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JNTRODUCTION

In Kraith Collected we met an aliernate universe Spock whose Kirk had died.
We felt sympathy for him and set out to explore how he could pursue his search
for a substitute Kirk.

Commodore Spock, in the course of his search, encountered many universes
before he found one where his counterparit, Captain Spock of the Enterprise, was
a sadist who delighted in torturing and humilieting his young and vulnerable
First Officer, Commander Jawcs Kirk.

in pity and outrage the Commodore crossed into the alternate universe to
help Kirk cgscape ~ but found himself unable to leave when Kirk killed the Captain
to save the Counmodore's life.

Birk rofused to ensure his own safety by sbandoning the Enterprise in
Elingon space, accepbing that he would face trial if his 'crime' was discovered.
he Commedore took the Capbtain's place, and joined with McCoy in the difficult

task of rostoring Wirk's shattered confidence,

In Varistions 2, the crew of the Enterprise had sccepted the Commodore with-
out suspicion - then Spock wes called home to face his 'father' on a2 Vulcsn where
rotson and lcogic did not hold total eway - and where the nunishment for murder was
crucl and bharbaric.

Sarck!s reaction, when he coventually discoverced that his gon was dend, was
unexpected, and freed Kirk and Spock to return to the Enterprise -~ where Kirk's
long~Llost brother had been posted to the Security ssction.

Tears enrlier Sam Kirk had deserted his young brother; on Deneva, we
learned how each had developed during the yoars apart.

The end of Variations 2 suw Kirk as the capeble, confident First Officer of
the Enterprise, serving his Captain with whole~hearted loyalty, but still haunted
by a deep perscnal insccourity.

Now, in Variations 3, we explorc tho preblems that will wrise when Spock
is ordered to return to Vulcan te fulfil his dudy to plamet and fanily by taking
o wifey eond when Gary Mitchell, Kirk's one friend from Starflect Academy, joins
the ship. '

Wle are grateful for your response to, and your interest in, Variastions on a
Themes 1o those of you who have made comments and suggssiions, we would like to
S8Y,

"The story is by no meons finished yetin

Several people hoave commented that by making Spock impotent we took an casy
woy out of the sex thome that appesred to have heen introduced. This was not our
intention nor was it entirely our ideaj the originasl Commodore Spock of Spock's
Pilgrimage (Kraith Collecied 4) was steted to be 'immune %o pon farr'.. If one
agssumes that Vulcung are only sexually capable during pon farr ~ and if they are
capable at other times then logically the madness of pon faorr is not. really
necessary - tnen a Vulecan who is immune must be impotent. The other possibility,
of course, was that Bpock's gsexual development was wholly Human but that he had
not realised it; Dby believing himself to be incapsble - which as a Vulcan he
appeured to be - he in fact made himsalf incapapable. Bither way, we realised
that for our purpose to be abgolutely clear it was best for both men to be
sexually incapable — whether physically or psychologiczally did not mattoer. We did
not set out to write a K/Sex story: we set out to write a story in which the two
main cherascters love each other deeply and with total commitment, but without
feeling any need for physical expression of that love.

For some months I've been telling people that I was waiting for artwork for
the zine, and that I had 2 really good artist lined up for it. 8o now youlll be
asking yourselves ~ "Where's the artwork?"



2

We had originally hoped that Gerry Downes would be able to illustrate it,
but when she told ue she couldn't £it it in -~ she was pushed to hor limit
getting out Stardats Unkmovn 5 and Alternative 2 — we found an artist in Britain.

I gove this artist a mid-May deadline, with o mental extension of at loast
a monta, and in fact the artwork arrived during the sccond week in June. And it
was no use for our purpose. There was no time to get more artwork done if we were
to meet the hugust publication date, and that, we were determined to do.

What was wrong with the artwork? The artist ~ who is new into fandom -
decided to experiment with illustrating the mood of the story rather than scenes
from it. Well, 0.K., fine - except that his plcturcs were so interpretative that
they woeuld each have needed a footnote to explain what they meant. I was really
bitterly disappointed, because he is such a good artist snd I understood that he
was trying to produce something unusual for the zine, something outstanding. As
a technical exercise in interproting mood, the pictures he did would undoubtoedly
hove been marked very high by any expert; but that sort of picture is of very
little intersst in a zino. ot even the very artistically minded of the U.S. zine
editors ~ like Connie Faddis in Interphase - used that kind of verging-on-the-
ebstract illustration. Perhaps it was my own fault for not making it clezrer 4o
him that what I wented wos gtraight illustrotions with any 'mood! work kept to a
minimum ~ only he had nover in fact dons anybthing like that beforel

S0 ~ like #1 where the agsigned artist let us down when she changed jobs -
this issue is unillustrated.

We do feel that the story is the important thing in a zine, and that good
artwork merely complements the words; it's just o pity thot having delayed the
zine to get what I expected to be good artwork, it's now going to e going out as
it would have done back in Februsry when Gerry first told us she oouldn't monage,
had I decided to go chead and print it dthen, regardless.

Wle've mode a start to Variatioms 4 - when Spock goos missing, Kirk is the
only person who cean go and look for Lim. When will it be printed? Some $ime in
198C. Will it be illustraiecd? The woy I'm feeling at thoe moment, no, it wontts
ot the moment I don't foel like trying aver ngain to got Zpecific artwork for a
speelific storys and if thot sounds defoatist,..ot the nononty, I'm feeling vory
defoatad. o ' - ' ‘

There is one bright spot in life, howevers; this zine contains three poems
het have been sent to us by readers os creative responses. They sre printed in
tive order in which we roceived them; it's sheer chance that they ore also in
sequence according te events in Voriations 1 & 2.

-
1

Tho poen by Ketky Sins was first printed in STAG newsletter Ho. 31.




3

In broken mountaing where the blecding sun

drips fire upon the ash of Vulecan's Forge
I walked the burning, rocky paths that run

like blistered slashes from mountain to gorge,
And learned the nature of the world was crucl.

Yet rather would I face the wilderness
than linger in the silence of wmy home

where, in my soul a gulf of emptiness
grow decper, colder while I was alone,

but burst in rage if anyone drew nesr.

My halfebreed bleood had marked me like & curse -
Vulecan and Human fiung contenpt at me.

Revenge ragped hargh inside me like o thirst
And finally my bitdorness broke free -

But clouds of doubt have cleosed upon my mind.

James -

Star Kihg,

child,
idol,
S15VG. s

Flow your tears to bathe away my guilts

your silent song of sorrow crushes me,
Break through the iron hsrdness I have built

for in your freedom s¢ shall I be froe.

Kathy Sims.

He R KR W KR KK W R R RS

Lost was I, bedy and soul held by ancthex,
Then HE came and freed me
From these chains of fear snd pain.

Loved was I, shackled by force of mind,
And agony of flesh
But such a love destroys.

Now I am found, free to live once agein,
And HE who stends before me now,
Is wy brother, boyond all tics of blood,
We arc pledgod, with the bonds of love.

Gene 3. Delapenia.

He WA K A H R W NN A
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The sun now rising in Deneva's sky

Begins to chase the shadows of the night

But my eyes arc watchful of the forest's shade,
For dengers lurk hero in the morning iight.

How very light and still the burden which

I carry in my arms. Your sleceping form

Seems almost lost within the desert oloal
virappod tight around to keep you safe from hamn,

The forest's shadows creep inside ny wind
Reminders of the pain thet I once kunew...
The wey things wore a universe ago

Before wy lonely search brought me to you.

Whot did I dhink to find, when I came herc?

A subgtitute for him, a counterpart?

You are not he -~ yet with broath~taking specd
Youlve carved a sgnecial place within my heard.

Vo both had lost, were secrching and in need,
ind both had felt the pain of heing alone.
Tet out of loss and suffering come gain.
Welve oreoted something special of our owne

Yy nleasure as you slowly lesrned to trust...

I could not quite control the surge of pride

is 1 watched you gein the courage and the strength
I mew so well when at my Captain's side.

Tou follow me as once I followed him,

Toulre growing...but you still need to depend.
Tet I need you ns much as you nced we -

Am I really the 'stronger' one, wuy friend?

To lose you nowy to try to search again -

I would not even have the gtrength to stort.

I hurry through the forest, for you must live.
I connot lose you, brother of ny hearti

Susan Meek.

oK Koo W S Ho R H SN KN
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VARTATIONS ON 4 THEME 3

PART 1: XARBW

Leonard Mcloy, Chief Surgeon of the U.3.S. Enterprise, sighed with barely-
concealed irritation as he eased the collar of his dress uniform: catching his
Captain's eye he grimmed sslf-consciously, earning a sympathetic 1lift of one
gslanting eyebrow,

"Any word about ocur next wmission?" he asked,

Wot as yet. However, I have been summoned to an appointment with Starbase
Commander Devlin in the morning, and I understand that President CGallard ig also
to be present. No doubd I will zeceivs our new orders then.!

The Enterprise had been rscalled o Starbase § to be brisfed for a delicate
diplomatic missions the base had Loen resently established on Farel, and Star-
fleet persomnel enjoyed a friendly relationship with the inhabitants., The
Enterprise's arrival had colncided with the President's annual ball, and the
senior officers had been invited as o matter of courtesy — a courtesy which in
McCoy's opinion he at leagt could have dispensed with, ifaovolving as it did the
wearing of the hated dress uniform. He had concealed his irritation with his
usual charm, however, and for some hours had been performing his soeial duties
to perfection; then, feeling the need for a break from the endless polite small-
tall, he had scized eagerly on the opportunity to approach Spocly, who was for the
moment on kig own,

The two men wore standing in a recess bty the dance floor, watching the
dancers with idle interest; seeing them deep in conversation no-one disturbed
them. Taking advantage of their momentary privacy, McCoy leaned forward and
lowered his voice.

"Spoclk, I must talk to you scon -~ I'm b@GOHlii’lg very disturbed about Jim."
y
nOReN

dutomatically, the Vulcan's eyes rsked the dence floor, scarching out his
First Officer; he gave an almost inaudidle sigh of relief as he caught sight
of the falr head across the room.

Kirk was dancing with the President's daughter, on exquisitely lovely girl
in her late teens. They made an atiractive couple, the Vulcan thought absently,
equally matched in height, both fair, both undeniebly good-looking, with a refined
grace and elegance that wmade them stond out even in this distinguished company.
That others thought so too was made ovbious by the indulgent glances cast at them
by the cther dancers -~ oven the President wos beaming proudly - and Spock relaxed
grodually.

"He secms happy enough,” the Vulcen murmured, the anxicty invoked by MeCoy! s
words relleved by the sight of Kirk's smiling face 2s he spoke %o the girl,

"Is he?" McCoy countered seriously. Just wateh him."

4is he egpoke the music stopped, and the dancers began to leave the floor.
The girl slipped her arm through Kirk's and spoke loughingly %o himy Kirk replicd
but Spock wag aware of o sudden tension in his body. The Human glanced around as
though secking something, and across the room his oyos met Spock's: ot once he
smiled, and began to lead his partner towards his Ffriends.

"Here he comes, just asg I expected," MeCoy muttered, "and I can make a pretty
good guess as to what he wonts." He broke off guickly as the couple reached them,
and although he greeted the girl with all his famed charm the Vulcan was aware
that all his abtention was on Kirk.

Tou summoned mo, Capbain?' The clear voice held only polite enquiry, but
unscen by the girl the hazel cyes begged for help.
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Spock thought quickly, searching for some reasocn for calling his Pirst
Officer, something that Kirk could adapt to his needs. "I regret spoiling your
snjoyment, Mr. Kirk," he said aftor the briefest of pauses, "but it ocours to
ne ~ the systems check on the standby navigational equipment hag not been com-
pleted; Mr. Chekov has encountercd s problem, and I require the report first
thing in the morning.M

Eirk's expressive eyes thenked him silently. "I'11 doal with it at onee,
sir. However, it will mean that I must return to the ship. Will you excuse
me, Miss Gallard?e"

"T suppose you must go," the girl said regretfully. M"A pity - I was enjoy-
ing our conversation.!

"And I," XKirk agreed. "However, perhaps Dr, McCoy...?"
’ 1 Y

"I'd be delighted." IMceloy stepped forward as the misic began., M"Miss
Gallard, will you do me the honour?!
The girl emiled and accepted his arm, casting a regretful glance at Kirk as

the doctor led her onmto the floor. Kirk gave 2 sigh of relicf and turned to his
Caytain. "Thanks.!

spock touched his arm. "You can beam up from the garden," he said. M"Come
~ I'11 walk with you."

Ag they emerged onto the deserted terrace he caught the Humon's shoulder,
halting him. "What's wrong, Jim?" he asked quictly.

The Human colourcd, snd smiled apologetically. "I feel such an idiot. We
were talking, Koren and I, and found we had & lot of interests in common. I
was beginning to like her...then, when the dance onded, she suggested that we
go into the gorden. 1 could tell thet she was...interested in me, and I knew
she'd expect... I just froze. I couldn't think of a way to roefuse without
hurting her foelings... Then I saw you, and I knew you'd help me.!

"I see. You did not wish to accompany her, then.!
I b

"Wol I got so scaved... VWhy can't people leave me alonel” Kirk bit back
his explosive ocutburst and continued more quietly. M"I'1l go back to the ship
now 1f you don't mind, Spock., Thanks for not giving me away. Goodnight.”

"Goodnight, Jim."

Thoughtfully the Vulecan watched until the Auman was beomed up to. the ship.

Some time later, MeCoy, couing in search of his aytain, found Spock still
sitting in the shadows of the terrace, desp in thought. He looked up at the
doctort s approach,

"Migs Gallard?" he asked.

HeCoy sank grotefully into & chair. "I loft her with some of the younger
officors — I'm gotting too old for this game.m

"Tet you are younger than..."”

"Than my counterpart in your own universe? So is Jim, isn't he? 4nd the
Coptain would have been younger than you asg well.?

"I am congidercbly clder than he," Spock agreed. "Fortunately, it is
difficult to judge age in a VWlean. !

“ithere's Jim now?" ¥cCoy chenged the subject te the onc thet had boen
) X ]
troubling him. M"Gono back to the Enterprise?!

"Wose. HMelo you sald you were concernocd avoudr him?!
L]

"I am, and that's o somple of what I mean! I've heard some of my nurses
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discussing him, and tonight he bore out what they were saying. A young, healthy,
attractive man with a beautiful girl in hig arms -~ and he runs to you like a
gcared rabbit!i There's alrsady been talk, and there's going %o be more if he
doesn't start acting normmally around women.m

"iis fear of sex... " Spock murmured.

