debris littering the tideline to see if she could find anything that
would help keep her warm during the night.

Verris sat cn a small island of dry land staring gloomily aver
the swampy ground that sgparated him Fraom the tree-clad hills that he
could sse bharsly a mile away.

They might as well have been a thousand miles away.

As he had discovered, the swamp was very, very soft and very,
very treacherous. He was wet and covered with mud to the waist,
evidence of his attempt to negotiate the swamp. He had cnly barely
managed to struggle back ta the safety of the little patch of higher
ground.

He shiversd slightly, wishing that the wind would blow the
clouds away and let the sun break through to dry his wet trousers.

He cowld do nothing but sit still and wait. As he waited, ha
reached out absently and picked some herriss From a nearly plant, ard
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slipped them into his mouth,

Maris ducked away fFrom the snraged attack of a pair of birds as
she tried to decide whers the nest they were defending was hidden.
Not that she could go far to avoid them; the island she was on was
barely half a mile across. She dodged the irate birds again, moving
a little further away from the shore of the island, past a tiny
spring.

She was almost totally across the island before the birds
stopped chasing her, and sven then ane of them stayed threateningly
airborne.

She found sheslter of a sort under a tree. Rt lgast the hranches
helped to hide her From the bird, and from that doubtful sanctuary
she studied what she could see of the mainland several miles sway
across a choppy sea - a mainland of cliffs, she thought.

It was toc Far to suwim, she decided immediastely. Even if the
watar had heen flat calm, it was toc fFar to swim. No; she was stuck
here, with a very limited range, until a search Found her. It was a

pity about thes birds; if they had not heen there, it would have besn
quite 8 pleasant placeE to spend a day or two, small though it was.

Watching the bird through the branches of the tree as it spared
overhead, she heoped it would not take too long.

It was getting very cold.

Kirk shivered, slapping his arms round himself in a vain attampt
to keep warm while he desperately thought over the survival routines
taught at the Academy.

Unfortunately, none aof them covered this situation. Academy
survival exerclises - and some of them had been pretty grim — had all
assumead that the stranded crewmen would have sore eguipment or bs in
an environment where essentials could be Fabricated from the natural
resources of the land, Here bhe had neither.

He glanced up at the sun, dropping now towards the horizon. It
would be dark spon - and with the dark the cold wouwuld intensify. and
he couldn’t Just stand around until he fFroze.

He looked around again.

He couldn’t remember sver sseing a land so empty.

The ground undulated gently, apparently wuniformly covered with
snow; the surface was unrelievedly smeooth., There was no place he
could see that offered shelter. Yet he must have shelter if hs was
to survive,

A vague memory stirred. Shelter... in snow...

A hole! He must dig a hole. ..

filmost frantically, he bkegarn to scrabbls in the snow, finding

that it was not easy to dig with cold hands. He had expected the
snow to be reascnably sofFt -~ his fFeet had sunk two or thres inches
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into it - but it was surprisingly firm, and he made slow progress.

The sun was touching the horizon when he realised that he would
never manage to dig a big enough hole befare dark, and turned his
attenticn to the heap of snow he had scooped out. Half a shelter
would be better than none; he could shape this snow into a wall, and
give himself a windbreak.

Half an hour later, in the half dark, he crouched in the
semicircle of snow wall that he had built, his arms wrapped round his
knees as he curled into a ball, trying to keep his internal argans as
warm as possible.

As the last dim light faded he resigned himself to a long, cold
wait. Scott would corder a search, of course, when the landing party
missed its evening call—-in; but he was aware that he must have been
moved Further east. Evening would not come to their beamdown point
For some hours.

He began to shiver. Movement would help him keep warm, but it
would alsc tire him., And in the dark he could easily stumble into an
UNSEENn Crevasse,

Somewhere far away some unnamed cresture howled and was answered
by another, more distant, howl.

When he got back to the ship, he would organise survival
courses, not like the Academy ones with even minimal Facilities, hut
cnes where the participants were alone and with na equipment at all.

How had he reached this Arctic desert? The only logical ansuwer
was that the telekinetic hominids, who had now betrayed their
existence, had moved him - and possibly the others as well - because
they were getting too warm.

The others! For the first time he realised that the other
members of the landing party might be stranded in this waste as well.

Yet there had heen na sign aof anyone else anywhere within his
range of vision, If the others were here, worrying about them was
futile; they were so far away from him that there was nro way he could
help them.

Telling himself that and making himself believe it were two
different things. He owught to be able to help them!

His eyes drifted shut. He was beginning to Feel very sleepy.
He forced them open. Whatever else he did, he must not slesep. In
this cold, sleep was almost synonygmous with death.

How had the hominids managed to separats him from his
communicator? And... the fact that they had done so proved quite
positively that they were advanced enough to know what a communicator
was.

That was... quite interesting.
Upe thing... was certain, he thaught. WNhatever... has poved me,
it wax... not @&.,.. trapsporter. I would... PRCOINIEE R we

trapsporter effect... even though.,.. It WaFuws ENusse @LIEP. 0. ONS. ..

His eyes drooped shut again. With an effort he Forced them
open, then they drooped again. Just for... a moment, he thought.
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The creature in the distance howled again. Kirk did not hear
it.

1F they had known, their disappearance was noted much faster
than they had expected. Chekov, manning the bridge sensor, had baen
monitoring the beamdown area in the hope of detecting another sign of
the Human reading that had been registered, and had been instantly
aware of the loss of readings.

"Mr, Scott!”
"Aue, laddie?"
"The landing pariy... it’s vanished, sicl"

"What?" Scott was on his Fest instantly, and crosssd toc the
computer station. Chekov stood aside to give him access to the
sensors. Scott studied the readings for some moments, then grunted
and made a Fine adjustment to the reading.

"Have another logk now and tell me what you think.”

Chekov glanced at him, puzzled, then returned his attention to
the sensor. He studied the readings carefully, then lcoked up.

"{t looks as if the people in the landing party put their
tricerders and communicators down hefore they... before they were
taken away."

"aye., It does."” He went back to the command chair and punched
the intercom. "Scott to transporter room, .. there are some looss
tricorders and communicatars at the beamdown point. Bring them up.”

"Aye, sir." There was a brisf silence, then, "We’'ve got them,
sir."

"Anything odd about tham?!
"Ng sirc."

Scott rubbed the back of his neck. "Acknowlsdged., Scott out.”
He went hack to Jjoin Chekov,

"Mr, Scott, do youw think the Captain has been taken to the same
place as the children?" Chekov asked.

"What?" Scott stared at ths young ravigator. "I think... No.
I1t’s not likely. IfF whoever kidnapped the children wanted adults too
they could have taken some of the colonists. They didn’t. No, I
think they’ve moved cur landing party somewhere else, to get them aut
of the way. So - widen the scan. We know that there’s only one
Uulcanrn and one Andcorian on that planet, so lock for their readings
First."

"How far will I scan?®

"How do I know, laddie? We don’t know what the telepcrters’
range is. Just scan ocut in a2 spiral and kesp looking until you £ind
samething . M
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"There's no chanceg that they’ve been transported away hy... say,
Klingaons?™"

"Not unless they can transport throwegh ths planst, " Scott told

him. "If there was a Klingon ship in orbit to do that, we’d be able
to detect it."

"Aye, sir." Chekov lookszd quite subdusd.

He bant over the senscor again. Scott watche=d him for some
moments, then returned to the command chairc.

It took quite a leng time. Several hours passed, and Scott was
slumped gloomily in the Captain’s chair when Chekov turned. "Mr.,
Scott, I’'ve found Mr. Spock.”

"Give his co-ardinates to the transporter room.! He hit the
intercom button. "Transporter room! Prepare to beam Mr. Spock up
From the co-ordinates Mr. Chekgv is currently fFeeding into the
computer .

"Aye, sir." Kuyle’s voice soundsd cheerfully optimistic. There
was a brisef pause, then, "Mr. Spock had been beamsd aboard.*®

"Are yeg all right, Mr. Spock?” Scott asked.

"Aaffirmative, Mr. Scott. What of ths other membhers of ths
landing party?®"

"None of them are where yeg beamed down. We lockad for you fFirst
because VUulcan readings were going to be easier to pick up. Chekov's
gxtending the search now. I take it none of them were near you?"
Even as he spoke, Scott knew it was an unnecessary gquestion,

"That is correct, Mr. Scott, " Spock confirmed. "I would suggest
that Mr. Chekov concentrates first on inhogspitable environments,
Sirce I was transported into a desert, where one’s chances of
extended survival might be consgsidered slim, it is logical to assume
that all members of the landing party wers taken toc equally hostile
areas.”

Scott glarced over at Chekov. "QOid ye hear that, laddie?"
"WYes, sir. Complying.®

"I1’11 be right up, Mr. Scctt,” Spock said. The intercom clicked
off,

If the bridge crew didn’t know that Spock had been found in a
desert, they wouwld naver have realised it from his appearance. He
looked almost as immaculate as he wswually did, and gave no indication
that he was Feeling in any way distressed from the hours he had spent
in the desert, yest he had not even taken time to go for a drink. The
Humans were all well aware that if any of them had been subjected to
such an aordeal thesy would bhe desperately thirsty, and probably harely
conscious by now.

He crossed straight tc the computer senscr, gesturing Scott to
remain in the command chair, and Chekov made way for him with a
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silent sigh of relief.

"I haven’'t detected any aother readings yet, sir," he said as
Spock bent gver the sensor,

Spock nodded acknowledgement, his hands already busy on the
controls. After a moment, he raised his head. "I have co-ordinates
for Ms. Thekar and one of the Humans," he announced, and Fed them
into the computer.