"Exactly. He should be gebting over that by now. BSure, he had a bad time
«oobut he's safe now, and he knows it. To be honest, Spock, at first I thought
that after all he is, despite everything, attracted to men, but now I'm sure
that's not so - he's even more scared of men than he is of women. He won't open
up to me — subconscliously he sees cven me as a possible threat ~ but he will
talk to you. Try and reassure him - I don't want to see him hurt again.!

"I will try," Spock said slowly, Ybut he is equally reticent on that sub-
Ject with we, and T will not distress him by raising it. Should he mention i%
nimgelf, I will do what I can." For a moment a frown of irritation crept over
hig face. Mg Jim said to me only a short Hime ago, why can he not be left
alonc? Humans have an uchealthy interest in the soxual lives of their compan—
ions, Doctor.M

"Perhaps so3 but the sexual drive is = or should be - strong in Humens.
It's bound to cause talk whsen somcone asg attractive as Jim remains unattached.
Most of the women sce him as a challenge ~ and Spock, if he keeps on ignoring
the girls, some of the wen might too...znd he's just not capable of dealing
with thatl?

Spock sighed again. "I will do what I can," he repeated. "Now, shall we
roturn to the ballroom? We do have Aubies M

McCoy rose, and adjusted his collor for the thousandth time; the caustic
comment directed at the designer of the dress tunic fell on deaf, if elegant,
Sars.

* ¥ K ¥ ¥

In the morning Spock beamed down for his orders. Contrary o the Vulcan's
expectations, Commander Devlin was alone; he looked up, smiling, as the
Captoin entered.

"Good morning, Spock," he greeted him cheerfully. Something in his
sxpression warned Spock to go carefully - this man clearly regerded 3pock as
morg than just *one of his men'. Perhaps it wos fortunate that Devlin had
left the ball relstively early.

"Good morning,'" he replied noncommittally.

"Come for your oxders?" Devlin chuckled. "I think your First Officer
will find this wission to hig liking"

Spoek half smiled. "4 scientific mission? We understood 1% was to be
pulitical.t

Deviin's chuckle intensified. "Far wore interesting for him then anything
scientific, Spock." He was almost leering now, and Spock felt o sudden appre-
nension. "The Enterprise is scheduled to transport President Gallard and his
daughter ~ and representatives of the chief officials ond families of Farol -~
to Dinitrol, where Miss Gallard is to wmprry Prince Jervane — a diplomatic all~
lance of considsrable importence. It will give Dinitrol its first links with
the Federation end should in time lesd to Dinitrol joining us. And Dinitrol is
a wealthy planet -Spock ~ very wealthy. Now, should the Klingons hesr of this,
they might try to prevent Miss Gallard from reaching Dinitrol, so you'll have
to keep a good watch. As for Miss Gallard... I noticed lest night that she
scemed interested in Commander Kirk - provided he's reasonably discreet he could
have a most enjoyable little flirtation during the journey.!
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Spock rather doubted it., "If the young lady is engaged, I doubt that she
would be interested in... "

"Oh Spock, Spock! I always bthought you were o won of the world -~ even
though you're Vulcan. She's no shy virgin -~ she's been o pawn in her father's
political games too long for that. If even half the sbories are true, Gallard's
sold her favours for political backing quite & few times., At least two of his
political rivals switched allegiance recently because of it - at least, that's
what's said. And Jervane is like Gollard — not above selling her favours for
what 1%'11 get him. She'll probably be quite glad to choose & lover for her-
self for once."

Or perhops, Spock thought hopefully, ghe'll be glod of someone who dooesn't
try to bed her. '

"Of course," Devlin went on, "she'll be able to choose herself at least
one lover on Dinitrol -~ it's customary for members of the Royal Family — even
the Princess - to have an official lover -~ sometimes several.!

Spock found himsclf wondering how much of this to pess on to Jim. A4s
little as will serve, he thought. I can't provect him from everything, no
matter how much I'd 1ike %o —~ I won't so betray his trust in me. Besides, it
would probably hurt him to know thot ghe's little better than a prostitute.

He discussed the mission with Devlin for some minutes, then excused hinm-
sclf and returned to the Enterprise, reasonably sonfidsnt that the Starbosels
commander had not guessed the truth.

Kirk met him in the transporter room. "Well?" he asked choerfully. "What
world-—-shoking mission have we beon given this time?!

Spock told hims Xirk's expression changed ludicrously. Spock resolutely
kept his face expressionless as Kirk said blankly, "Engaged? But last night
she WaS... She tried... M

"hecording to Devliin, her father has several times...er...encouraged her
to seduce his political rivals — she can expect Jervane to do the same. She
didn't even choose him as her husband. Can you blame her for wanting one
lover she has chosen herself?"

"fo..." Kirk said quietly, aware of an intense pity for the girl. "But
I wish she'd picked someone elsel!

L

The Presidential party besmcd aboard later in the day. Spock assigned
goeveral of the senior officers to escort thelr passengers to their guarters -
Chorlene Mogters, asg senlor woman on boord, escorted the President's daughter,
who locked in voin for Kirk — Spock had left him in commend. Not that it was
necessary for o genlor officer dto be on the bridge at that moment. Cowardice
it might be, thought Kirg, but 1t's eesier to avoid her than hoving to say 'no'.
Though he knew that 1% wasg only a temporary respites eventually he would have
to face her.

He monaged to avoid her, however, until that evening, when Spock held the
customary formal dinner in honour of his distinguished passengers. He would
gladly have given it a mise had it been at all possible; but the junlox
of ficers would have wondered -~ they were already surprised that he had remained
on duty when thoee distinguished passengers arrived. However, there would be
plenty of companys 1Lt should be relatively easy to aveoid a tete a tete there-
after ~ he could always plead pressure of work,

"L understend that Storships have an extensive recreational focility,"
the President said as the mesldrew to a close.

"ag," McCoy replied. "Our missicns frequenily take some time - as for
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exemple this one, & five week journey to Dinitrol. Even when we get thers, not
many of the crew will have the chance to lesve the ship. So it is necessary for
their continued wmental health that the ship has = wide ronge of entertainment
available. logtly the usual things - chess, cardsg ond go ony there's o small
bowling alley and some theatrical props, and of course we carry a lot of book
end film tapes. Then there's an ares Tor anyons with specinlised hobbies -
three or four of them have turncd part of the hydroponics unit into a 'garden!,
for example. BEverything's in pots, of course, but they've been pretty ingenious
in laying it out, and in picking compatible plants from different planets.”

"I'¢ like to see that," Karen said. She looked invitingly at Kirk. "Will
you show me, Mr. Kirk?!

A4s Kirk searched his mind for a tactful excuse, her father smiled tolerantly,
even benignly. Spock put in evenly, "Would you not prefer $o be conducted round
the 'garden' by one of the crewmen responsible for it - Mr. Sulu, for example?

He could tell you far mors about it ‘than Mr. Kirk, whose interest in plants is
primarily botsnical."

Kirk <hrew him o grateful glance, hoping that the President snd his daughter
would never lesrn of the hours he had spent discussing goerdens with T!'Pau while
opock listened, slightly bored by the tochnicalities - in that st least he
resembled his counterpart - but pleased that his friend was havppy.

"Wo," Karen seid. "They'd get too involved. I'd rather hear about every-
thing from someone who just knows where the plants come from. You're not doing
anything this evening, are you, Mr. Kirk!

"No,'" Kirk admitted, uneasgily end only half truthfully. He had hoped to
spond the remeinder of the evening with Spock, but he guessed that the President,
no less than the girl, would consgider it an insult if he admitted preferring the
company of his Captain to that of 2 young and good-looking girl, even though she
wog engaged. He forced himself to add, "I'1l be delighted to show you round,"
and could only hope that the words, and his polite smile, masked his reluctance.
"You lie very badly, James' - the cold words echoed in his mind, and while no-
thing of importance was involved here, he shrank from hurting Karen's feelings.

The group broke up shortly thereafter, the President heading for his quart-
ers, and the rest of the senior officers to continue thelir owhn pursults while
the other guests headed for the recreation room thet hod been made available to
them. Spock hesitated for a moment as Kirk caught his eye, and responded to
the mute plea.

"I do have some matters I would like to discuss with you later this evening,
lr. Kirk - if you would come to my quarters, perhaps...two hours from now?!

"Tes, Captain." Kirk's only regret was that Spock had not made it one hour,
but he suppesed Spock was right -~ it would toks some time to show Karen $he
garden properly.

Kirk georched his mind for a toplc of conversstion g he escorted Karen
along the corridor, aware of the envious glences thrown in his direction by
the crewmen they passed. Iittle did Ythose men know that he would willingly have
changed places with any one of them. It had been sasy enough to talk to her at
the dimer...why should it be so difficult now? You weren't alone with her
dhen, on inner voice roeminded him.

Eventualily -~ as the silence began to make itself felt - Kirk said almost
desperately, "What was your garden like at home, Miss Gallarg?"
"Karen," she sald. "Not much fun. Presgidential gardens are kept so formal

that you can never find a quiet corner to be 2lons. I do hope the !'garden' here
isn't formal.”

"ot terribly,!" Kirk snswered, fractionally more at esse now with this
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slightest of reminders that they had found wany interceits in common the evening
before. "Of course, it's all in pots, as MeCoy said, but thoy menaged to get
some traliling species, climbers snd crecpers thot disgulse the pots quite &
bit."

Do many people go there? Do you"

Kirk shook his head. "Only to check the progress of any experiment my
staff happen to be conducting, I prefer the garden of Spock's home on Vuloan.
Especially in the evening when it's cool - cool for Vulcan, that is," he added
ruefully. "Thet makes it an average warm summer day for a Humen. The night
flowering plants have such = distinctive scent...”

"1 thought Captnin Spock sald your intersst in plants was botaniecal,! che
laughed.

"Oh, it isi" Kirk hagtensd to assurc her. "The scent attracts the evening
ingsects necessary to pollinate the flowers. That's the ropson it's so dig~
tinctive. But we can't have insects in here - the plrnts hove to be pollinated
by hond. Yot nearly sgo interesting to wateh.!

"I think you're Just afrald of letting Captain Spock reslise you're far
more romantic thon the Vulcans. Butbt why bother? ALAs long as you do your work
proporly it surcly dossn't matter how Humen you are when you're off duty.m

"Soientists can't afford 4o be romantie," Xirk sadid, rether flatly.

"Is that why you den't have a girl friend on board?" Xaren asked. "Or..."
playfully, "...perhaps you do, but she's one of the juniors."

"y genior officer can't afford to have o liason with one of the junior
crow-women," Kirk said, a 1ittle sharply. "Bven if I wasg to marry one of the
yoomen, we wouldn't he allowed to serve on the same ship. It's considersd bad
for discipline. Therco's a special set of rules for the Vulcansz, for biclogical
reasons; but for all the other races the rule is, one rink below or above. That
neong the only women on board I could approach within the regulations is the
Chiefl Engineer, and she isn't going to look at anyone who isn't also an
engineerM

"So what de you do about it

Profoundly uneasy, Eirk answercd, "Nothing. There arce more things in life
thon sex. Here's the hydroponics unit.”

Bhe wos silent s he led her into the 'garden' sgection and begon o
explain where the various plants came from, aware thet his voice was slightly
unsteady. Her presence was making him feel decidedly uncomfortable; he wished
Sulu and some of his friends would appear, cheerful and talkative, to take some
of the pressure off hin.

He poused beside one particularly beautiful flower, a great mauve disc
fully eight inches in diameter, and stroked the petals lightly. They wmoved,
responding to hig touch; the plant gave a squesking scund that made Karen Jjuwap.

"What... What is it7¢

Kirk smiled slightly. "Sulu calls her !'Gertrude! -~ Janice Rand calls him
'Beauregard' ," he replied. "It's a sensitive plant from one of the border
plencts - there's no actual intelligence that we can detect - other than that
shown by all plants - no sign of independent thought. The movement and 'volce!
scem %0 be a sort of defence mechanism -~ it responds to and seems to return
affection, and sgueals and retracts guite abruptly if it senses denger. It's
got o secure 'home! here, rarely shows the 'danger’ gignal, but even with the
security it knows it still hasn't lesrned complete confidence. If you touch
it youlll see what I mean."

Karen renched out ientatively and touched a petal lightly. The plant gave
an off-key squeal and half retracteds; Karern jumped back, startled.
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"ry again," Kirk suggesied.

ohe did so, sllghtly less nervously: the petal was velvet soft, znd very
rlessant to touch. She stroked with increasing confidence as the flower slowly
cmerged ogain and opened fully, uttering its soft sgueak.

"It recognises people," Kirk said. "I$'1l remembor you now. We've thought
soveral times of trying to get another — it does scewm to egarry both pollen and
ovary, but it clearly will not self-pollinate; with ancther one we could cross—
pollinate. 3But we've never been back in the arca to get another. Ok well,
one day.., " He turned away ready to move on.

Karen moved closer, leaning against him. "Mr. Kirk,,.Jim..." she said,
her voice husky. "I'm not one of your crow..."

His bedy had tensed involuntarily. "Miss...Miss Gellard," he said nerve—
ously. ™ou are engaged -~ on your way to be married...m

"Pfuil" she exclaimed, pouting slightly. i marriage of convenicnce, a
diplomatic necessity. Once it was Princesses who were State pawns - now it's
Presidents' and Ambassadors' daughters." She sounded slightly bitter.

"Your father...!

"Le long as I don't got pregnant, and act discrestly, he doesn't carc.
Why should he? He started me in this...carcer. ind I won't get pregnant — I
toke my regular contracpetive shots. Ii's a pity youlve to roport to the Cap-
tain tonight, but we could have @ good hour..." She linked her arm fhrough his,
and Kirk felt a familior drecad creep over him. She wanted to uge him... He
gtiffened, mentally screaming for Spock.

"Miss Gallexd, I am Vulcan—trained ~ which mcans that I've adopted mony
Vulcan attitudes." Despite himself his voice was shaking considerably, and hs
knew she'd jump to the wrong conclusion.

"ou want me - you konow you want me," she murmured softly. "There's no
need to worry about customs thet aren't Human. Who's to know, if we don't tell?

Kirk shivered apprehensively. She took it for desire barely held in checlc,
"Coms on," she murmured. "Come down to my cobin...!

The intercom buzzed. Mir. Kirk.!

Kirk took a deep breath of relief that she thought was frustration. "BExcuse
ma."

She hung onto his arm. "Must you!

"I am First Officer,” ho pointed out. "I'm never completely off duty. It
might be nothing, but it could be important.v

she released him reluctantly and he headed for the intercom, praying that
it was indeed important. 'Kirk here.!