Scott punched the intercom,. "Transporter room — retrieve
members af the landing party from the co-crdinates Mr. Spock has Jjust
fFed intoc the computer.”

"Aue, sir," gcame the responseE. A moment later Kyle's voice
sounded again. "We’'ve got Ms. Thekar and DOr. Maris.®

Spack ignored the report and continued to study the sensors
intently, but it was saome minutes befors he detected amother reading.

This time Kyle reported Uerris’'s safe arrival while Spock
continued to search, apparently calmliy but with increasing inner
anxiety., Where was Kirk?

Nearly half an hour passad before Spock Finally detected ancther
reading; faint, barely detectable, but definitely Human., He fed the
co-ordinates into the computer, then turned and walked briskluy Fram
the bridge while Scott gave the arder to energize.

Kirk shimmered into view just as Spock walkesd into the
transporter raom, The Laptain was curled into a ball and lay
unmoving on the platform.

Spock leaned over the unconscious man, checking him gquickly. He
tried to straighten him out gently, but even unconscious Kirk still
clung to his legs, halding himself in a bkall. Spock was compelled to
use force to release the desperate grip.

Kyle moved over. "Is.,.. is he dead, Mr. Spock?"

Spock scooped his Captain up in his arms. "No, Mr. Kyle, but he
is close to death. Warn sickbay." He strode out.

Maris was waiting for him when he entered sickbay. "Put him an
the bed,” she told him. She glanced at the diagnostic screen. "He's

suffering from severe hypothermia,” she said. Chapel hurried over
with a thermal blanket and Maris helped her to spread it over the

unconsciows man as Spock nodded. He would have been surprised if

Kirk had peo¢ been suffering from hypothermia after spending fully

gight hours in an Arctic climate without any protective clething.

"What abgut frosthite?" he asked.

With her patient warmly covered, Maris studied the readings
again. "Yes, there’'s frosthite," shs confirmed. "I can’t say yet
how severe, but I don't think the period of exposure was encugh to
cause any permanent damage. We'll let him warm up naturally, I
think..."

"How long before he regains consciousness?! Spock demanded.

"1 dan’t know," Maris admitted. "Hypothermia is a Funny thing.
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Different people have different reactions, different recovery times,
He could recover inside a couple of haurs; it might take much
longer . "

"l ses."
Maris thought she detected a dry note in Speck’s voice, "Mr .
Spock, Dr. McCoy would give you exactly the same answer," she said

defensively.

"Yas," Spock said. If he had besn Humanrn he would have sighed.

"I have no doubt that he would.” He admitted to himsslf that it
would probably have been in many more words. "I had no intention of
denigrating your abhility, Doctor." Rut Mooy would recognise the

conpzern that I cannot express openly and use those words 0 rFegssurs
ne . You can’t Jdo that.

He turned towards the door. '"Let me know when there is any
change in his conditicon. T will be an the bridge."

On the bridge, he returned immediately to the computar sensors,
He focused on the area where they had beamed down, and rasolutely
setting his worry about Kirk to the back of his mind, he corncentrated
on studying the readings.

The readings told him nothing. The area ssemed to he deserted;
the only creatures around were a Few mouflette. He concentrated the
sensors on the cliffs, but could detect only what he already kneuw,
that the limestone cliffs were riddled with caves. But he could
detect no sign of life in those caves.

He smothered a sigh, reflecting ruefully on this all-too-Human
habit that he was picking up, and extended the range of his
scamming. Nothing.

He sat back in his chair, thinking. They had detectsd a Human
reading - briefly — in that area. It had €0 come Fron somewhere, he
reminded himself,

IFf they held to the logical assumption that ary Humans on that
continent were the children who had disappeared, they must be
prisoners, kept somewheres where their readings could not be easily
detected. It was possible that the reading they had detected had
been that of ane of the Human childrsn - angd some of the hominids -
who had somehow managed to escape but had been almost immediately
recapturesd,

Logically therefore they must be scmeplace closs to the spot
where the landing party had heamed down. That was confirmed by the
way in which the members of the landing party had been transported to
other parts of the continent. The kidnappers had made a mistake
doing that; it had removed any doubts that Spock might have had of
the validity of Kirk’s hypothesis.

The cave system seemed an obvious hiding place given the level
of technology of the planet; but the readings seemed to indicate that
the caves were empty.

50 - where else could the kidnappers be?

Perhaps the tricorder readings the landing party had taken
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befnre they wers sg rudely removed from the area might reveal
something. He heasded off in ssarch of the tricorders,

He ran them toc ground in the science lab and settled down to
study the readings carefully. Maris’s results covered the ground
that they had seen, and he put that tape aside almost immediately.
Verris's readings showed trees and part of the cliff; nothing of
interest. Thekar’s, however, after covering scme of the wcoded
ground, showed a long, low hill about half a mile from the cliff,
overgrown with low shrubs and tanglesd grasses.,

Spock studied the reading carefully. There was somsthing about
the appearance of the hill that drew his attention. It had a
symmetrical gquality that reminded him of something. The reading
showed solid rock, but a tricorder was not as powesrful as the
SENSOCS .,

He moved toc the lab sensor and focused it onto the landing
site, Then he widened the fField, searching for the hill.

From ahove, the summetrical nature of the hill was even mare
marked. It was like a huge sgquare, with sides fully a quarter of a
mile lang.

There was no way that nature could produce a sguare like that.
A circle, yses - but not a square. It had toc be artificisl, and from
the ogvergrown state of the place it was very old,

Yet building of that kind was far beyond the capability of a
race of hominids as primitive as the natives of Doranna appeared to
he.

Spock frowned, net sure that he liked the implications.

He focused on the hill and studied it carefully. Yes ~ it uwas
artificial ard it was indeed quite old - several thousand years old,
and not surprisingly it was in less than perfect condition.

It seemed toc bz shielded; he was unable to detect anything below
the surface rock. He concentrated on examining the surface.

Finmally Spcock decided that the shielding was accidental; an
intrinsic quality of the rock that had been used to build the
structure., The walls seemed to be very thick - Ffully ten Feet thick
in places, and in others, sven more,

He began mapping the layout of the place, and it slowly took
form; it started to look maore and more like an ancient walled city.
Yett - given the level of development of the planet - that was
impassible., Unless, of course, it had been colanised at some time,
several thousand years ago, by a race that had chosen this place to
huild in order to avoid disturbing the hominids too much - it was,
after all, still several hundred miles north of the nearest
concentration of migrating natives, and iF the accepted average rate
of spread - some twenty miles per generaticn - was continued, it
would still be the best part of another thousand years before the
hominids reached it.

He was buried so deeply in considering the problem that whan he
was interrupted by the intercom, it tock him scme seconds to realise
what the persistent, slightly distorted sound was.

"Spock hars. "
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"Sickbay here, Mr. Spock. Would you report here as socn as
possible, please." He did not recognise the slightly strained voice,
hut knew that it did not belong to either Maris or Chapel.

"On my way."

Was Maris simply checking up on his condition, or was something
wrong with Kirk? He Feared the latter, and hurried.

The moment he entered sickbay he knew that his fears uwere
reality. Maris and Chapel were both bending over Kirk's bed and even
as the door slid shut behind him ancther nurse hurried sover to the
bed with a huypo.

Spock waited until Maris had injected Kirk and straightened.
"Opctor? What has happsned?!

"The Captain’s had a relapse," Maris said bluntly. "The
chilling he got - the pleurisy’s back and worse than last time, even
though we’ve caught it quickly again."”

"I see." Spock logked down at the still unconscious Human as
Maris went on.

"There is some frosthite, but it’s not serious.”

"I think we’d better call Or. McCoy up this time," Spock said
slowly. "Not that I doubt your skill, DBactor, but - "

"] quite agrees," Maris ssid. She was well awars of what Spock
meant, and would gladly have called Mcloy in to check on Kirk a
couple of days earlier.,

Spock went straight to the tramsporter room, and had himself
beamed down to the main Dorannan settlement. A single enguiry was
sufficient to give him directions to Dr. Revisec's house and he made
For it without delay.

It was McCoy himself who answered Spock’s knock, and he looked
at the VUulcan in some surprise.

"Spock? Is something wrongT!
"Yes and no, Doctor. First of all, how is your daughter?!
"Who is it, Dad?"

The voice sounded strained, and the woman who appeared at ong af
the three inner dcors lcoked tense, worried — as if she was living on
her nerves - and very tired, as if she had not slept properly for too
long. When she saw Spock, she made an obvious attempt to cover her
distress. "0Oh. You must be Mr. Spock. Hava... have you found
anything?™"

The urge to say somathing optimistic lasted only for a moment.
Even Spock realised that false hope disappointed could be worse than
no hope at all, and indeed he had nothing truly hopeful to say. "ue
are investigating a possibility, Mrs. Revisec, but so far we have
discovered nothing positive. I'm... sorry. I came down to have =2
word with ygour Father."

"Wes, of cogurss." She was helding harself together, but only
Just; even Spock could recognise that it would take very little to
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shatter her fragile gontrol. She looked at her fFathsr, "I1°11 wait
in the bedroom; you can take Mr. Spock into the living room." She
disappearad through one of the ather doors, and McCoy gestured Spock
into the room she had Just left.