"Could you come down to sickbay, Mr. Kirk." It was MoCoy's voice. .

"Wow?" Tven 2s he spoke Kirk hoped the girl wouldn't recognise his eager-
negs to escape. If she did it would surely hurt her terribly.

"es, now. This is urgent, Jim."

"Wery well, Bones - on my way." He flicked off the intercom and locked at
Koren. Safe now, he could afford to sound regretful. "Duty," he zaid simply.
"Sorry. Can you f£ind your way back to your cabin from the elevator?” He was
already ushering her towerds the door.

"Tag, Br.../im?"
"Yes?"
"Perhaps another night?!

"I can't promisc," Kirk mubtered, determined that there would not be



12

night' if he could avold it. "As I said, the Pirst Officer is always on call.
I never know when I'1ll bhe free, or for how long." The clevator doors swished
shut behind them. "Deck five,"

i dl

Kirk emiled wealkly.

He found both Spock and MceCoy in the surgeon's office and joined them
hastily and with undisguised relief.

"So you d4id need help," MeCoy growled.
"Yes. I was never so glad of anything as that intercom, Bones -~ thanks.™

"What exactly heppened?! Spdok asked. "I sensed you calling for me, and
that you were apprehensive...but I thought it better to ask the doctor to
summon you.'" :

Kirk gave a long sigh. PThat girl's @ menace," he said bluntly. "Another
five minutes and she'd have raped me."

"fould that have been so terrible?" MeCoy asked, genuinely puzzled; it
hed been in kis mind that o skilled seduction might be just the thing to over-
come Kirk's sexual reluctance. "You'd still have been..." He broke off ot
the look on Kirk's face.

"Bones, I can't. I know all the bioleogical reusons why I should be able
toy, but T still can't convince myself that I would enioy it - or that I wouldn't
cause my partner pain... So -~ I'm physically unable to respond. Can you
imegine how she would react?!

¥eCoy said, very slowly, "Her pride would be hurt...that she couldn't
TOUSE FOUloeal

"She might even laugh... Bones, being impotent docsn't bother me...but..."

"Wou'd rather nobody knew."

"Wes. Because they'd wonder why."

"Fong of theilr business," the doctor said gruffly.

Spock glanced at him, remombering McCoy's response when he had said much
the same thing, but remained silent.

Kirk sighed agein. "Thers's ancther thing," he said. "Li. Horeau."

Miorcan? Your second in the 1ab?!

"Yeg. I've scen her look ot we... I think she's in love with me - and
while I can't respond to hor cithex, I don't woant to hurt her."

"Jim, it migh* be betiter Yo lot her see now, with Xaren, that she hasn't
any hope," McCoy said quietly.

"1 don't want to use Karen like that either," Kirk seid f£immly.

Relaxing appreciatively in the comfortsbls cabin that had been assigned to
her, Koren Gallard considered the forthcoming voyage with more anticipation
than she had expected to feel. Bhe wented o diveorsion, she knews although she
would have to be discreet, herc on the Enterprise she would for {the weeks of
this journey be effectively in limbo, between one life end the next. She
intended to make the most of that chance.

Jervane would not be too demanding a husband, she knew -~ indced, it was

an established custom on Dinitrol that a married woman wight take =z lover of
ier own cholce if her obligations to her husband were fulfilled, KXaren was
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aware that many of her future subjects would vie for her favours, but in these
lagt weeks she wanted - needed - a man wmo regponded to the woman Karen Gallard,
not to the Princess of Dinitrel.

There was plenty of choice - the officers of the fnterprise included some
attractive mens Karen swiled at the thought that indeed there was almost too
much choloa.

Reluctantly, she dismissed the Captaing Spock would be an unusual and
interesting lovery and it would certainly be an accomplisghment to seduce a
Vulcan, btut she knew her limitations — men of his race were notorious for their
reluctance to engage in casual seox.

But...there were other possibilities. The doctor? He was attractive, and
ghe fthought he would be kind, bul she had the uncomforteblco feeling that he
would see through her in a2 moments he night be willing to oblige, but it would
be on his terms, not hers.

Sulu? Chekov? 3Both appealed to her, and she might have becn tempted for
a night, but she wanted...something mcre.

Suddenly XKaren laughed in rueful honestys; she had kmown all along who she
really wanted. Kirk. BSince the ball he had not been far from her thoughts,
and bis appearance at the dinner tonight hed only reinforced the attraction he
had for her,

What was it about him that drew her so strongly? He was good-looking,
certainly - even beautiful — but sghe had known other, more physically exciting
men. Propping her chin on her hands she thought deeply, trying to pinpoint
exactly what 1% was about him that made him differont.

She had danced with him several times at the ball, and had been intrigued
by his curious blend of shyness and self-possession. He had treated her with
a delicate courtesy she had never encoumtered before, seeming to enjoy her
companys but he had displayed none of the arrcgant mole agsurance most men
enployed to interest her.

His arms had been gentle when he held her, guiding her in the steps of
the dance, but he had not taken the opportunity to press her close. Their
conversation had been intoresting, with none of the sly sexual innuendo she so
often found tedious and repetitives and he had gazed at her with adwiration,
frankly enjoying her beauty while making no attempt to posscss it, Indeed, it
had been she who oventually suggested that they walk in the garder...pity his
Captain had chosen just that noment io interrupt...pity the doctor had called
him tonight. ;

Trom all ghe had heard Darthmen were not usually so sihy when an attractive
woman made her interest piains could it be that he wes...inexperienced? He had
implisd as much. Her pulses gquickencd at the thought ~ it would be a novel and
interesting experiment Lo awaken the slumbering sensuality in those innocent
Gyes.

Suprenely confident in her beauty, Karen had not the least doubt that she
could win Xirks he was obviocusly a carceer officer, dedicated to his ship -
that probebly cxplalned his air of naivity if he never sllowed himself to rolax
and enjoy the usual diversions of a Starflest officer. And as First Officer
for a Vulcan Captain, she thought, he probably had very little opportunity to
do so even if he wished ~ custom demanied that he be always at his superiocr's
gifte save when duty forced him to be elsewhere, and Spock would certainly never
oonaldsr that his young subordinete might cccasionally fael the anced for some
lighter relaxation., Otherwise why should even the Pirst Officer be always on
call? She would have expected him to have some off-duty time when ono of the
other genior officers dealt’ with any routine matters that required attention,
especially on a Journcy as stralghiforward as this ono.

Yot...there was more to it than that. She hed secen how Xirk's glance
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flickered shyly away from those couples at the ball who had made their
attraction to each other o little too plain, end had sensed in him sn unusual
degree of fastidiousness, & shrinking from such blatont displays of passion.

She was certain that he was capable of desire, but how easy weuld it be
to arouse him? He had certainly maintained control in the ship's garden - how
c¢loge had she come to seducing him? This veyage should indeed prove...
diverbing.

When Eirk met Kercn next day she seewsd to have forgotten her offer; she
wag cherming, chattering gaily; and Kirk found himeelf relaxing slightly, not
kmowing that Karen had done some thinking - and had been the recipient of some
firm paternal advice - after she left him the night bofore.

"Don't rush him," the President had warned. "That's the best way to
frigaten him off. Remember, he's Vulcan~trained, and he kunows you're engaged.
To him thet says 'hands off'. If you want him, Keren, you'll have to be more
subtle."

S50 now she choatiered inconsequentially, sotting hersclf to enfertain Kirk,
This iddie party-type conversation was undemanding, uwnthreatening: it was some—
thing he could respond to without apprehension. His response encouraged her.
Tes, perhaps her father was rights this shy, oddly self-confident young man
probebly had acquired some Vulcan moral scruples - she know how obsessively
importent Vulcans regerded merital fidelity. TFrustrating, yot somehow refresh-
ing, to find a man who regarded chastity as importont.

But it's stupid! she thought. I wouldn't be depriving Jervane of any—

thing — he's got three official mistresses clready, and god knows how many
unofficial ones!  But it geve her an iden - perhaps, when the time came...

The voyage proceeded without incident, despitc Devlin's fears that the
Klingons might somchow hear of the proposed marriage and try to stop thenm
reaching Dinitrol. But for Kirk and Spock it was a frustrating time, for they
rarcly saw oach other except when they were on duty. President Gallard occupied
a great deal of Spock's free time, taking advantage of the journey to learn at
firgt hand what Spock had seen of the many varied cultures he had visited in
the course of his carcer.

"L am not wholly satisfied with the constitution we have on Paroi," he
admitted. "There are some excollent voints that can be incorperated from the
Fedoration's laws, but I am sure you have coms across many, possibly individual,
lows that are of great benefit to their culture,!

Spock suppressed a faint sigh, reflecting that the most fordtunate culbures
hed usually been the oncs with the simplest laws. There had been one culture
in his original universe that hod had no laws that ho could ever discover, yet
was the most peaceful, co-oporative society he had cver cncountered., He dec-
ided not to mention it -~ not only was he uncertain that it oxisted in this
universc, it might be lossg than tactful to tell o carcer politicisn that the
most successful culture of Spock's experience had hod no peliticians!

It throw Kirk - as her father had intended —~ more and more into Xaren's
company. He was not wholly averse to thisy he liked the girl, found her ent-

ertaining company, and now that sho had apparently accepted his moral stand
and was no longer openly flirting with him he Feld more ab ease with her.

If she was pigued that he rarcly spoke of himsclf and his past she gave no
gign of it:; she accepbed the bald statement that he was an orphan with no
knovm relatives at its face value, saying only, "Don't you regret not having
any relatives to go home to?"

Kirk shook his head. "I do have a home," he said. "On Vulcan, with
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Spock!s parents.n

The quiet stotement gov: her pause. He must be even more Vulcanised than
she had thought...but his genes were Human, she romembersd. The demands of his
Humen blood would overceome instilled Vulcen habits. So she chattered on, about
herself, her past...but rorely her future. -

Kirk thought he could guess why. ‘State pawns', she had saidy she must
be worried sbout her future, whot it held for her, married to a stranger, a
man many years her senior, living on & planet Iight yoars from her home, her
femily..., He could even, almost, understend her anxiety to go to bed with him
-~ somecne young that she had chosen, not a diplomatic allisnce with a man old
enougn to be her father. She probably hadn't cven been given the opportunity
to refuse. .

Her situation, indeed, was roughly comparable %o what his had been with
the Captain. There was no reason to suppose her betrothed to be a man of
sadistic tendencies, and of course she would have thse backing of a powerful
fother who would certainly resent it if his daughter was blatontly ill-treateds;
but even so, her position was not a happy one, and he could only admire the
courage with which she accepted her future. He suspected that at times her
galety was forced, artificial...to hide her fear. And there was nothing he
could do to help her.

McCoy watched as the relationship betwoen his friend and the President's
daughter developed.

At first he was frankly delightoed by Kirk's now attitude. This was just
what was needed - a light, uncomplicated affair with no commitment on either
side, affectionate enocugh to satisfy the romentic in Kirk, passionate enough
to preve 1o him that sex need not be painful and humiliating., 8o he smiled
indulgently when he saw the two together in the rec rooms, or at onc of the
informal parties the younger officers liked to srrangs, and at which Kirk was
alweys now a welcome guest when he choso o attend; and believing that Kirk
had manzged to overcome his original scruples he was thankful that his young
friend was ~ at last ~ beginning to respond as 2 normal, healthy male to
Karcn's fewininity.

Certainly it relieved his mind of one worry - the general gossip aboutb
Kirk's lack of interest in women died down almost completely; people began to
remember the regulations regarding crew liasons - something that few of the
crew needed to worry about since most were Bnsigns or Lieutenants - deciding
that Kirk had simply been obeying these regulations. Bub...

Karen Gallard wag engageds travelling to her wedding. Certainly her
father didn't seem fo wind how outrageously she flirted...but even soy; she wag
engaged.

Was Jim really attracted to the girl? If so he could be badly hurt yet
agein even although he did know that she was not free. Or... Was he indulging
in what wos a relatively safe flirtotion, despite his initinl determination
that he wouldn't use Koren to brusgh off Morlens Moresu.

Either way, haowever, it was a good sign. Perhaps now Jim would accept
'almost being raped! with something of the enthusissm that most Human males
would show, There was, after all, nothing physically wrong with him: the
problem was entirely psychelogical. McCoy knew, none better, that to solve a
psychological problen the patient must first went that problem to be solved.

Up till now Jim had had no incentive to adjust his sexual thinking from undesired
homosexuslity to desired heterosexuality: of course he wanted to remain within
the regulations. His firet two encounters with XKaren Gallerd were before he
really got to know her ~ now, of course, he must be beginning to desire her,..
mustatt he?
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And yet, McCoy could not feel fully reassured -~ Kirk's galety still seemed
a trifle forced. Perhaps it would be as well to warn Spock that Xirk might
st1ill need help.

As Dinitrel drew nearer Kirk found himself growing more and more concerned
about Karen Gallard's future. Pity mingled with the liking he had for her;
perhaps he could save her -~ there was one possibility.

He liked Karen, and while she did not arouse him he could admire her
beauty, and knew himself to be envied for the preference she showed him. 48 he
saw it, she was caught in the same trap that had so recently held him, so thai
he felt an instinctive sympathy for her. That she was fond of him, he knew;
he was also aware that she found him attractive, and in his innocence he asgs-
umed that she must therefore lowve him, for he accepted that her past affairs
had not been of her own choosing. That same innocence also made him confume
nis own liking and pity for her with love, for he had never learned what that -
relationship should be; and he assumed that, once married to someone he cared
for, the guestion of his impotence might perhaps solve itself painlessly.

He intended to propose to her, and was cerbtain that she would accept, if
only to free herself from an unwanted tie - many marriages had been founded on
less, he thoughty and his only reason for delay was his wish to settle their
future in his own mind before he broke the news to Spock.

Hopefully, he could continue with his career; KXaren had been brought up
to understand the importance of duty, and it would be possible to establish a
home on one of the Starbases to which he could return between tours of duty.

There wasg of coursc the possibility that Xaren might not wish for such
long partings, and in that casc... The only alternative was that he resign
his active commissgion and accept a shore posting. Which would mean leaving
Spock.

Bach time his thoughts reached that point he gtopped, appalled. How
could he leave Spock? The Vulcan had sacrificed everything for him, had given
him & home, a family at last; more, Spock needed him...as he needed Spock, he
acknowledged frankly. The dilemma haunted him, his wigh to save Karen, his
longing for a normal life warring with his affection for the Vulcan.

And there was no advice he could geek. If Spock even suspected that he
might wish to leave he would ruthlessly sacrifice his own wishes to Kirk's
happinessy and McCoy... McCoy could not begin to understand.