It was quite a small room, comfortably furnished, and in orne
corner was a child's playpen, with a box of brightly coloured blocks
of either wood or plastic inside it. A small stuffed animal sat on
one of the chairs — Spock recognised it as a teddy bear, although it
was an improbable pale blue in colour. He laooked at it, then at
MeCoy, who shrugged.

"Tiri and I bhave tried to perswuade Jo to put Len’s things away,
agven just into his room," he said. "But she won’'t.” He gestured
Spock tgo a seat at cne side aof an open fireplace and sank into its
partner on the opposite side of the hearth. The Vulcan watched him,
realising for the first time that McCoy, too, locked very tired.

"I would have thought that having them constantly present would
be too much of a reminder..."

"It is, but she’s got it into her head that if she puts his
things away, she’s - well - closing the door on him, on his chancas
of being found. That as long as his things are lying around, he’ll
be back." He locked at Spock with a shadow of a glare. "And dan’t
bother telling me that’'s illogical.”

"I need not, Ooctor; you know it is as well as I do." Spock
took a deep breath. "I came down because the Captain is 1il."
"What?" mMeCoy, who had clearly relaxed for the First time since

beaming down, straightened abruptly.

"Or. Maris has besen extremely proficient, hut circumstances have
caused a relapse; the Captain is currently suffering from pleurisy
for the second time in a few days - "

Mcloy was on his Feet before Spuock had Fimnished speaking and
heading for the door. He pulled it open. "Joiv

"Yes, Dad?" She appeared from the badroom so gquickly that she
must have heen hovering near the door, probhably just waiting For
Spock to leave.

"Jo, Captain Kirk is il1l. I've got to go up to the Enterpriss
to see to him, but 1’1l be right back, 1 promise.”

"That’'s... that’s all right, [Lad." Spock could ses how much of
an effort she was making to maintain her control. She was not, he
decided, playing For suympathy. The mystery of the disappearances,
the not knowing what had happerned to her son, was almost too much For
her.

Meloy pulled out his communicator. Y"Enterprise! Lock on fto oy
transmission. Two to beam up.®

As they shimmersd out of sight Jo Revisec crossed to the teddy
bear. She nicked it up and sank into the seat clutching it.

Alone, with nobody to see, she abandoned control and allowed the
tears to flow,



83

As they left the transporter room for sickbay MeCoy realised
that Spock was hiding a limp, and decided that although he was here
to attend to Kirk, hs must take time to do a check an Speock, too.,

"What happensd to Jim?" he asked as they headed along the
corridor,

"it's a lang story, Doctor,” Spock said almost glooemily. "1
didn’t tell your daughter the whole truth; we suspect that the ansuwer
toc the problem lies gn the agther continent - " He gave the doctor a

quick resume of events, Finishing Jjust as they reached sickbay.

MeCoy hurried to Kirk’s bedside and studied the diagnostic
readings. He grunted and reached for the unconscious wrist as Maris
came through from the office.

"What medication did you give him?" Mclpoy asked.

"For the pleurisy? The first time, ronomyalin," Maris replied.
"10cos to start with, then Scos every three hours for forty-eight
hours. He was back to light duty when we heamed down again, and he’d
have hsen all right if he'd bBeen transparted anywhere but an arctic
region. When we retrieved him from there we Jjust wrapped him up in a
thermal hlanket for the hypothermia and let him warm up naturally.
The frostbite wasn't severe enaugh to require additiconal treatment.”

McCoy nodded. "Yes, I agree, " he said. "What did yocu give him
for the pleurisy this time?"

"I decided it would be better to change the medication, and gave
him 10ccs of amphextillin," Maris said. "With another 10 prescribed
for every five hours.”

"That sounds about right,” he agreed. "Naw, what about Mr.
Spock™!

"His ankle was badly twisted, and I’ve kept it bound up, I kapt
him off duty For twenty four hours, but with the Captain ill too..."

"Yes, I know," MeCoy growled. He ran a worried hand through his
hair. Every instinct bade him stay at Kirk’s bhedside until he was
sure that his friend was fully recovered, but they also tnld him to
go back to Doranna to his daughter. He glanced over to the ped where
Shacter lay, looking slightly bored with the prolonged inaction.
"What about Mr. Shacter?"

Maris told him, adding, "I’m releasing him to his guarters
tomorrow., He can go back onto light duties the day after.”

"Could you bring Mrs. Revisec up to the Enterprise?" Spock asked
From his position at the other side of Kirk’s bed, instinctively
realising McCoy’s dilemma.

Mcloy frowned. "1 doubt she’d come. Sha’s got this fixed id=sa
that she’s got to stay in the house in case Len reappears as suddenly
a8s he disappeared. 5he really ought to be working, but the hospital
has given her lsave of abserce on medical grounds. IF she hadn’t
been given it, she'd have resigned. [ suspect she might anyway, whan
- if - Len ~ the missing children - are found. She’'ll he scared to
let him out of her sight again for a long, long time. And she’'s not
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the only one. The Dorannans, especially the women, have made quits &
change in their style of life this last few months; I suspect that
change is going ta last for a long time - at l=ast For the ones whose
children have disappeared.”

I would like to be =hle to say when, Deoctor," Spock said
softly. "But we still cannot be sure aof why the children were
kidnappead."

"You mean you think they’re dead?" Mcloy said bluntly.

"l fear they might be. Apart from the one reading we picksd up,
we can’t Find any trace of Human readings on that other continent.”

McCoy’s eues were fixed on the readings above the bed, but Spock
was fairly sure that the doctor was not seeing them. "Spock, why
would anyorne want to kidnap children Jjust to kill them?"

"a good gquestion, Noctor. But then - as uwe have already asked -
why would angons want to kidnap such young children in the First
place?"

A soft moan drew their attention to the bed betwsen them. Kirk
was stirring slightly. As they watched, his eyes opened siowly,
blinking in ths light.

"Jim? "

Kirk’'s esyes focused on Mcloy. He looked from the doctor to the
Vulcan and back to the doctor again.

"Bones?"

"We thought it best to call Dr. McCoy to the ship to check on
your condition, Captain,” Maris put it.

"What about Mrs. Revisec?!" Kirk asked heoarssly.

"She understood, * Spack said. Kirk looked slightly doubtful.
He began to push himself up, and McCoy promptly pushed him fFlat
again.

"Just you lie still, Jim - you can’t afford to taks any chances

right now," he said. "Dr. Maris prescribes at least two days bed
rest, and 1 agres.”

"ude can’t afford to lose two days! " Kirk exclzimed, wincing as
his Forceful =xhalation irritated tender tissues despite the
pain-killers he had been given. "“Our timeg here is limited - "

"Waur time will be even more limitsd if you dern’t give yoursslf
a proper chance to recover from this little incident," McCoy told him

bluntly. "You've already pushed your strength, going back down there
when you were barely over your soaking — " he chose not to go into
the details, which Kirk knew better than he - "and if you keep on

like that you’ll end up straining your heart. Now you know uwhat that
means — dicky heart squals shore posting.”

"a1l right, all right,® Kirk growled. YYou’'ve made your point.
But Bones — we must have been claose, really close, to finding out
what'’'s been happening:; ] was whipped away from the landing site a8s
neatly as the kids were kidnappad, taken miles away end dumped. I
suppose the same thing happenzd to the othars in the landing party?
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Yes?"' as Spock nodded. "That wouldn’t have happened unless we were
treading hard on the kidnappers’ hsels.!

"Yes - you were all dumped, " Mcloy snapped.  “From what Spock
tells me, you were all dumped in as hostile an environment as
possible, DOon't tell me that wasn’'t an attempt to kill youw all.”

Kirk frowned slightly. "No, I don’t think it was. If they’'d
wanted to kill wus, they’d have dropped us a hundred miles owut to
sea. I think they were warning us; sort of "Look what we can do;
keep away." We can’t afford te let them off with that. We have
Federation mnatiornals on this planet., Dammit, the kids that uwere
kidnapped are Federation naticnals! We have to loogk after aur cwn -
we have toc be seern to look after our own., Besides — if thess people
are that advancad, we should be trying to make contact with them."

"It wouwld seem that they do not want contact, " Spock pointsd
out.

"We should try to make some kind of contack,” Kirk insisted.
"Even if we came to an agreement with them that we l=save them alone
and they leave us alone, it would ke something.”

"Captain, " put in Shacter, who had been lying silently listening
to the exchange, "can we be sure that thess beings =r# all that
advanced? They might he as primitive as Warra’s race, but just have
that one ability that makes them seem advanced."

"I don’t know, " Kirk replied dispiritedly.

"They might also continue toc refuse contact by teleporting away
anyone who geoes near them," Spock raminded him.

"I think we still have te try,"” Xirk said guistly.

On Kirk’s promise to follow Maris’s instructicns without
insisting that he was better than he actually was, Mcloy returned to
the surface. He would worry, he krew, For he did not altogethesr
trust Kirk’s word; he knew that Kirk would totally disregard both his
promise and Maris’s medical instructicons if he thought he had a
chance, no matter how siim, of making the contact with the kidnappsrs
that he considered so vital. However, Spock was thars and could be
trusted to keep a watchful eye on his Captain., And Jo really did
need to have somecne around all of the time if she was not to succumhb
to the guilt-depressicn that threatened.

He Found his daughter staring listlessly out of a window. She
didn’t move as he entered, and he stopped, locking at her anxiocusly.

"Jg7"

She jumped, and he realised that she had besn a lorng, long way
away .

"Oh! Dad. How... how is Captain XKirk?"
"Recovering micely. I'm gilad Spcck had the senss to call me,
but Vermna Maris is perfectly competent; she’s given him exactly the

same treatment 1 would have done. v

"What exactly happern=d to him?"
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He hesitated, realising that she was only making conversation,
then said, "Jim got socaked and developed pleurisy."

"That’s nasty, " she said with an effort. Then, after a moment,
"Oid... did Mr. Spock say anything to uyou about the ssarch?!

Torn between honesty and the wish not to raise fFalse hopes, he
replied, "Well... they’re following up something, but so far it’s
mostly guesswork, I'm afraid.”

Her shoulders drooped. "I know, Dad., That’'s all we can do,
isn’t it - guess."

"I'm sorry, Jo.of
The sound of the outside door copening interrupted them. She
straightened, so that when her husband joined them she gave the

impression of control.

To Mcloy'’s professional eyse, Jiri Revisec looked tired - and as
strained as his wife. He crossed to a chair and sank into it.

"There’s basen another disappearance," he said flatly.

"Oh, no!" Jo exclaimed bkefore he could say anuthing more, her

vaice harrified, her eyes filling with sympathetic tears. “uwho?"
He pushed his hair off his forehead. "Tina Shendark," he
replied. "But this time..." He hesitated. "This time, her mother

vanished too."

His wife and his Father-in-law stared at him, the one in shock
mixed with negar envy - wherever Laura Shendark was, presumably it was
uwith her baby daughter - the other with a too-clear memory of the way
in which the Enterprise’s landing party had been scattered, with most
of them dumped in an environment that could only he described as
inhospitahle - if one was disposed to be charitable — and had almast
proved fatal to ane of them.

"Are there any details?" McCoy asked.

Revisec shook his head. "Curly Shendark was busy in the garden
while his wife was getting a meal ready. He could hear her talking
to Tina. Then she stopped speaking, in mid-word he said. He called
to her and when she didn’'t answer he went in. Both she and Tina had
goneg ., "

McCoy pulled out the communicator that it was second nature fFor
him to carry. "McCoy to Enterpriss.”

The answer came immediately., "Enterprise. Uhura here.®

"McCoy. There’s heen another disappearance.”

There were background voices, then Spock’'s deep voice.
"Acknowledged, Doctor. We picked up the disappearance. It szemed to
be a double one."

"Yes - the mothesr was taken too.”

There was a split second of silence hefore Spock replied, and

McCoy knew that he had understood the silent message. "It would
appear that cur kidnappers are getting more daring. Thank you,
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Doctor." The channel clicked shot.

The moment the channel was closed, Spock gestured to the
SENSOrS . "Mr . Chekov — extended search of the second continsnt.,”

Chekov was already on his way to the science station. "Aye, Mr.
Spock."

Uhura lookesd at the Vulcan, her observant eyes noting the minuts
signs of worry. "You thirk the mother might have hsen stranded the
way wou all were?' she asked.

"1t seems almost certain. His Failure to quote any sart of
odds told the bridge crew with brutal clarity how warried he actually
was. "It may be that the kidnappers did not realise that they could
move anything as big as an adult until they teleported the landing
party - the life fForms of this planst are all gquite small, I suspect
the kidnapper wanted the child and took the mother as well because
she was thers. Having an adult close at hand has heen a dsfencea
until now; naow it seems they have realised how easily they can get
rid of anygthing even as big as a Human female."

"So that in trying to help we might actually have made things
worse?" Uhura asked, startled.

"It is a possibility we must consider,” Spock replied gravely,
and headed For the turbolift. “You have the con, Lieutesnant.”

He had doubts about reporting this latest disappearance to Kirk,

but he knew that the Captain would never forgive him if he failed to
do so,

Kirk received the news in grim silence. Spock cowld almost see
his mind working as he considered this new development.

Finally, he said, "Do you think that moving us gave them the
idea™"

"1 think it... possible,” Spock said guiestly, not entirely
surprised that Kirk’s mind should have worked in the same way his
did.

"You're searching, of coursa?!

"OF course. Mr. Chekov is extremely competent with the
sensors.,”

"We've got to go down again,” Kirk said. "Only this time, a
bigger landing party. Try to stretch them toco far."

"Not yet, Captain,® Spock said urgsntly. "Tun days — "

"Spock, in two days that woman could he dead!”

"Jim, killing yourself will net help her - or anyone zlsa, If
Mr. Chekov cannot £ind her, a landing party over-stretchning the
kidnappers will accomplish nothing. If they have teleported hear to

some other part of the cantinent, she is already there,
Over-stretching them will net bring her back.®
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Kirk stared at him, horror dawning in his eyes as he reaslised
the truth of Spock’s comment.

Her head nearly brushing the ceiling, Laura Shendark shrank
back, clatching haby Tina so tightly that she began to whimper with
the discomfort, as she stared Iin horror at the lightly-fFfurred,
mouflette—-wool clad Figure that stood before her, arms outséretched
to take the baby.

“No/" she gasped. “No’/ Tina's mipe’”

"

"Runtie Laurd&...

Startled, she locked past the pot-gquite-rfive—foot high hominid.
“Patel"  Bhe wasn’E agqoctually his aunt — his mother was bhepr courin -
bBut in the close~knit society of Roranna, where so many of the
population were related in some degree, first cousinsg were regarded
as heing almost ax close kin as brothers and sisters,

Pete Davie hegan to move towards her, but was stopped by anothsr
of the hominids, who caught his arm, uwttering some soft sounds. He
answered, and Laura remembered that he had had several months to
learn the language — and that children were notoriously quick
learners of Fforeign languages. The hominid spoke ageain, and Fete,
with rebellion in svery line of his body, moved slowly away, drawing
her attention to nore Human ochildren crouching on the ground — and,
with them, more hominids - hominids that even her inexpert eye could
FEe were different fram the one facing her, Roth the Human <hildren
gnd these Jdifferent hominids were wearing the same kind of
mouflette~wool clothes as the taller natives - arpless, fairly loose
one=piece tunics that fell from shoulder to mid—thigh. Some of the
older Human hoys had retained their trousers, the legs of which which
showed under the tunics Iin an incongruous fashion that, In other
circumpstances, might have pade ber laugh. Most were barefoot,

Several bominids who were clearly of the same species as the one
facing her were standing round the children. One of them was holding
& Human infant in a grasp that looked oddly materrnal. Laura saw the
child*s dark skin and reglised that this was M sura N Goma., M sura
had keen only hal? weaned when he vapished, and looked thin and
a@iling in splte of the ohvious care the hominid was giving him.

e clutched Tina swven tighter as the hominid facing her took &
o

She <l
step closer. "No!/" she gasped again. "Tina’s minel”

The Phominid spoke then, a series of incomprebensible sounds.
Laura licked her lips nervouasly.

Although he was only four — no, touching five now — Pete Davie
warx an intelligent child., “Pete, what does It want?” she managed.

“ohe wants Tina, Auntie Laura.”

by R

"They don’t have any hkabies of their own,” he replied simply.
“Pote, can you tell them that Tina Iis so young she can’t eat

anything but milk? If they take Tina awsy from me, she’ll dig -
she'll starve to death.”
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Pete dodged past one af the homipids who tried to stop him, and
ran to the one facing lLaura. He spoke in the soft, nusical language
and the hominid replied., He looked Lack at Laura. “Assha says she
knows. She says she will look after Tina now. Hhen Tina Is bhungry,
she will get you to feed her., That's why they hrought you here t00.
To Ffeed Tina.”

Hbat about M sura’ And there was another baby just a few
manths old taken too,” Laure asked.

“fAppelits sick,” Pete said, “Sicker than W sura. They chew the
food first before they give it to the bablies, buat all fhahlies need
wilk too, don’t they?”

Laura sighed as she nodded. The two babies we
starving to death. IFf she could feed them, keep th
must,

protably

re
em alive, she

“pete, If 1 give them Tina, will they let me feed the other
babies?™”

There was a brief exchange then Pete said, "Ves.”

S¢ill reluctantly, she banded Tina over tao the eager hominid,
then pushed past it to go to the one holding M*zura N Goma. ELven asx
she took the child, another hominid came out of the shadows carrying
onneli., Momentsz later, with one bkaby sucking hungrily at each
sreast, she knew that whatever the cort, she must stay bere without
attempting to escape, and do everything she would to keep the two
hakies alive, In the desperate hope that the authorities would
pventually discover where they were and 7ind some way to rercus them.

Chekov straightened himself as his relief tapped his shouldar
and cautiously unkinked a back that was stiff from the hours he had
spent bent cover the sensor. He gave an invaluntary grunt as he
stretched protesting muscles, and Sulu, who had taken aover the
command chair almost an hour earlier, swung round from his
unrewarding study of the vieuwscreen.

"Found scmething, Pav?"

"No - just stiff." He stretched again, slightly less
cautiously, and grunted again, this time with relief. "Ah - that’'s
better.” He turned back to Bob Leslie, wondering flsetingly — as he
always did - why the one twin shouwld have gone in for science while
the other seemed perfectly content in Security. Saomecne had once
suggested - not in their hearing - that Bob had inherited all the
brains, leaving Dick just stupid snough to have chosen security as a
career; Chekov’s own opinion was that Dick was just as intelligent as
his brother, but possibly had less ambition; though having formulated
an opinion did nothing to keep him from continued speculation sach
time he saw zither of them.