Whatover he did, someone would be hurt. Xaren, whom he wished to protect
as he had been protected; or Spock, forced back inte the agonising isolation
he had paild such a price %o escape.

Worgt of all was the knowledge he could not begin to deny, that however
much he thought he loved Karen, if he left Spock for her the day would come
when his heart would cry out for the Vulcan, for the steady, undemanding, but
vitally necessary companionship they shared, and which no infatuation of the
flesh could replace. :

On the last evening before plancitfall Kirk invited Karen down to the
hydreponics unit. He could fecl something tense in hexr attitude as he led
her through the massed plants, pausing only to greet the sensitive plant in
passing. Yes, she was definitely afraid, he thought.

He led her 1o the seats that were placed in one corner of the roon.
"Waren," he bagan tentatively.

"Yeg, Jimp"

"Karen, you haven't said much sbout it, but I know you'rs not happy with
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your proposcd narriage. You dontid hove o parry Jervens. You could marvy somee
oite clee. I owould... It would make me very ﬂappy 1T you wore to marry e

Miarry you?"  she exelaimed, obviously startlod. Thore was o short DAUSC,
Llcn, Hidm, I npnr?cinﬁe the offor, but youlze nobody ~ not aven o Copboin in
storficet. This marrisge will make ne important -~ Jervane hos several mist-—
but he's never offercd nmorrisge to anyone before this. Bub Jim, I can
glve you & more imworbunt position thet you have ever had, than you will ever
axve in Stoarfleot. Hosign and come with me as my lover — my husband will only
roguire my services half o dozen times o yeor, and not even the Princess is
expected to remzin celibate the rest of the time - we'd be fres o enjoy our—
solves, and with perfect nropriety according to the custons on Dinitrol. Think

of 4%, Jim - the success you'd bu...ond all the women envying me for
having youll 8 the expression on his face and wigintorvreted it. "1 told

you, Jim — ittg cu“4u,Afv on Binitwrol for the Royel Fomily o hove lovers. Jy
ausbond won't wind - why should ke? 174 be thought stronge if I diﬁn’g hove a
tover. &nd if wo get tirved of each cother idls ensy to nort, ne hard feelings on
oither gide...we could romain friends, you'd sbtill have the nroﬂilgo of & court
position, and the other wonmen would queve up for your Favours..,!

niad burst from him., "Warea, I would have marriod
sition and sccial dmporbaonce mean more

Mol The rovelted de
youy, but L won't be used by youl I no
to you than an honost wmonte 1 , bhen hove thom ~ bub dont try to have it
both waye."  He took o deop breath, combrolling himeslf, "I')1 take you hack
o your cabln now.!

&% her door he paused. "Goodnight, Miss Gallard," he sai& farmally, Thor,
guictly, "I hope you never have any reason to regrob vnwr cholo ]
and prosper.’  He inclined his hesd slightly snd wolled
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KARENTE DTARY

Jim Kirk proposed oo me lagt

LN B o~ s
oAt wes Gﬂhplu

lanoceonce

I must o

boneaty - and

Cbownnt attrooted mo So QJU vias bhot
He wonted mo, I could tell ~ he wouldn't  have
ne didnt't - but unlike all ¢

behaviou

2 oay fothor o

foooor porhans

cove that & man with moral i‘uuar!
urth of purposce survived oven wl
ai owy official lover — an honou

1

I aw surae i
neod nover fear th

fact virgin...ond whoover he ovenbtually movy
be uwnfaithfuly his vows will boe for life.

I am too used to o succossful social life — too Fond of tha gaicty ond
A ﬁtuou that go with my position - to give 1t up, to sattlo gquicetly to belng
't;‘u.r;': wife of o Starship officer... DBut oh, I wigh ~ | ow Lv -~ that 1t cc:u._l.\i
' been differcot...that L could have nccepbed him.

¥OW ¥ ¥ %
THE CAPTATN
The usnal honour guard attended the besmdown of the Presidential 2oty .

Ro casual onloocker would have gueszed at the undercurrents of emobionsl mice
understanding that were prosent. Kirk would have preforred to remain abs sant,



but courbosy demanded that he attend. He stood gquietly at Spock's side
throughout .

When Kyls signalled beandown complede Kirk nodded an acknowledgement and
left the transporter room to wonder aimlessly elong the corridors, confused by
the shtorm of conflicting emobtions that floodod him, BSpock, uvnderstanding that
Kirk needed time to think, let him go.

Karen had gone, taking with her his hopes of a nornal life and merriage,
Kirk thought. Vot mingled with his sadnesg was a feeling he was not vet prea-—
parad to admit « a sonse of profound weliefl. She had tried agaln, promising
so much, btempbing him to accewnt her offers but while part of his mind urged
him to accept, &b least for a time (as any normal men would have done, he
roflected bititerly), the Cepiaints torrificd victim retreated in protest.
Thore would be pain, humiliation, loss of his dearly-bought vrivecy...ho 4id
not want it.

The sanc, thinking part of his mind sccepbod thed o physicsl relatlonship
could be wonderful, fulfilling for both pariners, bub the lessons of his firgt
toacher were too deeply cengrained, and he knew, in tho innernost part of his
being, thet he would azein expericnce sheme and fear, discomfort at best,
acute pain at worsh.

But his own overriding emotion was anger. He had been...fond of Haren
poriaps in his own way he was beginning to love her; certainly he ned cared
snowgh to overcome his foars and offer her wmerriage to fres her from a polit~
icadl alliisnce he she droaded - only to have his hesitant proposal
flung back in his She wopted the merriage, desiring the social and pol-
Phical prominence it would give her - bubt she also wanted Xirk, He writhed in
shune at the wmomory of hor ipsulting offer to him.

As always whon confused, or hurt, or tired, thewvs was one unfelling refugs
he sought with Dlind instinet, and he fled in search of it now, pressing the
£ b4 3 b D

Tussner and entering without waiting Tor the custopsry poImisgilon.

Svock mlanced up Trom his desk ot Kirk's ilwmpetuous entrancc. He wag
concernad aboul thoe Human's cvident distress, dbubl was also pleased that Kirk
bad gained so much in confidence that he would come in so procipitately, with-
out hesitabing apperently $imidly oubside his quarters for porailesion as he
bhad normally done in the past.

el

——

Realising what ho had done, Kirk pullod hiumsold togother. Vi'wm sorw
= . 7 & . 7
Bpock,” he said guiltily. "L interrupted you..."

Mo aro always wolcomoe, Jim,? the Vulecan replied, rising. "Ploasc, sit
) 7 2 g 2 3] 7

how b0 ask
ganting to holp,

Wioand paced the sabin restlossly,
the question that hed boon tormenting hiwm.  Spock walted,
unsure of how ho could.

Hohe lelt afber ol11," Spoclk seid, fivnally breasking the silenocs.

T
]

S0 ho Jmew! Kirk thought. He knew T wentod her to stay. "Yos, she
gone, and L won't be scoling her again.' Kirk laughced bitterly. "I offercd to
parry her...L thought there was a chanoe... hnyway, she refused me. Ianstesad,
she made o couwntor prosossl. The Vulcan's eyes dropped before ihe bititernoss
in ¥irk's. "I could go with hoer - as her lover. Such srrongements are permif-
tad, sh id. She was willing epough to o to bed with me, bul she wouldn't
moryy we — L'm onot imuortant enough, it seoms. And T thought ohe cared for

L.
]

o

MNe s o
Hig rostless pacing brought him to Spocky Ilike a drowning mon's his honds
reached out to cluteh the strong shoulders,

"4 made me realisc — even iF gho'd warried me, would she have remained
ithful?  She said her father sold her, bubl she wust have bogun to enjoy 1t -~
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the variety, the...the..." He could not finish the thought. "Is that all T am,
Spock? Only a beautiful body to satisfy for a time the lusts of those WhnoOe..
desire me? All I ever wanted...was to be loved. Is that so much to asks!

Spock forced himself to look up, and a wave of physical pain swept through
him at the sight of Kirk's eyes, wide with anguish, bright with the tears that
only a supreme effort of will kept from falling. The shame and wisery in those
eyes was too great to be borne; Spock pulled Kirk closer, holding him comfort-—
ingly, trying to infuse some of his own strength into his friend.

His heart ached for Kirk, guessing how much he had built on his growing
affection for Karen; he was so gentle, so vulnerable, this beloved Human, and
once again he had been cyuslly hurt, McCoy had predicted some such crisis, and
like a fool he had failed to prevent it. Yet, beforechand, what could he —~ or
anyone - have done? TYet perhaps now there was a way he could help.

"Jim," he said quietly, "there is another who can answer that question
better than I."

Kirk looked up, puzzled. "Who?"
"The Captain.m

Kirk's face convulsed. "Don't mock me, Spock. I can't bear it - not from
you!

"I am serious. You know that he loved you."

"Loved?" Kirk laughed harshly. M"He didn't know the meaning of the word.
Do you think a few words forced out of him as he lay dying could wipe ocut all
the years of pein and humiliation he gave me? He didn't care for me...he tooiz,
always, and gave nothing in return, not even the comfort of knowing that he
valued me. His wishes always counted, mine never did... He would have sacrif-
iced me to his ambition without a moment's thought, and turned to seek-another
victim."

"Do you believe that? But why should you not? Jim, I retained one of his
log tapes ~ I think that you should listen to it."

"ol Kirk twisted away. "I don't want to hear iti"
"It will...ease your mind, I ‘hink."
"To hear his volce ageini™ Kirk whispered, shuddering.

"L know, I know." Spock's hands gripoed again, tighter. "But I have heard
the tape, Jim -~ will you not trust my judgement?!

The Human ncodded feluotantly, and obhediently followed Spock to & chair,-
wetching nervously as the Vulcan removed a tape from his safe, carefully broke
the seal, and slotted it into the player.

"it is audio only, Jim," Spock said, handing him the earpiece. "I think
it best that you listen in privacy, but I will be &t my desk should you need me."

He touched Kirk'!'s shoulder for a moment, then left him to return to the
papers he had been studying, though he paid them scant attention. After a moment
he glanced up ~ Kirk was still sitting as he had left him, making no attempt to
play the tape. BSpock weited enxiouslys Kirk had made remarkeble progress, vut
the scars that thce Caplsain had inflicted still ran deep. Then with delight he
saw the Human's lips set into a2 firm, resolute lines his hand rock-gteady, Kirk
reached out and switched on the playewm,

As the familiar, hated voice filled hig ears, reciting the stardate, Kirk
repressed an involuntary shudder. The recording had been made shortly after the
last visit he and the Captain had made to Vulcen; it was during shore leave on
Calderon, the too-well-remembered time when the Captain had almost...

He pushed the momory away firmly, wondering, for a flecting instant, why
no~one eise seemed to notice the difference between the two voices...he himsglf
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never had any difficulty in distinguisbhing between them...or was it mersly that
the Commodors's voice gnly held +that note for him?

Then, aware thet he wos seeking an excuse not o listen, he concentrated
on the insidious, seductive voice that echoed so hatefully from the past.

"May the gods I do not believe in aid me now! I am Vulecan...l can control
thissss Control.s.. But he Iies so still..., Where may I turn, I who by my
own choice have driven every well-wisher from me, and with my own hands I have
wrought my destruction. Ak, James, I enslaved you...but your eyes hold me as
securely.e.

Such a trivial matter... I cannot even remeuwber what it was... But he
angered me., I summoned him to an accounting, and fancied his response defiantly
slow. I Dbeat him as he cowered submissively at my feei, beat him until his
pitiful weeping choked into silence, until even my most savage blows produced no
further reaction — he lay unmoving. I dropped the whip at last, and washed his
blood from my hands contentedlys he tried so hard, but could ssldom please me,
and I almost loved him for it - his many failures gave me the excuse I did not
really need to punish him.

My exertions had relaxed me, and I felt again the hunger for him that is
never fully satisfied, but when I leaned over him my searching fingers could not
conjure the usual response from his unwilling body. Alarmed, I investigated
furthers his pulse wasg very faint, his breath came painfully, snd I knew fear -
I had been careless, and injured him so severely that he would need immediate
medical attention. Yet how could I expleain his injuries? 4 fall would not have
caused such damage...

Logic, as always, showed we the answer. We were on shore lsave onr Calderon,
sharing as we often did an apartment in the Star Gardens; it was an exclusive,
discreet establishment, but its clients were...unreliablec.

I placed him on the bed and began sysitematically to ransack the roomy then
cslled the Enterprise and summoncd McCoy. The tremor in my voice was not feigned
for his pallor and that harsh, painful breathing unnerved me.

Never had I been so glad to see the doctor! As he worked he listened to wmy
explanation of how I had roturnsd from an engagement at the Vulcan Embassy %o
find hir thus, clearly the vietim of thieves; MeCoy's response convinced me
that he suspected nothing.

But his next worde were a shocks James was in danger, and must be tsken
at once to sickbay. We beamed directly to the ship, where he was rushed to
surgery. DLven as McCoy operated we were ordered away on & simple but urgent
mission, so that the next few hours were occupled in recalling the crew and
taking the ship out of orbit. Only when I wag at last able to turn command over
to Mr, Scott did T realise that there had been no word from sickbay; I went
directly there, only %to be told that Jomes wag still in surgery — there wag no
news .

McCoy came at last, and his slow step, the defeat in his usually brilliant
eyes, told their omn story. The broken bones, the bruised flesh would heal,
but I had been more careless than I knew -~ there was serious bruising to the
brain. It was still too early to be certain, but there was o very real danger
that James would be permanently crippled in mind.

ILikse all the others McCoy has no idea what James is to me. With rough
gympathy he told me fo go and rest, he would call me when there was anything to
report. I rcfused, of course; I would not leave my d... my property in the
hands of another. ' '

But it was useless. I could win no response from that pale, silent figure,
and I fancied that he had chosen this method of escapes feolish, but my usual
clear thinking scemed to have deserted me.

At last I yielded to McCoy's urgings and rose to leave,‘taking a final look
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at the shuttered face. How young he looksd, and how vulnerable, the pale skin
go clear against the flame~-gold covering of the bed. His face was unmarked -
my blows must have been hidden by his hair. Strangely, he scemed at pecce...
he never looked so tranquil when he slept in wy arms...

So I returned 4o my quarters, but not to sleep. It seems that I must face
the possibility of losing him, and if so I must decide what I will do.