"]’ye checksd out all the places where we picked up the landing
party," he said. "They weres all blank. Since than I’ve bsen doing 2
steady scan of the continent. I haven’'t found any sign of a Human
reading, alive ar de=ad. "

{eslie nodded and replaced Chekov at the sensor. The navigator
stretched once more and headed for the turbholift.
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When he left it, it was to make for sickbay, plamning to spend a
Few minutes visiting Shacter befors going For a meal. It would alsc
give him the opportunity to report to the Captain without making it
obvious that he was doing so; MoCoy might accept that Kirk would rest
sasier when he was in receipt of freguent status reports, but Chekov
knew that Maris did po¢ understand the Captain’s almost chsessive
need to be in touch, his total inability to relax if he was kept
incommunicado.

He stuck his head round the door, hoping that MHaris might he off
duty this late, only to see her Fussing round Kirk's bed. Somewhat
to his surprise, there was no sign of the First OFFficer. He hezaved a
silent sigh arnd said, "Doctor.®

Maris swung round. "Well, Mr. Chekov?" She did not socund too
encouraging.

"Can I have a word with Oave Shacter?" he asked.

She looked suspiciously at him, and nodded in the security
lieutenant’s direction., Shacter was still sitting up but lcoked as
if he might be settling down for the night at any moment. Chekaov

crossed to him.

"How are youw, Dave?!

"Getting a bit bored," Shacter tocld him. "But I'm getting out
of here in the moerning. Dr. Maris isn’t passing me fit For duty till
the day after, though." They both knsw that if she hadn’t heen there

he would have referred to her in far less respectful terms; she had
her Jjob to do and an exacting superior to answer to if anything did
go wrang, but Shacter was now of the cpinion that she was overdoing
the caution by more than a trifle.

"That’s good rews." Without turning, Chekov gave an almost
infinitesimal nod of his head towards Kirk, who was lying with his
eyges closed.

Shacter made a slight face that said net good, then said,
"How’re things going?"

Chekov sighed., "How much have you actually heard about what'’s
happening?"

"Mr. Spock camg in and told the Captain that another haby’s
disappeared, and the mother with it. They thought the mother might
have been moved to get rid of her.®

"That was agses ago. [’'ve been looking for her sver since we
heard about it. Nothing. Not a trace.”

"Nothing at all?"®

"Nothing at all. Dave, I've scarned that continent so
thoroughly that I swear I'm heginning to recognise individual trees.
I could pinpoint for you any orne of a thousand tribes of the
hominids. But there isn't gne Human reading down there, and I1'd bet
my career an it."

The sound of brisk Feet crossing the Floor attracted his
attention and he glanced round to see Maris disappearing into the
CMO’'s office. As the door closed bshind her, he looked over at Kirk,
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The Captain lay unmoving, and Chekov realised that he was in a
probably drugged sleep. “"Let him know if you can,® he muttered.
Shacter nodded. "How is he, anguway?" Chekov added, the anxiety that
all the crew was feeling about their Captain clear in his voice,

Shacter glanced over at tha office door, but it remained

reassuringly shut. "He'll be all right," he said, "but Spock must

have beern worried about him — he geot 01° Blue Eyes up to check him,
and the Oragon didn’t resent it at all - she practically kissed him
when he walked in." He grinned slightly, and added, "You could

almost see her preening herself when McCoy told her he'd have given
the skipper the same treatment she did."

Chekov grinned too. "It can’t be easy for Junior doctors
working under McCoy,”" he commented thoughtfully. "No matter how
experienced they are, they must be aware all the time of McCoy’'s
reputation." He looked cver at Kirk again. "How long is she keeping
him in®?" ' :

"A couple of days anyway. The Captain wasn’'t too happy about it
- he wanted ta go straight down again - but Spock backed her."”

Chekov Frowned. "But the last time a landing party went down
everyone was transported away from the beamdown point —~ "

"Exactly."

Kirk looked around the group in the briefing room. [t consisted
of the usual landing party, restored to full strength again, plus the
Chief Enginesr. All six Faces wore much the same worried, puzzled
expressiogn that he knew was on his own Face.

"] think we can be Fairly sure that cur last beamdown peoint is

close to wherever our kidnappers are," he said slowly. "They
wouldn’t have been so keen to get rid of us otherwise. At the same
time... Mr. Spock?"

Spock pushed a cassette into the viewer beside him. "I have

spent the last two days studying the area - that includes the
fricorder records that were made at the time of our last landing.

"At that time we thought that the kidnappers might have lived in
the caves we detected. Now I believe that those caves are not
inhabited.

"There are clear indications of an artificisl construction near
the cliffs we saw. ] would estimate this as the ruin of something
that was erscted several thousand years ago.

"] would hesitate to describe it as a town, for - largs though
it is - it all appears to be one continuous structure. I have
compiled a diagram of the layout of its main wells.” He flickad on
the viewer and the diagram Flickered into view. "The work involved
in constructing this must have been tremendous,” he went an. et
their thinnest the walls appear to be fully ten feet thick. The
material of which they are bullt..." He hesitated,. "The stones used

Far the building is not local, but I did discover a vein of it in the
hills nearly four hundred miles to the south. There were also
indications that that socurce had been gquarried.

uwhat I was not abhls to Find was any cther similar structure,
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although there are traces of pessible Foundations some distance
away. I am therefore of the opinion that the beings wha built that
‘town’ were immigrants, either colonists or refugees, possibly the
survivors of a crash, who originated elsewhere, and may have tried
building in anather spaot befure moving here.

"The rock used for the building has s high minsral content that
shields the interior from sensor probing. That shielding alsoc makes
it impossible for ws to beam directly irnto the structurs. But I am
convinced that our answers lie within it.M

"What we must therefore do, " Kirk said, picking up the cue, 'is
fFind an entrance. There must be one.

"However, we cannot forget that we could bhe transported away
from there & secand time, Jjust as easily as we were last time. I
therefare propose Lo take certain precautions,

"Or .Maris - you will implant subcutanecus transponders in all of
us." He looked at Scott. "That is where you come in, Scotty. The
transporter room will keep track of us at all times by means of the
transponders. If by any chance you lose us, the transponder signal
will alert you to our whereabouts immediately and youw will then
return us to the point from which we were removed. OF course, if
we've bemen transported from inside the building, we'll have to be
raturned to the front door.

"We can’t Fight thesa heings with their own weapons, but if we
can make them ¢Aink we can...?”

"Aye, sir," Scott breathed. "We’d be Facing them on equal
terms."

"Exactly." He looked round tha anxious Faces ance more. ANy
guesticons? No? Then we’ll be on our way. Dr. Maris."

"It’1ll take me a few minutes to prepare for insertion of the

transponders,? she said. "If you would all report to sickbhay in ten
minutes?"
"Jery good, " Kirk said, "Carry on, Doctor.®

Half an hour later, the transponders in place, the landing party
assembled in the transporter room. Scott took his place at the
conscle bheside Transporter Chief Kyle as the landing party tock up
position on the platform,

"Energise, " Kirk ordered quistly.

They materialised within sight of the cliff, Spock with his
tricorder already poised and his eyes fixed on the readout.

"That way," he said, gesturing towards the trees.

Kirk set off briskly, the cthers close at his heels, Spock’s
attention still fixed on his tricorder.

They stopped at the base of the avergrown raock. Thekar and
Verris examined it carefully - Spock remained intent on his tricorder
readout. Shacter stared round at the innocent-looking countryside,
every sense alert for any sound, any sight, that might indicate the
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arrival of any other creature. Kirk watched the scientists; Maris
kept her attention on Kirk.

Slowly, Thekar began to move in one direction while Verris moved
in the other, scanning busily.

"Someathing! " Spock bhegan. A moment later he found himself
standing in a hot, humid forest, staring at a mouthful of sharp white
testh that snarled angrily. It was pure threat, he knew; he was much
bigger, and carried much more mass, than the fox-like creaturs that
crouched, glaring, at him. He took one step forward towards the
animal, and it swung to one side and ran. Seconds later the
transporter heam cawght him and he rematerialised bheside the
artificial wall.

Kirk duckesd, dodging the swooping seabirds, looking round for
some sort of shelter, and muttering "Hurry wp, Scotty!”" He dodged a
second attack and tripped over a stone. He had a bare moment to
decide what to do; and decided that it would be hest to relax and lst
himself fall. '

He hit the ground at Spock’s feet.

As Spock helped him up Shacter shimmersd back; a moment later
Verris remateriaslised,

"It worked!" Kirk exclaimed as Thekar reappeared.

His communicator bleeped and he flicked it open. *"XKirk hsre.®”
"Scott here, " came the disembodied voice from the Enterpriss.

"We've lost DOr. Maris."

"What do you mean, lost Or. Maris?" Kirk demanded.

"The signal from her transponder swuddenly stopped, Captain, It
might ha’' malfunctiocned, of course..., but I’ve never heard cof a

transponder malfunctioning."

"There's always a First time," Kirk said gloomily. "Get someanes
to scan the continent Ffor Human readings.”

"Aye, sir. Scott cut.’

"May I point out that thers is & more gptimistic possibility?Y
Spock interrupted.

"What?" Xirk dsmanded.
"She might havz heen taken into thes building.”

"Why? We were all moved away last time; why suddenly kidnap one
of us this tims?"

"I would not care to sp=culate, " Spock admitted gloomily.

Kirk pushed his hair back, "Well, they’'ve made their move," he
said, "and we’ve counteEred it ~ partly. There's nothing we can do
down here for Dr. Maris, so let’'s go on, Spock - did you get a
reading at all?" :

"Yas, Captain, The readings match those we got when the child
ARpril vanished.®
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"Well, if we nesded any more confirmation of cur thaory, we have
it now.

"Ms. Thekar; Mr. Verris. Have uow found angthing?"