My first option is simple, logical and obvious; he will be useless to Star—
fleet, he has no family to care for him -~ I need only let normal procedure take
its course and he will be committed to the nearest Starfleet hospital for the
rest of his life. ¥No further responsibility will be wine, I can forget him...

ses  And yet... And yet I feel a curious reluctance to take this easy
course. Hospitals for the insane are well run, I am told, but I have heard
gtories... Sometimes the attendants in such places, brutalised by their hope-
less task, amuse themselves by bormenting their helpless charges. Why should
that disturb me? I have done as much... Yet it troubles me oddly to think of
him at the mercy of another, perhaps forced by some orderley secking a moment's
pleagure from his body. He is still my property, and I will not have him so used.
That option then I must reject.

I might, of course, take responsibility for him, send him home to Vulcan
where my parents will care for him if I request it. Thore will be no risk of
betrayal, for he will be unable to speak of what I have done, and I can easily
guard him against accidental intrusion by another telepath. If I take this
course L will gtill combrol him, he will always be there awaiting my return.

However, that solution does not please me ecither. He is still beautiful,
his body undamaged, and I know that I will want to make use of him: but on
Vulcen he will be cut of my reach for long periods of +time, and I cannot be
certain he will be with we when pon farr strikes. I have considered taking
another mate from among the crew...that slim, graceful helmsman, or the dark-
oyed Chekov,..but they do not call to me as he does, even now. it is his cool
body, hig warm trembling lips, his anxious submissiveness that I need. What
matter that he camnot know to whom he yields? It was never his mind I valued.
I dare not face pon farr without him, so...

My third choice. The one I have known all along I must make. He will go
to Vulean, yes - but I will gc with him. Not to my parents' house, for I do
not wish them to know what he is to mey but I will make a refuge for us where
I may live out my days in contemplation of my handiwork as I care for him.

Here in this log, which only I will ever hear, I must admit the truth. He
is of the race I have learned to hate, he is weak, submissive, so ezsily fright-
ened - everything I should despises and yet = I love him. I love him for his
beauty, for his shy, hesitant manner, for his gentleness: and I love him too
for the response I scnsed in him, the instinctive rapport there was between usg
hefore I claimed him.

Wag I wrong? I am Vulcan, I could do no other. To admit that I loved an
inferior being would have shamed me...ond to win him with soft words, to show
him the gentleness he longs for...to express love as he could understand it...
thesge things I have never learned. I obeyed the call of my blood and took what
I wanted from himg now I pay the price, and it is bitter indecd - but I will
pay it.

I will never sit on the Federation Council now, never cern the respect and
admiration that arc my due. For wme, only the obscurity of an isolated home on
Vulecan, my sole companion this so dear one.

s WY P

But...perhaps there will be compensations, I need not fear to lose him,
for who would wish %0 sfteal him from me now? He will always be thers for me,
for L ¥now that the damage I have done te his mind will not prevent me from
erjoying kis body...and lacking mewory, perhaps now he will $urn to me with
trust.
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It mey even be that as I care for him I may learn to expross these emobions
L do not understand. OCfton I have read in his mind that he would give anything
for one gentle caress, one word of love from mes that may be possible now, but
for him it will come too late, '

Lovesss I have never known it. Iy parents... It is to them that I owe
the agonies 1 have endured because of my mixed blocdi they who begue gthed 4o me
this legacy of emotion, and did not teach me how to cone with it. I will never
forgive them for that...

The intercom! It is McCoy, summoning me to sickbay. Gods of Vulcan, give
ne strength to bear what I must!

An hour ago I dictated the previous log entry. Only an hour! Yet my
vorld has been remade.

He will live, whole and sane. I scarcely know whether to be thankful or
nok.

MeCoy left me alone beside his bed, saying that he would soon awaken.
Thore werc fests to be made, but he was confident - the bruising was less
serious than he had originally thought.

Scmething disiracted my attention for = moment and when I looked back hisg
eyes were open, gazing at me with the expressicn of fear and submission I love
to see therc. Slowly, he took my hand and raised it 4o his lips in the gesture
of self-abasement I have always compelled .bim to moke, kissing the hand $hab
hurt him. .

The touch of those warm lips against my skin unnerved mes; I had to escape
the resignation in those patient eyes. I touched his hair in the gesture that
tells him he has pleased me, and called McCoy; when he relaxed again in sleep
I left him %Yo his dreaws...and what must they be like?

Now as I sit once more alone in my cosbin, I must re-evaluate my intentions
in the light of what I have learned about myself...and him.

He must never kmow what he is to mes; of that, I am determined. Should he
even suspect the power he has over me...

We will go on as before, for I camnoct promise that I will never hurt him
again, but now at least I understand what it is that drives me to such violence.

I am...ashamed; ashamned of him, and of what I feel for him. I cannot
¢laim him es my bondmate ~ it would humiliate me beyond endurance to acknowledge
befors my femily, before all Vulcan, that my Human blood had conquercd at last,
and betrayed me into taking so unsuitable & mate.

However, I sece an sunswer. I3 is unfortunate that we visited Vulean so
recently, but when we return I will take steps to bind him o me so securely
that he will never be able to leave me.

In the ancestral home of our family I will bond with him, but secretly,
only he and I knowings the vows we make will bind us together as securely as
though they were spoken before the High Council in formal session...and T will
s0 monitor his thoughts that he will not realise that I have committed myself
to him as completely as I claimed him.

T must still marvy, of course - it will be expected of me ~ and I will do
my duty, but a properly-trained Vulecan wife will not even enguire into my
concerns or betray me if she learned of them. So I will kezp him as bedmate
and as bondmate, for the span of his life and mine -~ I could not bear to lose
him, and he will not be left behind, perhaps to enjoy *the embrace of another.
Certainly, it is more probable that he will die first, for despite my mixed
blood my life span is greater than his, and if I follow him into & bonded death
wy secret will be revealed - but by then I will be beyond all humiliation and
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mockary.

ah, James, James...what are you that you can affect me so? What the end
will be for us I cannot guoss - and perhaps it is bebter so - yet here, in the
privacy of my thoughts, it comes to me to wish...to wish that I ecould show you
the love I feel, and the gentleness you crave. Perhaps then you would love
mes..but I cannot change, I am as my birth and upbringing have made me.

S0 here — and only here -~ dare I say... James, beloved one, forgive me.
Forgive me for my inability to be the tender lover you deserve. M

ks be listened to the tape Kirk had beon very much aware of Spook!s pres-—
ences the Vulcan, working at his desk, was suddenly the only real, sane anchor
left in a world gone nad,

At that last holpless, almost resentful confession of love Kirk olosed his
eyes, Tighting baclk tears as he had not had to do for so many months. He was
aware that the tape had ended, but he seemed unable to move; the player was
switohed off, the earphones removed, snd gentle hands cupped his face; Kirk
opened heavy eyes to meet Spock's concerned gaze.

With a convulsive movement he pulled the Vulcan down boside him, burying
his face agalnst his shoulder, seeking refuge in Spock's strengthy the tears
came at last, not the hysterlcal wewping the Caztain's cruelty had torn from
him, but a deeper, quieter weeping that helped to heal the pain that called it
forth.

Spock held him gently, comfortingly, his light touch on Kirk's hair convey-—
ing a sense of security the Human had last known - so long ago he could scarcely
remember how it felt - in his fother's arms.

At last Kirk raised his head. "I don't undersiond," he whispered. "I
thought... What did he feel for me? I'm so confused... Help me to understand,
Spoclk.M

The piteous tone of his voice, the sheer bewilderment in the confused eyes,
warned Spock that the Human was very vulnersble at this moments; he was olinging
80 tightly to the Vulcan that only force could have moved him. Carefully Spock
disengoged the clutehing fingers, but allowed Kirk to lean against him, knowing
thet the Human feli resssured by the contact.

"Jim," he began haltingly, "you ssked me if...if you were only a beasutiful
onimal, 1if the only wvaluc you had wos for the pleasure your body could glvo.
Tc me you are not...somecne to desire...though I can undorstand why both men
and women find you attractive. MMy reoction is valucless, however, since you
know that T em incapable of responding to you sexually.

That tope... I kept it for just this reason. You always believed that the
aptein sinply wade use of yous such wos indeed his intention, but despite him-
elf he grew o love yous..ond you wore the only one for whom he could admit to
ny tenderness at all,

wom o2

I understand him a little. Ashamod of his Humen blood, unable to deal with
these Humen emotions no-one could teach him to comprshend, he despised himself
for loving cne he coneidered inferiory he fought the atiraction - and lost.

His log... He betrayed himself so often, in so meny ways, even before he admit-
ted the truth to himself. He loved you for all the things he Folt he ought to
despise ~ your gentleness, your compassion, your wormth. Bvery effort he mede
to ki1l that love failed; finally he was preparcd to take the ulbimate gtep of
bonding with you. Hoke no wistoke, Jim ~ o formal bonding, even a secret one,
would have bound him os securely eg it bound you. Your pain, your fear, all
your emotiong would have become hisy despite his reluctance 4o acknowledge you
as bondmate he would have been forced to do sc if Starflect duty seemed likely
to separate you, for he could not long endure to be parted from you; and with
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full Imowledge he deliberately intended to throw half his life away, kmowing
that your death would inevitably mean his.

So you see, Jim, even that wretched unhappy creature could not help loving
yous he knew - though he would never have told you g0 - that you are more, much
more — than a beautiful toy."

There was o long silence, then Kirk said slowiy, "I begin to see new. It
wasn't just sex, sven for khim. I'm...glad to know that, it mskes it easier
somehow. But Spock...do you krnow...L think that 1f he had...approached me
gently...he could have.,.won me., I could have,..gone to him.,,willingly. Is
that shameful?"

"No, Jim, it is not. Your early life wae such...that you have a great
need to be loved. You and I... I do not fully understand the hond that holds
us through so many universes. Once, while I was still searching, I discovered
a time line in which you and I were bonded lovers, each joyfully consentingi so
that you should feel...drawn to him...is anderstandable. Do not feel shames
the perversion of the bond was his doing, not yours.

The psst cannot be erased, but it must not be permitted to mar your future.
You were able to compel love from one wwilling to glve 1t - that is the measure
of your power.

As for Karen Gallard -~ do not judge her too harshly, Jims her invitation
ig a custom of her people by merriage, and was iniended honourably. Forgive me
~ but T think that you were more than a little relieved $o be able to let her
go. Am I not ocorrectih

Kirk looked up, filushing indignantlys +thern, meeting the patient under-
standing of these wise eyes, he smiled ruefully.

"Perhaps you're right, Spock." Kirk ran his fingers through his hair, "I
though® I loved her, but I was always uneasy alone with her. Maybe I was only
trying to prove something to myself...but whatever it was, I failed. When she
beamed down to Dinitrol one half of me was sorry to see her go — the other half
feit only a wvast relief that T didn't have to... Spock, if I'd gone, I'dive
cheated her, I couldn't have given her what she wanted., I'm still afraid; for
me, physical intimacy is tied up with pain, humiliation, selfishness -~ I don't
want any more of that in wy 1ife.”

"But you would bes..s very gentle lover, Jim," Spock said hesitantly.

"'d...try to be. But I could never forget... For me, sex will always
have an element of selfishness, of greed...there's been enough of that for me."
He glanced up shyly. "I'd sooner have what we share, Spock. Love without
degire -~ something clean, and wonderful, and good."

MWou...love met" Spock agked shakily.

Wes., At first it was only gratitude, and friendship, then affection.
Now it's become love - the purest, most unselfish love I've ever known. TYou
feel it too, don't youi" :

"I do," Spock said gravely, "but the first admission had to come from you,
lest you should think...!

"That you want me? I know you don't -~ that you can't - but even if you
could, you wouldn't... ©Ch deari" Kirk laughed at himself. "I'm getting
mddled. I think that what I want to say is - I trust you, Spock. Yes, I want
to love, to be loved...mwnd you won't ask any more of me than that.m

"l am only too glad to sece you content," Spock said with quiet tenderness.
bfter a moment he continued in a more casual tone, "Come now and eat, Jim. We
arc both on duty in forty-Tfive minutesg.”

"ILord, yes! Look at the time!" ¥irk stood up, smiling agasin. As the
Vulecan raised his hand to the door Kirk touched his srm. "Thank you, Spock."
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ks they emerged into the corridor the Captain and the First Officer were
deep in a discussion of routine ship's business.

FRHHH RN KW HAe K%

PART 2¢ THE BONDING

There was an unexpected delay at Dinitrol. 4 diplomatic orisis had arisern,
ceusing some concern to the Federation, and a conference had been arranged on
Boebel. One of the delegaies was the Vulcan ambassador who had been agssigned to
Dinitrolts earliest tentative negotiations with the Pederation, an experienced
daiplomat named Selek, who in addition to being Sarek's older brother was also
the head of his clan. Unlike Sarek, forced to retire early because of & heart
condition, Selek was healthy, vigorous men who anticipated many more years of
active lifs.

Starfleet had given orders that the Enterprise was to convey Selek and his
family to Vulcan, wait while he was briefed on the situation, and thereafter to
transport him to Babel as Vulcan's representative.

Kirk had completely recovered his composure by the time he stood at Spock's
side in the txansporter room, awaiting the arrival of their distinguished guests,
At least this time there should be no awkwardness, he reflected with a wry gring
Salek was accompanied by his senior wife T'Kara, and their son Sendak was well~
known for his involvement with a political group which was inclined to be
mistrustful of Terran influence in the Federation — so it was unlikely that he
would have any interest in a Human.

Spock too was confident as he waited, positive that he had learnsé znough
from the Captain's log to avoid any mistskes in dealing with Selek. His alter—
nate had desplised his wnecle as an unimaginative, . unambitious bore, but had
respected his power as clan chief too much to antagonise himg and as the two
men had had little contact over the years Selek would expect from him only the
deference due to his position.

The ambagsador had requested an informal reception. Spock had thogught it bost
to compromise; he had dispensed with the formal honour guard, but he snd Kirk
were in full dress uniform, and several other senior officers were also present.

When the three Vulcans stepped from the transporter pad Spock moved forward
to exchange grestings, then beckoned Xirk to his side.

"May T present my First Officer, Commender Kirk. He will be at your service
whon duty requires wy presence eslsewhore.!

Kirk stepped forward, graccfully executing the Vulcan salute. "Vulcan
honours us with your presence," he said pleesantly. "We some fo serve.!

"Thank you, Mr. Kirk." Selek eyed tho Human with isnterest. "Your accent
iz pure," he commented. "Who is your instructor?!

"My Captain, sir. The language is not easy, but I find its study a chall-
enge - and he hag great patience.m

"Iy compliments to both pupil and tescher. Mr. Kirk, I wish to introduce
my son Sendak, and T'Kara - she who is my wife.!

Kirk incline@ his head slightly to the haughiy-looking Sendak, and bowed
respectfully to TKars, aware that he had beon honoured - men of Selek!s gen-
eration did not normally iantroduce their women to wen not of the family, or who
had not been recelved into their homes as guests.

"Selek, perhaps you end Sendak would care to tour the Enterprisse," Spock
suggested, "And officers would be honoured if you would join them for dinner."
g8 J J
"Of course - it will be intercsbting to meet them," Selek replied, "and T
would welcome the chance to view this magnificent ship in greater detail.n
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Kirk turned to T'Kara. "Hay I escort you to your quarters, Ma'am? Our - "

"Really, Mr. Kirki" Sendslk interrupted coldly. "You insult my mother -~ it
is not ouy custom %o permit our womenfeolk o associate unchaperoncd with any
but kinsmen and house guests.”

"I am certain the Commander intended no insult," Selek broke in before Kirk
could reply. "Perhaps he is not aware of our custons."

"I do know of this one, sir," Kirk said smoothly, "and I anticipated your
objection. Ag I was about to say, cur commwications officer, Lt. Uhura, is in
attendance, and she will be delighted to join me in sscorting the Lady T'Kara.
With your permission, sirg! ‘

At Selek's nod of approval Kirk escorted the Vulcan women away, then Selek
turned to his son.

"You are too quick to imagine offence,™ he reproved. '"Spock, I congrat-
ulate you on your Piret Officer - such sgensitivity is urusual in 2 Human."

"He 1is valuable to me," Spock agreed. "Shall woe begin our tour?!

"T would be pleased. And Spock...after dinner I wish to speak with you on
a matter of some dslicacy.!

"Indeed "

M"is head of the family it is my duty. But later for that - now I wish to
see the Enterprige.”

The tour was a success, as Selek asked intelligent questions, and made
validlcomments at several points. Sendak accompanied themin silence, a fact for
which Spock was grateful ~ in his previous universe he had been quite close to
his cousin, but here the man's slightly old-fashioned atiitudes had hardened
into a rigid disapproval of oubworld influence.

3¢ pleased was Selek with his recepiion that he relaxed custom to allow
T'Kara to attend the dimner; seated between Charlene Masteors and Uhura, the
two highest-~ranking female officoers, sho obviously enjoyed the diversion off-
ered by the company of the more extrovert Humans - especially since Kirk had
had a gquict word with them, and had briefed them on Vulcan customs and mamners,
20 that the odd miztake was accepted indulgently.

Sendak retired as soon as the meal was over, bubt his parents lingered;
Selek became absorbed in conversation with Kirk, while T'Kara and Uhura were
engrossed in a lively conversation.

At lagt Kirk excused himsclf. "I'm due on watch, sir, and must change
first. If you will forgive wme?" '

2 2 s .. . < . + . )
"Fith regret, Mr. Kirk - I have enjoyed our discussion. =pock, will it be
convenient for you to speak with mo now?"

MCortainly, Selek. To ensure privacy, shall we say my quarters, in an
houx?th : ' -

"That will be satisfactory. Come, my wife.! The two Vulcans retired, and
Spock walked with Xirk to his quarters, ontering to wait while the Human
changed out of his drcss uwniform.

"Any idea what he wants?" Kirk called from the bhathroom.

Spock shrugged. "Not the slightest. 4Ls head of the clan he may nerely
wigh to reassure himgelf thet all is well with me."

"He didn't seciz suspicious?" Kirk emerged, pulling down his blue shirt.

"o, He didn't know the Captain well, of course, and I've learned enough
apout him from the logs, and from Sarsk, to glve him the answers he preots.”

MGood. There's one thing...this trip will give usg a chance to go home
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for a quick visit while he's being briefed - I wonder how T'Pau is gelbting on
with those sseds I sent hert!

Spock smiled at Kirk's completely natural and unselfconscious use of the
word 'home'. The young Human had a deeo need to find roots, a place to belong,
and in T'Pau he had an enthusiastic champions even the undemonstrative Sarvek
(though hs would have died rather than admit it) regarded Kirk with an almost
affectionate approval.

"I had intended to tell you," Spock remembered, "I had & tepe from Sarek
and T'Pau this morning; I will leave it in your room, Jim, and you can listen
to it when you come off duty."

"Thank you." Xirk smiled as they left his quarters snd walked towards the
1ift, M"I'1l see you tomorrow, then, Spock."

The 1ift doors slid open, and seeing that the corridor was for the moment
deserted, Bpock touched his friend's shoulder in the casual gesture of affection
they occaglonally allowed themselves.

"uiet wateh, Jim." Then he turned and headed Lack to his own room.

Salek arrived punctually, and came directly to the purpose of his vigit.

"Spock, I speak as your clan chief. We -~ the feamily - are greatly per-
turbed and so I mention a subject that is normally avoided. I refer to your
delay in selecting another mate since T'Pring refused you. Have you given any
thought to marriage?"

"I have considered it." Spock kept his voice steady, trying to conceal his
dismay. "However, I am not fully Vulcan ~ it secms poseible $that pon farr will
net affect mey if that is so I would profer not to take a wife while I am still
on active service."

Mou deceive yourself, Spock." Selek leansd forward, "Your medical record
showg that your physical development is fully Vulcan -~ though retarded, to be
sure, by your Human blood. Indeed, cur family physiclan has already expressed
surprise +thail you have not yet experienced pon farr. I can permit no further
delay - think of the risk if it should come while you are still unmated...and
more, you cennot funciicen as Captain of the Enterprise without the safeguard of
a wife at your side. Our decision is final - when we reach Vulcan you will be
called bvefore the family council and instructed oither to nome your choscen mate, -
or %o accept a suiteble candidate who will be selected for yous the ceremony
will take place before we depsrt for Babel. Understand...we are concerned only
for your safety, nephew.,!

T knows and it is of course both your right snd your duty to safeguard
the family."

Mily concern is also for you, Spock.!

"T am graieful. I will consider your words, Selelk, and give you ny answer
in council.”

"That will be satisfactory." Selek rose to leave. "Choose wisely, Spock.
You are an asset to the family and to Vulesn, 2nd I would have you content in
your marrisge. And now I will vid you goodnight.!

Alone, Bpock pogitponcd consgideration of Selek's ultimatum until he was
calmer. He completed work on some routine reports, deliversd the message tape
to Kirk's cabin, and prepared to retire.

He was disturbed that he had not forsesn this possibility ~ his own
impotence had for years freed him from the necessgity of considering marriage.
Selek could not know of course that the Ceptain had, in fact, reached sexual
maturity end chosen his mates ne was concerned for his kinsman, and would not

ezsily be persuaded that his fears were unfounded.
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The closer the Enterprise dreow to Vulcan, the greaier became the intonsity
of Spock!s anxiety. Heo had thought thst when Sarek learned the truth the most
gerious threat to his safety and Kirk's hod been sliminated, but he knew now
that he was wrong.

This impossible marriage would expose him, whatever he did. Sarck had
shiclded him as long as possible, but even he could not defy the family council
- Spock pust marry on his return to Vulcan, and there was no appeal from that
dooree.

It was a nightmere situetion. If he disobeyed, refused to merry, that
would be certain proof of insanity, for ne sane man would willingly face pon
farr unbonded. He would he foreibly resitrained, examined by Vulcan doctors and
psychologistsy the Capbein's medical records would be thopoughly detailed - he
could not hope to fool them for long, and his imposture would certainly be
detected.

Tet if he submitted, went through with the marriage, danger still existed.
His much greater powers would enable him to shield his mind from his wife,
although she would certainly be able to detect that he was being less then open
with her, but her duty to her husband would keep her silont, especially as he
could explain it as a reluctance to infliet his Human emotiocnalism on her; but
about another danger, his complete impotence, he could do nothing.

The bonding ceremony was supposed to trigger pon farrs when he failed to
connsumate the marriage his wife would complain to her family, =and again he
would be subjected to & wedical examination. His physical condition wes too
radically different from the Captain's to be explained, and once suspicion was
arcused the questions would begin, questions he could not hope to snswer.

Spock sighed wearilys it would be ewbarrassing, but it might be as well
to consult McCoy. It was unlikely that the doctor would have any useful advice,
but he felt a sudden need o discuss the problem with a sympathetic listener.
Hormally he would have discusscd a porsonal matter with Jim, but his friendts
reaction to even the mention of sexual involvement made him reluctant to do sos
he remembered how vhen the rec room conversation turned to even the most light—
hearted discussion of sex Jim would soon murmur some quiet excusc and leave.

As he lay in his oabin trying vainly to sleep, Spock's all—too-Human
imagination, awakened by the trend of his thoughts, began to point out in
horrible detail the consequences if - when = it became known that he was not
the Captain.

Thatever his reasons, Jim had killed a Vulcan; there would be no mercy
for him. In his helpliessness he had submitted to the Captain, had carried on
his flesh the brand that marked him as 2 possession, with no rights beyond
his master's will. Althouzh he had explained it as the result of torture at
the hands of aliens, many of his colleagues had seen the brend, and could des-
cribe its & Vulcan cow:s would have no difficulty in recognising its signif-
icance. Slavery wes outdated on this Vulcan, but not illegals it was held,
thet if a man was weak enough to submit to being owned, he lost all status -
the fact that Kirk was Humen would be no mitigation. A master was expected to
take care of a plece of valusble property, of course, but there was no compul-
sion on him to do so, and the slave had no right of redress.

Therefore, a Humen had killed a Vulcan, a slave had slain his master - Jim
vould pay a terrible penalty. It would be useless to appeal to Starfleet, for
by Vulecan law he was guilty, end the Federation would not interfere with the
internal laws of a member; at best the authorities would say that Kirk should
have appealed to them when hig rights as an Earthmen were breached by his
Captain's treatment. Kirk would be taken from him, handed over to the Captain's
clen for punishment... With a shudder Spock forced from his mind thoughts of
what form that punishment might teke. What his own fate might be for hig part
in the plot the Vulcan did not even consider -~ the denger to Jim was too real
and hideous. It geemed so eruel - the Humen had suffered so much already, was
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only now beginning to enjoy life, and his new freedom would be ended...in such
B OWEY .

It would not cven serve any purpose if he, Spock, refused to return to
Vulean at ally the family council would simply demand his return, and as he was
a Vulcan citizen Storflect wouwld be bound to hand him over to the Jurisdiction
of his own people. :

Thers was only onc way Spock could see to save Kirk. When the interprige
reached Vulcan he would confine his First Officer to the ship, beam down alone
+e+ He would confess to the murder and to the impersonstion, refusing to give
any reason, but teking 211 the blame on himself, The authorities would attempt
to determine the truth by mind touch, but he was confident that he could deceive
them into believing exactly what he wished -~ no suspicion would fall on Jim.
Sarek would not betray the Human's involvement, and if fortune faovoured him it
would all be over before Kirk learned what was happening. But he would have %o
be very careful until then -~ if Jim suspected his intention he would confess
hisg own guilt.

It would be very hard for Kirk to accept the loss of the friend he had
come to ¢are for so deeply, but at lemst he would live...and McCoy would be
therass.

McCoyess¥esess In the morning he would speak to ¥eCoy, and if the doctor
could offer no sultable alternative he would warn him what to expects at all
costs Kirk must be protected.

Slightly more at case now that he had resched a decision Spock turned over
on his side and concentrated his mind on sleep.

A fow yerds away in his own quarters Jim Kirk too lay slecpless and
worried. His mind persisted in going over the cause of his wiease, but his
thought patterns now were very different from what they had once been. Not so
very long ago he would have fretted anxiocusly over a problem, concerned but
too lacking in confidence to congider it coherently; now he surveyed the little
information he had, and tried ‘o evaluate it correcily.

Spock was worrieds that was all he had to go onr, really. To snyone else
even that would not have been noticesble, but Kirk was so closely attuned to the
Vulecen that the very presence of the rigid shields Spock maintained rang warning
bells in his mind.

1t couid not be the ship, or anything else comnected with their duties; had
it been so the Vulcan would have consulted him at once, for from the first he
had relied on his Plrst Officer, even when Kirk himself wos s%ill none too
confident,

It must therefore be » personal problem, something that Spock felt he had
to keep from the Human. WKirk understood Spock's motives, sensing his reluctance
to intrude personal concerns into his relationship with one who had suffered so
much, but he wos impotient - surely Spock could see how much worse it was to be
ept in ignorance?

Thinking bacl, Kirk rememberced that Spock's distraction dated from Selek's
arrival...ond thaet lagt measege from Sarek and T'Pau. Something to do with
Vulcean, then? Yet there had been nothing in the tepe to suggest probleoms,
merely family news Spock weould be expected to know, and warm personal grectings
Tor himself. A4s for Selek, the distinguished Vulean had given no indication
of onything being wrong. So it must be the tapey Kirk suddenly felt certain
that Bpock had not given him the whole message, there haod been some digtressing
oW .

Gorefully Kirk checked his rensoning, convinced that he was right, and
begen to plan. He would wait a few doys longer to seo if his friend would con-—
fide ir him of his own accords; ond if he did not he would go to Spock, offer
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to help. The Vulcan would not mistake his concern for interference, and between
them surcly they could golwe the problem, whatever it was.

Having made up his mind Kirk shelved that worry for the moment and turned
his attenticn to his own problem. It was something he had only lately become
aware ofy, and so far he had been able to handle it, but he knew that he could
not go on doing so for much longer. Now that he was mixing more with the crew
some of the women on board saw in their young, gocd-looking and unatiached
First Officer a challenge to their femininitys now that Karen had gone they
were meking their interest plain again. Even worse, one or two crewmen whose
interests lay:in thot direction had, on seceing his lack of response to the
women in the crew, begun to eye him speculatively. As yet no direct approach
had been made, but he was very much afraid that sooner or later somecne would
make him an offer he d4id not know how %o deal with - regulations were, after all,
often ignored.

Ls a young cadet Kirk had been too absorbed in his studies to indulge in the
amorous diversions of the other studentss on board ship, and under Pike's
command,; his awareness of his responsibilities and his natural fastidiousness had
protected him from casual affairs « eidgactive me night have been, but the girls
in the crew had shown little intercst in the shy and withdrawn young Ensign, then
Lieutenant, until his promotion to First Officers; and then they had had little
time to approach him before Pike was promoted away and the Captain had come...