"I may have Found an entrance, " Thekar said slowly. She offered
Spack her tricorder,

He took it and quickly rewound it; then he pressed the play
button and began to watch the readout.,

"Hmm." He raised his eyes from the tricorder and loocked up at
the grass—and-shrub covered mound. "Up there, Captain."

He pointed upwards., Kirk followed the pointing finger and saw a
dark shadow. "Not a2 door,"” he said. "Not up there.®

"No, not a door. It could be a window, howsver; gr aven just a
ventilation shaft., But it doer appear to be a method of entry for
us." He handed the tricorder hack toc TheEkar and began to fsel
cautiousiy for hand and Focot holds. Beside him, Kirck, too, groped
for holds.

It was easisr than sithsr man had expected,. It would have been
impossible when the building was new, but thousands aof years of
erosion had damaged the Jjoins hetween the hig blocks; plant roots had
forced their way through tinyg cracks, widening them; small pieces of
stone had broken aoff, making space fFor bigger plants. There uwere
plenty of good handhaolds, not gquite so many good fFootholds., But
there were still encugh securs holds to permit them to climb up
steadily. Shacter was Just behind them; Usrris and Thekar watched
until they were about halfway up, and then followed.

Kirk reached the hols first and squeezed intg it., He paused and
fFlicked his communicator aopen.

"Kirk to Enterprise."
"Entsrprise. Uhura hesre."

"We'ra going... underground, Uhura. Qdds are the transpondar
sigrnal will be lost."

"Understood, sir. I°'11 tell Mr. Scott."®

Kirk wriggled forward inta the hole with Spock close at his
heels and Shacter close hehind him. Thekar and Verris followed,
seconds behind.

The long tunnel gpened intao a dim corridor so low that it was
impossible for any of them to stand upright. Spock swung his
tricordar around.

"Thers seems to he something along theres, " he said, nodding to
the left. "Moving this way," he added.

Kirk glanced along the corridor to the right, sniffing. The
place smelt damp. There was no obvicus hiding place, and he
shrugged. "Maybe this is our chance to mest the kidnappers."

"Ma, Captain," Sprock said as the reading became clearer. "a
Human reading. .. and & hominid of Warra’s race."
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They looked at each cther. A moment later, two small shapes ran
raund a corner in fFront of them, the leading one slighitly smaller
than the one behind.

There was a muffled gasp as the leading figure saw the group of
tall shapes in front of it and stopped. His companion bumped into
him.

"It’s all right," Kirk said guickly. "We’re here to help you."

"Can you take us home?" It was the voice of a young boy who
wowld not admit that he was still just a child, and who was near to
tears but would not allow them to fall Foar fear of being thought
babyish, especially in frent of strangers.

"1 hope so," Kirk said. "What'’'s your namg?"

"Emil Gundorf. and this is my friend Uwwa. He’'s heEen here
nearly a year."

The hominid with Emil said, "Hullu."

The accent was so thick that it tock Kirk a moment to realise
what he had said. "Hello, Uwwa,” he replisd.

"Uuwa doesn’t speak Standard very well,” Emil said. "He doess
understand it, but he can’t say some of the scunds.®

"Can you speak Uwwa's language?" Kirk asked,

"Yaeg, it’s easy. It dossn’t have many words. The At’tha have a
harder language but I know it toa. I can’t speak to the half-men,
though., They don’t have a proper language."

"The At 'tha?"

"Yes — the people who brought us here.®

"The At’'tha aren’t Uwwa’'s pecple, then?"

"No., He was kidrnapped same as we weres.,"

"Emil... do you know - is everyone who was taken away here? Are
they all right?"

"WYes., M’sura and aAnneli were sick, but since the At’tha brought
Auntie Laura here they’'re getting better.”

"Afuntiz Laura?™®

"Mrs., Shendark. She’s really Pete's auntis, but she told us we
could all call her that."

"And who are M’'sura and Anngli??

"ITheu’'re Just habies. They needed milk.,"

"Oh." Kirk was silent for a moment, slightly taken aback.
"Er..., Emil - was another woman brought here today? Just a Fsw

minutes agao?"

"I don’t know," Emil replied. "We managed to duck sway sarly
today. We got ocut once hefore with a couple of others, but we’d enly
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just got out when the At’tha caught us and took us back. UWe thought
we’d try again, First chance we got, but just the two of us. 5o we
havaen'’t seen angone new today.”

"Well, Emil, we want to speak to the At’tha, but we’d need you
to translate For us until the universal translator picks up encugh of

the language to do it."

"Oh - like Pete translates for Mrs. Shendark?!

“YES . n

"Will you make the At’tha let us go home?" Emil asked.

"I hope so," Kirk told him,

Unwa said something in bis own languages. Emil replied as Kirk
switched on the translator, then he turned back to Kirk., "Uuwwa's
people ton? There are a lot of them.”

"We might not be able to take all of Uwwa’s psople back to their
own fFamilies," Xirk said cauticously. "Because we don’'t know where
their own Families live. But we can take them back to where some of
their ocwn people live."

This time the translator cawught Uuwa’s words. "Not see Umal
tomorrow?!

Kirk stared at him as he detected the underlying unhappiness in
the words. "Emil, how much does Uwwa know about Humans?!

"We told each other all about our own homes, " Emil said.
"Just you and UwwaT" Kirk asksad hopsfully.

"Nao, all aof us., Except the littlest ones.”

Kirk glanced at Spock. "There goes the Prime Dirsctive."”

"Young children would not know abhowt that, or be aware of its
importance even if they did," Spock replisd.

"Yes, that's true, " Kirk said thoughtfully. “"However, it does
leave us with a problem. The Dorannans were not supposed to know
about us. Now some of them do - and in some detail."

"It was not the children who were responsible For this
situation," Spock pointed sut., "The Prime Directive has heen
breached by the At’tha, not by the Federation.”

"Not see Umal tomorrow?! Uuwwa regpested with 8 child’'s grasp of
gssentials,

"Emil’s home is & long way Ffrom yours," Kirk said cautiously,

"Uwwa aold enough leave sticp, " the Darannan offered. "Uwwa live
LUmal’'s sticp?"

Emil looked hopefully at Kirk., “YCowld he come home with ms?"

"Emil... did your parents ever speak to you of the Prime
Directive?" Kirk asked.
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The boy frowned, puzzled. "What's that?"

"We’'re not suppeosed to let any race still living the way Uwwa’s
people do know about ws. They have to Find ocut for themselves about
farming instead of gathering their food - things like that., If Uuwua
goes with you, that's interfering in his life."

"Ther could I go to live in his stirp?”

"Your parents might have something toc say about that," Kirk told
him gently.

Spock touched Kirk's arm, "1 suspect that other Friendships
will have been formed between Humans and Dorannans,” he said. '“Aand
it would be cruel to enforce separation.”

"I know, " Kirk replied gloomily. "I wish I could think of scme
viahle alternative. But we have to uphold the Prime Directive. What
else can we do?®

The boys led the landing party deseper intc the labyrinth aof
passages and Finally into a Fairly large chamber. Even there the
roof was not high enough for the Humans to stand wpright, let alons
the slightly taller Spock, while Thekar hunched down unhappily to
protect her sensitive antennae,

Their eyes wers accustomed to the dim light by now, and they
were able to see that there were a lot of children of both races in
the chamber, plus some that reminded Kirk of the species that Warra
had called ‘half-men’. There was one fairly large cluster in one
caorner that was being witched by a taller hominid; and aother,
younger, children, mostly Human, were bheing tended by other hominids.

The smell was very distinct here; damp, earthy...

Emil indicated them. "The At’'tha,"” he whispered.

"Who’s the leader?” Kirk asked.

"Assha, " Emil said, pointing to ths hominid who stood watching
the group in the corner,

Kirk moved forward, uvurging Emil on in front of him. The rest of
the landing party followed him,

"Assha, " he said clearly when he was within a couple of yards of
the hominid.

The native swung round, and he saw that he was Facing a female.
A matriarchal rsociety? he wondered.

She sounded dishelieving as she answersd.

"Emil?" Kirk asked.

"How did you get back here?" he translated.,

Kirk reminded himself that he must keep his words simple to

allow for the simplified vocabulary of a child. "Tell her that uwe,
too, have & way of moving a long way in Jjust a moment.,”
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"Captain! " Emil’s attempted translation was intercuptsd by the
two women, each of tham carrying a& baby, who rose From the crowd of
children when they heard his voice.

"Moctor! " Kirk exclaimed, relisved to sse her safe.  "And Mrs.
Shendark? Yoau’re both all right?”

"“Yag, Captain,” Maris replied for them both. He nodded and
looked hack at Emil, who resumed his interrupted translation.

Assha’'s voice sounded ruseful as she replied, and Emil said, "We
did not know that. But uyou did not come back the First time."

"Until yow moved us away, we did not know wheres you were, " Kirk
salid. He waited until Emil tranmslated, then continued. "W went
back to aur ocwn place to speak about what had happened.” With that,
tog, translated, he went aon. "Why are you stealing - I mean, taking
- " he corrected himself hastily as he guessed that the more
specific word might not translate - "our children?”

"We have no children.! The translator was beginning to learn

the languages.

Startled into wordlessness, Kirk stared at Assha., "But... No
children?"

"For many seascns, no children have besn born to us. We want
children.,"

"So you took children from other people?!

"We want children," she repeated as if that was reason and
excuse snough.

"But the children’'s parents want their cwn children too, " he
protested.
"They can have more." She sounded uncertain.