As a result he had been still 3 virgin, and his sexusl awakening in the Captain's
arms had therefore been doubly shocking; he had been left with an utter distagste
for any form of physical intimscy. Sex, to him, was a selfish, painful, humil-
lating indulgence - he wanted no part of it. He knew that he was not normal -
most men found pleasure in sexual fantasies -~ dbut he shrank with loathing even
from that. Spock understood...but no-one else ever would,

How, then, was he to deal with an unwanted approach? He had never learned
to laugh and flirt, to take such matters lightly ~ he was afraid that his resction
would make him a laughing-stock on the ship.

Wrat plausible reason could he give for wishing to remain celibate? He had
been humiliated too offen in the past to be comfortable with the idea of refusing
anyone without giving a good reason, especially since such an offer could well be
made out of a gernuine affection and a wish to give him pleasure.

If he could have said that he was not free, that he was committed elsewhere
+eobut Kirk was painfully sware that he could not hope to be believed. He could
lie for Spock -~ the encounter with the Kilingons, those first hours with Sarek,
proved that - but when it came to acting on his own behalf the Captain's obser—
vation wag correct — he lied very badly. Anyone would see through the deception,
and to the humiliction of being rejected would be addod the distress of knowing
that ¥irk had lied.

For a moment he wondered wildly if he could - just possibly — appvoach one of
the women...perhaps Uhura, she wasg fond of him...and ask her to pretend... But he
rejected thaet almost at once - it would be unfair to ask such a thing with no
cxplanation, and even if she agreed he could not expect aer to give up her own
reletionships for a meaningless charade with him. So what could he do?

Normally he would have turned to Spock for advice, but the Vulcan was as
lgnorant as he in this area. Besides, it would be wnfair to worry him now, when
he so cleariy had problems of his own.

No, it would have to be McCoy, Kirk dccided. The doctor waes discreet,
sywpathetic, had proved his friendship. A&n excellent psychologist, surcly he
would be wble to suggest an answer?

With a tired sigh Kirk settled decper into bed: tomorrew he would go and
802 BONcS.ss

Thé following night it was MeCoy's turn to lie awake, considering the
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problems that had becn prescnted to him during the course of that day.

Women sure did cause a wholc heap of trouble, ho reflecteds here were Jim
and Spock both worried sick because cach, though for a diffurent reagon, was
unable to respond as a normal male. Spock could not, and Jim would not, take an
interest in women.

It might have scemed amusing to some men, bub McCoy was sensitive enough to
appreciate the danger. Spock wust marry, yet his impotence would betray him if he
dids Jim was attractive to women, but not attracted to them. And gomehow he,
Leonard McCoy, was expected to come up with = logical, acceptable reason why each
should remain celibate. I% was an impossible itUation...OTe..wss 1te

Something he had read once... A devilish grin spread slowly acrogs McCoy!s
face as the outrageous idea, born of his misplaced senve of humour, took root and
began to grow. It gould work,..it was just crazy enough...and Jim and Spock, in
all the universe, werc the only two men who could make it work.

The longer he considered it, the more possible it secmed. MoCoy rose hastily
and consulted the library computer, checking what little information there was on
the marriage laws of Vulcan,

Yes.sshe had remembered correctly — that was all right. Now the only thing
that remained was to convince his friends that he had found the answer.,

Before his nerve had a chance to fail he called Kirk and Spock, asking them
to vigit his quarters in the morning. Whatever happened, no word of this must
leak out, and in sickbay there was always the chance of being overheard.

For a long time he sat awake, going over possible objections in his mind,
and producing answerss then, satisfied, he returned to beds and Leonard McCoy,
the responsible, dedicated Cheif Medical Officer of 4he Enterprise, chuckled
quietly to himself zs he setdtled to slecp.

#* ¥ X K W

Outwardly composed, inwardly racked with nerves, Spock faced the asgsembled
family council.

How did I allow myself to be talked into this? he wondered asg he waited to
speak. He could just see Jim, sitting to hieg right and slightly behind him: but
he dared not catel the Human's eye. Jim too had been persuaded by McCoy's crazy
argument, but now Spock wondered how they could hope to carry ‘this through.
Though no comment had been made there had already been startled looks wheh he had
insisted that Kirk attend this mecting.

There was a stir of movement as Selek rose to address him, and he concen-
trated his attention ~ they were committaed now.

"Spock, you have reached maturity, and arc as yet unbonded. We, your family,
are concerned for your safety, and as is our right we now demsnd that you select
& bondmate; or if you arc unable to choose, that you accept the wife we have
chosen for you."

Spock rose to his feots his voice was very calm, "I may still name my own
mate?!

"You may. Provided that your choice is not forbidden under law, we will
accept she whom you name.!

"I have already steted that I do nobt wish to merry while I remain on active
service,; bub you have chosen to invoke tradition to compsl me. Therefore, so do
I — & tradition older than the bonding ceremony itsclf. I select as my mate one
who is permitted to me by our most ancient Laws, and I will accept no substitute
~ wy decision is made, and none may interfere or forbid,!

"That is tradition,” Selek agreed. "Your choice?!
) &
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"James Kirk."

Not all Vulcan control could restrain the gaspe of agbtonishment: Kirk
flusbed crimson under the eyes turned to him, but lifted his head proudly.

"Impossible!l™ Selek exclaimed at last. M"A Humen male... Impossible, Spocki"

"Not so. It is not forbidden to marry a Humean - I myself am proof of that -
and male bonding has been known and honoured since the dawn of time. You quote
tradition to me - I merely follow it." Turning, he extended his hands. "James,
do you accept met!"

Kirk rose and stepped forward to lay his hands in Spock's. "I accept," he
said calmly.

The members of the council had been conferring urgentlys at last Selek turned
back to Spock. "Your choice is indeed...pormissable," he conceded reluctantly.
"Since your life and senity are our primary concern, we accept the Human James
Kirk as your bondmate. The formal declaration will take place at noon tomorrow,
before the proper witnesses - please make the necessary arrangements." Shifting
his gaze to Kirk he conbtinued with a touch of embarrassment, "I am compelled to
agk...you consent freely to this? You are prepared to fulfil the dutiss of
bondmate?! .

Eirk lowered his ceyes. "I am prepared," he said clearly.

"So be it. We meet at the appointed hour."

The journey home was accomplished in total silence. Spock could sense Sarck's
curiosity and disapproval, T'Pau'e hidden amusement, but neither would make any
camment until they were safely indoors.

It was a puby, he reflected, that there had boen no time to warn his parcents
of his decision, bubt the BEnterprise had been delayed in transit - they had only
Jjust reached the council meeting in time -~ although the absence of Selek, head of
the council, as well, would have caused the mecting to be automatically postponed.

Kirk at lecast wes serene, confident that when everything had boen explained
Sarek and T!'rPau would understand.

As for the fifth wember of the group - MeCoy was having difficulty in rest=
raining a grin of delight at the thought of the consternation Spock's arnouncement
must have produced among thesc supposedly controlicd Vulcans.

The sircar landed,; and Sarek led the way to his study: once there he turned
to hisg adopted son.

"Spock, ‘I demand an explanation! TYou assured mce that you had no intcrest
in James, yet now..." :

"Sarek," T'Pau intoerrupted gently, "I think we should allow Spock to explain
- I am certain that wo do not yet know the full story."

"Thank you, mother." Spock flashed a reproving glance at McCoy, who was now
grinning openly. "It was MeCoy's idea...!

"I suspccted it wmight be," T'Pau murmured; she had a thoroughly unVulcan
appreciation of the good doctor's sense of humour.

"Wour explanation?" Sarck demanded impaticntly.

"In my previous universe, as in this, such matters are not readily discussad,
gir. However, in this case it is necessary to cxplain to you why we have agreed
to this charade.

The primary consideration is to conceal my impostures; Jim will pay the price
if I am discovered, and nobt oven you can protect him. It will arouse suspicion
if T remain unbonded, thereforc it is necessary that I marrys yot that marriage
would in itself arcuse suspicion ag I am incapable of fulfilling my obligations to
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& wife. OSomehow I had to find a mate who, knowing the truth, would be prepared
to shield me ~ and who could be ftrusted with such a secret?" He hesitated, then
continued. "Jim too is in difficulties; as a result of his...experiences, he
haé no desire for sexual contact; yet as & young, attractive and highly-placed
officer, women — and men too, I fear - desire him. Marriage, ‘o a mate who
gould be trusted %o make no demands on him, would provide him with an acceptable
excuse for refusing any prooositions.

It was McCoy's suggestion that Jim and I should go through the bonding
ceremony. So will Vulcen be satisfied, and Jim will have the protection that he
needs M

"I see a difficulty," T'Pau said slowly. "Male bonding, although rare, is
honoured on Vulcan, but not among Terrans. Surely James will be the subject of
gosgip and speculation when i% becomes known that he is the legal consort of a
male?"

"Not so. On the Entorprise it will not be known. All he need say is that
he 1g married to a Vulean. The identity of thet Vulcan need not be digelosed.m

"But the bonding ceremony triggers pon farr," Sarek protested. "I will not
permit you to make use of James in such a fashion.!

"Where I come from it does not; and as I have already explained, I am
immune $o the mating fever. We will not in fact form a full bonds we will
merely link minds as we have several times done in the past.!

"I promise you, I'1l be perfectly safe with Spocic," Kirk broke in shyly.
"I'm grateful for your concern, but it ig the best solution for us both. No-one
will bother Spock, and if T owe him the fidelity due to 2 bondmate, I can easily
reject ony advances simply by telling the truth. You see, I lie so badly...but
I could never betray Spock, even though the bonding is in name only."

"Whet of the future?" T'Pau asked with concern. "Jim, your reluctance to
marry may pass - you may one day wish to take a wife. Yet if you are committed
to Spock..."

"In thet event I will of coursc release him from his vows %o me, should he
wish it," Spock said. "On the other hand, I have studied the marriage laws ~
in a male bonding either of the partners may, with the other's consent, take a
female as secondary wife to ensure children - just as the male in a normal bond~
ing may take a secondary wife, to ensure children, if his first wife is barren,
even although he would not normally do so until his first wife was pregnant.m

Sarek looked directly at Kirk., "You are certain that you consent %o this
willingly? There has been no coercion?!

YNone, Sarek. It's what I want. But...thank you for being concerned."

"Thanks are unnecessory within the familys it is merely... I wish you
well, James." ' :

"i'm grateful. May I ask... Would you please call me 'Jim' wher there are
no strangers present? James was...wag his name for me - it hag...unpleasant
associations.M

"Ag you wish. T!'Pau, I leave tomorrow's arraangements in your hands."

The sun had burned the morning freshness from the air os Kirk walked between
TEKara and McCoy to the bonding. As this wag s private and personsl ceremony,
involving no guestion of inheritance between two powerful land-owning families,
Spock had requested that it take place in the garden, rather than awid the for-
bidding grandeur of the ancestral Arena of Marriage. This had been granted, and
only the essential witnesses and family representatives were present. Spock was
attended by his parents, Selek wasg to conduct the ceremony, and as Kirk had no
relatives of his own to stand with him, T'Kara had offered to act as his female
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witness; her presence also signifying that Selek had vccepted the match.

Kirk kept his eyes firmly on Spock as they camc together to stand before
Seleks; the Vulean glanced round the circle of faces, then began the ceremony at
OIICE . -

"o arc called to witness the bonding of Spock, son of oafe&, to James Kirk -
let ony who would dispute the choice speck now.!

He paused; the only sound to bremk the silence was the ripnling water of
the fountain on the terrace.

"Make your vows, each to the other," Selek directed.
3 b

Spock turned to face Kirk, tsking the Human's hends betwesn his own. "I
take you a8 my bondmote," he said clearly, "to be my honoured companion while
life endures. I will care for you, keep you from want, and my protection will
surround you, I pledge you wy loyalty, my trust and my fidelitys your honour
ig mine, and any harm done to you I will avenge. I give my life into your handg,
and I pledge that I will take no other without your consent,!

He gripped Kirk's hands tightly for = moment, stiliing their trembling, and
walted for the Humen's reply. Kirk tock & deep bresth, and grasped Spock's hands
in turn.

"I take you..." Kirk's voice faltered for a moment, then he recovered and
began again, speaking firmly and without -hesitation. "I take you as my bondmate,
to be my honoured companion while life cndures. T will care for you, keep you
from want, and my protection will surround you. I pledge you my loyalty, my
trust ond my fidelitys your honour is mine, and any harm done to you I will
avenge., I give my life into your hands, and I pledge that I will take no other
without your consent.!

There was a moment's silence when he had finighed, then Selek spoke again.
"Share this cup, in tokon that your lives are nov one.!

Spock took the goblet and held it to Kirxk's lips, then drank as the Human
held it in turny he then placed it on the ground and set his foot firmly on the
delicate crystal.

"That which is ours, is ours alone,” he said, and Kirk ochoed his wordss
together they trod on the goblet, crushing it to fragments.

"Iink minds in the bonding meld," Selek directed, "that all may know your
union is truly one of mind and spirit.m

Lirk started nervously, remembering that this had been the Captain's intent-
ion, t0 use this ancicnt rite to bind him irrevocebly; then flushed with shame
even as the thought crossed his mind. He sew a flicker of hurt in Spock's eyes
for a moment, and moved forward impulsively; hoping to atone, he took the Vulcan's
hand and guided it Yo his face, mecting the dark eyes with serene confidence now,

The Vuican moved cleser, placing both hands precisely on Kirk's heads as the
Human had no telepathic skills of his own Spock had to form the link for them both,
but Kirk raised his own honds to the intent face, sware that the closer the contact
the easier it was %o link - and, a little, he wanted to demonstrate his own absol-
ute trust.

Kirk became aware of Spock's presence at the threshold of his wind, and will-
ingly lowered his defences, remembering with a rush of affection how scrupulously
Bpock kept the promise he had made. If he wished to initiate a meld he would
signal his presence, but even when Kirk's mind was opened %o him he would wait to
be guided ing and he kept cerefully to the sxact purpose of the meld, his
thoughts a tigh%, concentrated beam, never once allowing himself to study the
Human's emotiens and memories unless Kirk issued an invitation.

Mot should I do?* Kirk asked.
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®othing, Jim. We need merely wmaintain the link for o few moments — no-one
can tell what we arc doing.*

*¥3Ipock., &0 you want...a full bonding meld?*

For a moment he felt the temptation as Spock did, a longing to let their
nental fusion become closer, desper.

*L think not, Jim. One day, perhaps...but for the mowent we do not need it.
& full meld would strip you of your defences against me, and T think it best that
you become accustomed to the bond graduwally. Even this curtailed ceremony will
increase your sensitivity, snd T do not wish you to be suddenly confronted with
the permanent contact a full meld would produce until you have gained a little
mere experience.*

*If you think it best,* Kirk conceded with a reluctance that surprised him—
gelf; and sensed in enswer the other's gratitude for his trusk.