"That’'s a lot of uss if you keep taking them alll" Kirk
gxclaimed. "Assha, we saw soms2 of the families who live south af
here. They had no children because you had taken them all. And my
people across the sea - they are unhappy because their children have
been taken away from them and they do not krnow where they ars." The
tramnslator sgquawked unhappily and Kirk realised that he had overtaxed
its current capacity in this language. "T=ll her, Emil."

The boy obligingly translated. nAssha looked at him,

"They can have more children, " she said againm. "“We cannot. For
many ygears, most of our children were sick and died. And for the
last tuwelve years our females have had no children at all. Now there
are only a fFew of us. 0Once we Filled this Uraa. And the people wha
live to the south are our distarnt kin. In the days of our strength
we inseminated the apses; their children wers more intelligent and
broke away to set up their own culture. If we take some of those
children we are simply reclaiming ocur ocun.”

The speciousness of the comment almost tock Kirk's bresth away.
"The fact that you interfered once is no excuse for interfering
again. They have the right to their own lives row,"

"They waould not ke there if it was not for us,” shs repsated.
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"Can you prove that?" Kirk demandad. "These people can’t
teleport - demn!" as the translator sgquawked again. "They can't move
to another place in s=conds.”

"Owr males were never able to do that, " she said. "Only the
females."

Kirk glanced at the scientists in his landing party. "Is that
pocssible™!

"Wes, " Spock replied immediately. "There are many instancas
throughout the galaxy of diversity of natural accomplishment between
the sexes, A simple example can be found in all mammalian speciss;

the females secrste milk, which the malas cannot.”

"We’'re talking about something a little more invalved than that
- " Kirk began.

“If youw helonged to an avian species, Captain, you would
undoubtedly regard the First lactating mammalian female you
encaountered as - "

"Aall right, I taks your point," Xirk growled. He turned his
attention back to Assha. "How would you like it if your children
suddenly disappeared without trace, with nothing to show where they
had gone?"

"I do not know, since I have had no children,” she replied. "I
doc know how I Feel about not having children. Can you not understand
how much we want the children we are unable to bear? Jur only answer
is toc take some of thess children - our distant descendants."

"But the half-men aren’t your descendents - neithsr are my
pecple," Kirk protested. "You might think you have some vague moral
right to seask children from the race you claim as your descendants,
hut you have no rights at all cver any other race. No, don’t tell me
- youw want children.”

"We neEed children or our race will die. "

"Assha, to foster the children of other races isn’t the answert”
Kirk exclaimed with brutal directness. "When you’re all dead and
they’'ra left, they won’t be your race! They'll still be a mixture af
half—-men and men and Humans. But the At’tha will all be gone.

She stared at him as if the realisation was completely nesuw.
"They ars our descenderts... distant, it is true, but still our
descendents .

"The half—-men aren’t. The Humans aren’t. And the men don't
have your abilities. The At’tha will bs dead! There’s only one way
to keep youwr race alive; find out why you’re not having any children

and see if we can correct whatever’s wrong. It’s possible," he said
encouragingly. He glanced at Maris, "Isn’t it?v
"Captain — " She hesitated, and he could almost see the words

Rripe Directive running through her mind.

"I think we can forget the Prime Directive,” he said guistly.
"The At’tha know about wus; and they’ve chviously bsen an advancsad
race in their time. Now - it would be possible to help them,
wouldn’t 1t?P"
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It might be possible,” she admitted, "I wouldn't like tao he
more positive than that without knowing their genetic makeup."

He nodded, accepting the gualifFication. "Now - what about the
children?"

"The babies are in poor conditicen, but all they reed is a little
Feeding up; they were too young to be put onto nothing but solid food
- gven chewed sclid Foad., And Laura has already begun Feeding them.
That was why theu brought me hers - they thought I might be able to
help feed the babies."

"and the others?!

"1 haven’'t had a chance to check tham, but Laura reckons they’'ra
f‘ine.u

"Thank heavens For that." He returned his attention to RAssha.,
"let us take our children home," he said.

"and the others? The ones that are mot yours?!

A hand tugged at his arm. "Please, Captain. Please - the
Dorannans who are our friends. Take them with us." It was Emil.

"He's right," Laura Shendark put it, "Our children - the older
ones, anyway - and some of the Dorannan children have become good
Friends. The damage is already done as far as they’re concerned. We

carn’t let them go back to their ocwn people For fear of contaminating
the whole race."

Kirk looked from her toc Assha, and From Assha to Spock. Then he
looked round the chamber,

Some aof ths younger children, Human and Dorannan, were clinging
to the mouflette—wool skirts of the At’tha, obviously imprinted on
them; but the Humans would soon readjust once they were homes again.,
What to do with the Dorannans was harder to degide; they had no way
af knowing which stirps they had come from. Many of the clder
children of both races were clustered together. 0Only the young
half-men seemed to he an their own, and Kirk remembered what Warra
had said; the half-men weren’t worried abhout their missing young. He
looked back at aAssha,

"Netr us take gur own children rnow, ang also those of the
children you say are your descendents who have formed friendships
with our children., We’ll leave the others with you just now., And
we’'ll get a medical team down to check your people. If there’s any
way of helping you, we will."

Aissha looked at him For a long time. At last, she seemed to
slump.

"Uery well," she said.

Kirk fFelt something like a pied piper as he accompanied PAsSsha
along the corridor that led to the main deoorway from the Vraa, for
behind him came a mixed group of children, mostly Human hut with a3
fFair number of Daorannans among them, The cother adults followsd
behind the children.
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Kirk’'s first sction once they smerged into the open air was te
take several deep breaths, sven as he blinked, trying to resdjust to
the bright light of full daylight. He found himself taking time tao
relish the freshness of the air after the mustinagss insida the

building. Then he flicked open his communicator. "Kirk to
Enterprise."
"Enterprise. Scaott here.”

"Scotty, we’ve Found them! Have staff standing by to assist,
lock on and begin beaming when ready. And let Laski know.”

"That’'s grand news, Captain. EBeaming will begin in two
minutes."

With the Human children, and those of the Daorannans who wanted
to go with their friends, beamed aboard the Enterprise, Kirk turned

toc Assha. "I1’'11 get somsone down almost immediately. 1 can’t
promise that we’ll be able to help you, remember, but what we can do,
we will." He lifted the communicator again., YEnergiss."

The last remaining Humans on the continent dematerialised,
leaving the At’tha and the handFful of young Dorannans and half-men
who had stayed with them to return to the shelter of their once-city.

fboard the Enterprise, Kirk found Uhura, assisted by Laura
Shendark, already beginning to separate the children into groups
according to the settlament whers they lived. Satisfied that
everything was going smoothly, Kirk went to the intercom.

"Bridge."
"Bridge. Sulu heres.”
"Get me Governor Laski, Swlu.”

He could almaost hear the chuckle in Sulu’s voice. "Already
standing by, Captain.®

"Gaovernor lLaski?"
"Captaint Your Mr. Sulu tells me you've Fournd the childran?®

"'Wes, sir, and as far as we can discover they’'re all thers.
However, we do have gne prablem.”

"What's that?"

"We alsc have several of the native Dorannans. During the past
months some of them have hecome very friendly with your children, and
of course they all discussed their ocwn homes and backgrounds.
Cbviously we can’t return them to their own pesople, to pass on the
knowledge that they obtained. We’ll have to settla them somehow on
gyour continent,"

"No real problem, " lLaski said, the euphoria of discovering that
nis own people were all right allowing him toc react to the situation
with cheerful acceptance. "Therz's plenty of rcom hare. Ue can maks
space for theEm.”
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"There have been some close friendships formed, " Kirk warned.
"Soma of them won’t want to be separated, Iindeed, I don’t see how we
can Just give them a territory and leave them to fend for themselves;
although they are prohably fully indepsndent, they are still Just
children — the oldest can’t be mor= than about twelve. Many were
kidnapped as infants, and sven the ormes who were older when they wers
taken might know some of the skills of the hunter-gatherer but are
lacking in experience. To expect them to st up their cun community
wouwld be inhuman. But it could be possible to try to integrate them
with your community instead, provided that everyone remembered that
they «re an intslligsent species and not just - well - pets or native
servants.,”

"I sese what you mean,"” lLaski replied thoughtfully., "I taks it
you will be recommending to the Federation Council that these
particular nativaes should be accepted as Full members of ths
Federation?"

"Wes," It was a clear warning, although Kirk had no reason to
think that the Dorannan colonists would even consider treating these
young natives as slaves,

To satisFy himself that the Uorannans wouwld he all right, Kirk
heamed down with the children going to the largest settlement. A
crowd that looked as if it consisted of all the inhabitants was
waiting, and as the groups of children began to materialise, the
parents pushed forward to claim their cun, A tall, balding man
pushed forward calling, "Laura!" and Mrs. Shendark ran to me=st him,

Kirk bhecame aware of Uwwa standing heside him, watching as Emil,
his ‘grown up’' control abandened, was claimed by his parents. The
little Dorannan’s shoulders were slumped and his whole attitude
bespoke misery. Kirk glanced round, to see that all the Dorannans
had much the sams abandoned look.

"It’s all right, Uwwa," Kirk said softly. "Emil hasn’t
Forgotiten you, I promise. Think what it would have been like if we'd
taken you home and Emil had gons with yow. You’'d have spoken to your

parents first, wouldn’t yow? Then told them about Emil.”

"Yuh." The voice sounded unsure. Then Emil turned. Holding
his parents’® hands, he tugged them Forward.

"Mum! Dad! This is my friend Uwwa.”

The two adults looked slightly doubtful, and Emil pulled away
fFrom them toc put an arm round Uwwa’s shoulder in a gestures that was
both protective and oddly adult. "Uwwa’s my friend,” he said again,
and Kirk Found himself envying the cectainty of childhood as, cut of
the corner of his eye, he noticed other children claiming their
Dorannan friends. "He understands Standard,” Emil went on, "but he
doesn’t speak it much ‘cps he can't say seome of the sounds.

The adults looked at Kirk, who smiled reassuringly. "The
Dorannans are as intelligent as any race in the Fedsration," he said
guietly. ‘

"He’'s right,"” Laura Shendark said From bshind Kirk. "Many of
the kidnespped Doramman children chose tec stay with the At’tha, but
thy ones here wanted to remain with theic Human frignds, and 1
helieve we are morally chliged to give them a home until they are old



111
enough to think about marrying and setting up For themselves."

Her husband nodded. "1’11 take Laura’'s word on that," he said
gquistly.

Suddenly, Kirk realised that many of the parents weres
listening. And then, as if the Shendarks’ words had triggered
something, hands reached cut and drew the Dorannans into the Human
Families.

They did not have laong to investigate the At’tha; they had
already stayed at Doranna longer than they should have done, though
they had a valid excuse. Spock was in the party that bheamed down,
and McCoy, once he saw his grandscn safely returned, insisted on
joining the landing party as well. When they returnsd some hours
later, Kirk met them in the transporter room.

"Any luck?" hg asksd hopefully.

"Yag and no,” McCoy replied gloomily as they walked out en route
for Kirk’s quarters. "There’s nothing wroeng with the Females; they
could produce a youngster every year, no bother, though some of tham
are getting rather ocld for mothesrhood. The problem is the males.
There are cnly half a dozen of them, and five of those are completely
sterile. The sixth one is producing sperm, but the tests indicate
that it’s diseassd. Any young he was to father would be hopelessly
handicapped. I haven't hbeen able to work cut what’s wrang,

n"1ryve recommended to Assha that they try to find some way of
mating with the Dorannans they claim as theilr descandents, The
younger At'tha, of course, can wait until the cldest boys among the
kidnapped natives are old enough to mate, but if the older gnes want
children, they’ll have to go out and do something ahout 1it."

Kirk grunted. "What about you, Spock? You discover anything?™¥
He led the way intoc his cebin and dropped into the chair behind his
desk, motioning them to seats.

"At some time in the past, these people have known something
about science," Spock said. Deep in the heart of the VUraa thers are
some machines. Only one is still operating, and its power source is
almost exhausted. 1t is that which gives them their light. The
other machines...” He shrugged. "I have a tricorder record of them,
but 1 have been unable tc discover what they were designed to do; and
the At’'tha could not tsll me. The VUraa itself shows a level of
building sophistication that is surprising, although the survivaors of
the race can no longer build in that fFashion and no longer make use
of the facilities the building offers. In the unused section, for
example, were sanitary fFacilities the equal of any I have seen
anywhere - and they had not been used for centuries.”

"any indications that the At’tha might have come fram another
planet?e

"1 think not, " Spock said sliowly, "although they have heen
remarkably advanced considering the cultural lavel of the remainder
of the planet. But then such things can happen. Marny planets have
produced one race that were surprisingly advanced compared to their
contemporaries, and whose sophistication was loust hecause they lost
the drive that had motivated them until they were easily overcome by
stronger, but morz primitive, trikbes.”
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"That's true.”

"What’'s happening about the Dorammans we brought back?" McCay
demanded.

"1've made it clear to the Governor that the Federation will
look with disfavour cn any attempt to turn them into slaves., Mrs.
Shendark spoke up For them, and they’'ve all found homes with the
children who are their friends. They’ll never integrate completely,
of course, because they’'re a different race; cross marriages may
gccur but they’re almost certain to be childless. 1’m hoping that a
viable ‘double culture’ will emerge, with the two races living
peacefully togesther,

"Meanwhile - we’ll have to leave hers in the morning. Let’s go
down and visit ygour Family."

They were greeted enthusiastically from all sides as they made
their way to the Revisec’'s house, and the signs were that the
Dorannan children were already being accepted as part of the colony.
At their destinatien thsy Found Dr. Revisec at home as well as his
wifFe. Both adults were fussing over the child and Kirk suspected
that Len Junior wsuld be the recipient aof scme congentrated spoiling
For some time to com=.

They were greeted warmly and Jo, who had recovered from her
depression very quickly once her son had besn returned to her,
hurried to get =z meal for them, taking Len with her.

"Captain, I don’t know how to thank youw,"” she said once they had

gatan and were ssttled with mugs of tea or ceffee. "You tog, Mr.
Spock .

Kirk grinned. "All part of the service, Jo - I may call yau
Jao’?"

"Yes, of course. Dad spoke so much about you, I almost feel I
know yow. He was sure ycou'd find Len."” She hounced the child an her
lap.

"I wasn’t," Kirk admittad.
"Can youw tell us anything about what happened?" Revisec asked.

"Well, we haven’t heen able to work out all the details -
there’ll be a team coming in from Starfleet to investigats as soon as
one gan be got together — but tha kidrappers were surprisingly
informative about themselves once we actually made contact. It sszems
that ong of the races native to Doranna had a high level of culture
thousands of years ago. ! would have suspected that they might even
have been colonists themselves, but they claim to have interbred with
a morz primitive race, and that wcould seem unlikely if they came From
ancther planst. From what they found, Spaock and your father think
they’'re native to here.

"There don’t seem tgo have heen terribly many af tham, aven when
they were at their strongest, and their numbers have been dwindling
for a long time. About twelve years ago they stopped producing
children altagether - but they realised that without children their
race was Ffinished. The Females could teleport, so they used that
abhility to kidnap the young of the gther races on their continent;
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there are very few young left now among the other native tribes. So
they expanded their activities, and tcok cour children too. Yet even
with their undoubted intelligence, they hadn’'t realised that it
wouldn’t help #heir race — that when thesy died, their race would be
Finished, no matter how many children they kidnapped from elsewhere.

"Je have discovered that the males are sterile. What we haven’t
had time to discover is why.”

"Ppor things!'" Jo exclaimed, pity predaminant now that she had
her son safely back. She could understand now, as she might not have
been ahle to understand before, how these childless females must have
felt.

Kirk nodded. "They do seem to have a very strong maternal
instinct, and they did look after the children well."

"And why did they take Laura Shendark?" Dr. Revissc asked. "And
- since they’'ve proved to be so reasconable - why did they try to kill
your"

"One of them wanted Tina but realised that she was too younrng to
take without her mother to Feed her. It's a pity they didn’t realise
t+hat when they took the other twc babies, but we got to them in
time. They’ll be all right.” M’sura and Anneli were still in
sickbay, their mothers in attendance, but they were recovering fast,
"As For the landing party - thsy didn’t meEan us any actual harm.
Apparently as well as being telekinetic they’'re mildly... well, not
gxactly telepathic —~ it’s more like a sort of radar. They can detect
things that they’'re thinking about, but to ‘collect’ them they have
to go to them, It only takes a second, then they carry them back
homes. But to send someone or something awad, they Jjust need to think
about moving them. They simply moved us away. They didn’t know
where they were sending us - Just that it was somswhere on dry land.
It was sheer bad luck that I landed in anm area where survival was
pretty well impossible. The others - well, it was possibly lucky
that it was Spock who landed in the desert. But the others all ended
up where there was fresh water and something edible - even if it was
only raw shelifish, It just seemed hostile bscause of circumstances;
an icefield, a desert, a stony beach, a marsh, an island... which
would have been perfectly all right except for the accident of a pair
of strongly territorial birds having a nest thers. The second time -
when we had the transponders - nogbody was in as haostile an area.”

“what about the mouflette?! Revisec was curicous about the ather
disappearances,

"Oh, yes, the mouflette. They were a puzzle all along. Spock?"

"The thing that seemed strangest about the mouflstte was that
they did not appear to have any natural enemies,” Spock said slowly.
"Granted they do not breed particularly guickly, but they were in no
danger of over-running the continent. And there were mouflette on
the other cortinent too, though not nearly so many, although all the
other animals recorded are more localised - they beleng to one
contirent or the other, tropical or temperate... The At’tha uwere the
answer, of course. They had Found the mouflette and seen the
potential in their Fur; and also considered mouflette Flesh a
delicacuy."” A faint expression of distaste flickered momentarily
across his Face. "1 suspect that the mouflette criginated on the
other caontinent, and the At’tha brought them to this one, where they
had no natural enemiss, scme time in the past - we have some rsason
to believe that the half-men will take them if they get the chance,



114

and possibly the Dorannans too, The At’tha left the moufletts to run
Free and multiply, and when there were enogugh of them, the At’ tha
simply teleported as many as they wanted back home...”

"Why no creature on this continent ever added mouflette to its
menuy over the years remains a mystery, but the At’'tha are the
predators that we krnew there had to be," Kirk finished.

They relaxed gratefully, knowing that tomorrow they would be on
their way again; once the team from Starbase 6 was dropped off
anygthing could happen. But when they left it was with the warm
awareness that the Revisecs considered Kirk and Spock almost as much
g part of their familu as McCoy.

Kirk leaned back in the command chair. He glanced round the
bridge, seeing in the faces around him the same satisfFaction that he
Felt.

"Take us out of orbit, Mr. Sulu; ahead warp factor are."
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