They romained linked for some moments, enjoying the affection that flowed
between them, then Spock slowly began to withdraw and they stood once mors as
separate entities. Xirk realised that Selek was sgpeaking again,

"The bonding has been declared and witnessed according to tradition., I
pronounce Spock and James Xirk bondmates for life. Infidelity by cither will be
punished by death, as o disgrace to our family. I remind all present -~ " and his
eyes lingered mcaningfully on Sendak, "that James Kirk is now considered Vulcan
— hig bondmate may avenge any insult to him with death., Spock, Jeames Kirk... may
you live long in unity.!

The final words werc echoed by the witnesses, and Kirk looked up at Spoek
proudly. It was curious, for he had always krnown that the Vulecan would never
allow anything to hamm him if ke could prevent it, but now that he had been
declared Spock's legal bondmate he felt a renewed sense of absolute security.
Though their relationship could never c¢xtend into the physical he now owed Spock
absolute fidelity, and that single fact would give him the confidence he needed
to remain chaste -~ faced with tho cholce of hurting, say, Harlena ioreau, whom
he knew to be in love with him, or of breaking his vows to Spock, there was in
fact no choice.

As Spock turned to lead the way indoors he extended his hand and Kirk,
romewbering the custom, touched it with his owsn.

*¥Remember,* came the Vulcan's thought in warning, *I must now begin to
display the irrationality expected of a rmewly-bonded male approaching pon farr.
Do not bo alarmed —~ I am in complete control.¥

*] know that, Spock,* was Kirk's quietly confident ruply.
q

While apparently listening with close attention 4o his uncle, Spock surveyed
the crowded reception woom, anxiously seeking the one Human present in this Vulean
gathering. & frown creassed his forchead as he located Kirk in conversation with
his cousin Sendak — judging by hie expression Kirk was not enjoying the encountor.

Fortunaetcly custom provided him with an excuse %o intervene; Spock gave &
low growl cf amnnoyance, interrupting Selek in mid-sentence, and stalked across the
room to place himself squarcly between the two.

"Leave us!" he snapped, grasping Kirk's arm possessively, and Sendak, with a
wary glance at his cousin's angry frown, stepped aside. Without releasing his
grip Spock led Kirk asides the Vulecans gave way befeore them, clearing a path as
they stepped onto thoe terrace.

Once there Kirk slumpsed for a moment in relief, then as Spock roleased him
he straighitencd and looked out over the desert. Spock gave him the respite, his
wenory travelling back over the events of the day.

AlL had gone well during the ceremonys Kirk had wulayed his role to
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perfection, appearing totally composed as he spoke his vows clearly under the
scrutiny of the watching Vulcans, but Spock had bsen well aware of the momentary
fear, the tension barely controlled. For that reason, whon they had linked minds
in the pretence of bonding he had lkept the mind touch light, allowing Kirk to
experience only the reassurance he needed so badly, even though he longed to
accept Kirk's impulsive offer of the full bonding meld, the mental unity so

vital to the Vulcan's tslepathic mind snd which he had only glimpsed as yet. DBut
even those distant glimpses of full rapport were more than he could ever have
known had he remained in his own universe, half suffocated by his grief.

- Xt had seemed to work, for he had sensed Kirk's confidence returning, and as
their minds parted Kirk had flashed him a brief, nervous smiles Tut during the
return to the house the Human had besn very guiet, had scarcely spoken a word.
This had caused no comment, as it had been attributed %o a natural apprehension
at what awaited him - Vulcans knew only too well what pon farr could mean.

Unfortunately McCoy had been recalled to the ship as soon ag the caremony
was over — the presence of another Human would have supported Kirk during the
long formal gathering that followed. Spock sensed that Kirk was Teeling rather
lost among so many Vulcens...and Sendak - what had he been saying?

"What happened, Jim?" Spock agked quietly when Kirk turned to face him at
lagt.

. The Human laughed nervously. "I was trying not to let it show. Sendak...
he was trying to scare we, I think. You said Vulcans didn't speak of pon farr,
but he said...he hinted..." Kirk coloured. "He said I had to be...locked up
with you...for the duration of pon farr, and that you would...would... He wasn'$
telling me anything I didn't already know, of course.,."

"Jim." Spock laid his hands carefully on Kirk's shoulders. "ire you still
50 afraid that you camnot trust me completely, even yet? That is the custom,
yes, and my rooms have been prepared, but they will not be used. I have made
arrangements with McCoy... I know what memories such a time would have for you.
Only play your part a little longer - you will be safe, I promise you.'

"I knew that, really," Kirk said shamedly. "It's just... He scared me.,
made me remember... Have I hurt you, Spock?"

"No ~ I understend." Spock smiled affcotionatoly at his companion, then
added in a lighter tone, "Jim, come with me for a moment ~ I have a gift for you.'

A giften

Spock would not explain, and Kirk followed with curiosidy as the Vulcan led
the way to the study.

"First, I want to explain,..." The Vulcan secmed hesitant. "I do not wish
you to be troubled by what you will find when we next come homes bubt..."

"Whatever it is tell me," Kirk urged concernad at his friend's obvious
3 2 b
VIS ase.

"fou know thet Sarek often has visitors, collesgues from his days in the
service, or relatives...and Vulcans arc observant... "

"And i%'ll cause talk if your bondmate is known to be slecping in the guest
room. What you're trying to say is, I'11 have to sharc your quarters, is that it?"

"Not the semo room, Jim," Spock said anxiously. "You will be expected to
use ny quarters, yes...but you will have your owh TOOW..."

"Spock, don't be an idioti" Kirk exclaimed, laughing. "Have you been
worried about telling mc that? If I can stand up before your family and speak
the bonding vow, I'm not going to faint because you'll be sleening next doorin

"It was foolish of me," Spock admitted wryly. "But I have a horror of
reviving...unpleagant memories for you."
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"Idiot!" Kirk repeated with an affectionate grin., "Now where's that gift
you promised mef! ‘

Spock went to the desk and produced 2 small box. "This is not a Vulecan
cugtom, Jim, but it occurred to me that it might be easier for you to wear some
recognised Human symbol of marriage, so I had this made for you,"

Kirk opened the box, and found it contained a heavy gold ring, inscribed
with Vulecan characters. '

"Humans will recognise the symbol of the wedding ring," Spock continued,
"and Vuleans will sssume that I indulge you in a Human custom. Will you accept
it - ag a gift from a friend?"

"Thank you, Spock." Kirk slid the ring onto the fourth finger of his left
hand. "It's beautiful - and you're right, Humens will expect to see me waaring

something of the sort. What do the characters mean?"

"four name and mine in Vulecan seript. I%'s the old form, which Humang
would find almost impogsible to read - and my people would never comment on such
2 personal possesaion.!

Kirk studied the ring a moment longer, then he looked up, his eyes clouded.
"T have no gift for you."

"Vulcans wear no outward symbol of marriage. But you did give me a gift,
Jims one more precious to me than gold.!

"Did I?" Kirk frowned in puzzlement. "What was it?"

Spock laid his hands on the Humen's shoulders. ''When you spoke the bonding
vow to me today you gave me everything ~ your life and your trust. Do you
realise that as my bondmate you have no defence againsi me now"

"Defence? Against you?" Kirk smiled. "What defence do I need? Hone' that
I etn ses. But...with you, I'm safe from snyone else. Spock..." He stepped
forward, reaching out to the Vulcan, and Spock held him in a gentle, comforting
ewbrace, understanding that Kirk was only now realising fully the protection
that surrounded him. There was nothing sexual in thal embrace, expressing as it
did the trust and love between devoted brotherss and Spock smiled as he held the
Human reassuringly, aware that Kirk's affectionate nature, so long starved of any
expression, was luxuriating in the new freedom to feel, and in the ability to
express that feeling without any risk of misunderstanding.

For Spock too thers was & sense of verfect completeness in this quiet moment
of trust as a long-neglected place in his own life was filled at last. Since the
first Kirk's death he had been very much alone, for even though in the other
universe MeCoy and Scott had beon valued friendg, the dictates of his upbringing
had made it impossible for him %o show them openly how much he valued their com-
panionship. Even with Kirk... BEven with him therc had been an element of
restraint, so that often he had been unable to give the verbal comfort, the
reassuring touch, the Human would have welcomed, although he had sometimes man-—
aged to do so. The long years of loneliness had tsught him now 1little his pride
wag worthy and bere, as he had learned, Yuleawvs scemed to be permitted to indicato
their feelings, though they were still expected to control them.

Never again, Spock vowed silently as he stepped back and lifted Kirk's head,
nover again will I overmit my sterile Wulcan $raining to hurt this man by denying
nim the certain knowledge of how much I care for him. His voice was light, how—
ever, when he said, "Come, Jim -~ we should rejoin the others now.!"

"Did I... Was anyone suspicious when you took me away from Sendak?p!

"No, I covered well. When I led you away I exhibited the possessiveness
expected of a male approaching pon farr. Jim...remain close to my side, and do
not be alarmed if I act strangely - romember, I must deceive all but Sarck and
T*Pau. Do not arguc with me, and above all, obey at once any order I give you."
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"I will, Spock." Xirk smiled up, his eyes glowing. "I seem +o have said
that rather often today. But what I didn't say was...l trust you.n

There was nothing to startle him in what followed, howsver. He remained at
the Vulcan's side, taking little part in the conversation, but acutely aware of
the curious glances cast at him. Spock, once more in consultation with his
uncle, occasionally rested his hand on Kirk's shoulder, and often sought the
Human's face with his eyes. When food was served he refused to eat, but comm-
anded Xirk to do so, himself filling his plate. He did sip at a glass of wine,
however, then held it to Kirk's lips, bidding him finish the drink.

This exchange brought a sneer from Sendak, which in furn caused Spock to
round on him, snarling defiance. For a moment the situation looked unpleasant,
then Selek pulled his son away with a whisper of reproof, and Sarek stepped
Torward, gesturing for silence.

"My friends," he said, beckoning Kirk and Spock %o his side, "today we have
witnessed the bonding of my only son. It was my wish to bdid JTames Kirk a fitting
welcome to ocur family. Spock's wife would have been my daughter; I therefore
call you all to witness that I accept James as my younger son in his own right,
and name him my heir with Spock in equal partnershin.!

Kirk gave a faint gasp of smstonishment, and managed to stammer, "I am hone—
oured, Sarek. May I prove worthy."

"I am certain that you are; for my son has chosen you," the older Vulecan
roplied gravely.

"Welcome, my son." T!'Pau moved forward to greet Kirk, and the Human smiled
shyly.,
"Phank you...mother.!

For o moment Kirk had to blink back threatening tears. His own mother was
& distant, beloved memory, clouded by the mystery of her disappearance; in the
Vulcan woman he sensged a decp affection to which he longed to respond.

T Pau smiled at him, aware of what was going through his wind. She had
been denied a child of her own, and had found no cowfort in Amsnda's son,
although his older counterpart from another universe had given her a quiet,
courteoous affection that she appreciated; now, in this gentle, affecticnate
young Human she had found an outlet for her love, and she hoped that she could
help to atone for his suffering.

4 wordless message of affuction passed between them, then as T'Pau stepped
back Kirk met Sendak's eyes across the room; the shesr malevolence in that gaze
made him shudder and move closer to Syock, who automatically placed a protective
hand on hig shoulder. The contact opensed the mind link betwecen them, end Spock!s
anxious thought came claarly.

*Jim, what has frightencd you?#
*Ipock, it's Sendak...he hates me.*

*He has reason, Jim. If T had died unbonded he would have been Sersk's heir,
and would have shared with me if Sareck had died first. Ag my bondmate, and as
Sarask's younger son, you have digpiaced him.#

*B0 even here; I am hated.® Sadness coloured ¥irk's mind.

*¥You are also greatly loved, Jim. Do you not understand what Sarck has
done?* At Kirk's negative thought Spock continued. #*Qur bonding did not make
you safe from Vulcan law should the truth cver become known, Ffor your membership
of the fanily was dependent on your being the bondmate of Sarck's sony but that
Spock is dead. By formally declaring you as his younger son he has made you s
momber of the c¢lan in your own right. ¥ow only he has the right to demand
vengeance, for you killed your brother — your offence is against the family, not
the clan.*® '
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*I sec the difference. It was...kind of Sarck, to think of that.*

*Ho is fond of you, Jim; and I know that T'Pau has thought of you as a son
since our last visit.*

*¥Tess; she...*

Kirk's thought was broker by the lusistznt vlwsp ¢f Spsak's communicators
he answered it, to hear Uhura's wvoice.

"Captain, a Priority One signal coming in from Starflect Command; can you
cowe on board, sirfh

"At once, Lieutenant. HNotify the transporter room ~ two to beam up." Turn—
ing to Savek, Spock said clearly, "Will you excuse us, father? Duty demands my
presence.” :

"Of course -~ " Sarck began, but was interrupted by Selek.

"This is against all custom, Spock! What of pon farr? TYou cannot leave
at this time - the danger...!

"Proper arrangements will be made on the Enterprise,! Spock replied coldly.
My bondmate is aware of his duty. James, attend me.!

Kirk touched his fingers to Spock's as he moved to his sides the Vulcan
reiead the communicator and said, "Energise!"

With profound relief the Humen saw the brilliant scene fade around him,
carrying the memory of T'Pau's affectionate, encouraging glance as the trans—
porter beam took them.

On board the Bnterprise McCoy started forward as the two mon materialised;
he weanaged to contain himself until Kyle left at Spock's dismissal, then said,

"Uhura relayed the message on time, thon.!
"fes, Doctor. A timely diversion.!

"I thought that was the one thing Vulcans couldn't argue with," McCoy
grinned. M"Uhura thought it was a bit odd, but I fold her it was = politec excuse
to make surc you got some rest without offending your fumily, and she co-oporated
gladly. Your crew think a lot of you, Spock."

"I am grateful - to you, and to Miss Uhura."
"iell, don't keep wme in suspense now - how did it go? Any trouble?"

"A1ll is well. The bonding is legally registered, and no-one suspects that
the ceremony was a sham. Jim - " His voice deepencd, softencd to the tone of
gentleness he only used to his friend, " ~ go now with McCoy, and rest. I will
take the watch ~ the ceremony has been a strain on you, and you slept little last
night."

"How did you lmow...?" Kirk broke off the guestion, aware suddenly of how
1ittle Spock missed where he was concerned. "Yes, I'11 go ~ I am tired. Bones,
I must tell you what Sarck did..."

He delayed further oxplanations, however, until the deor of his quarters
closed safely behind them; McCoy listencd attentively as Kirk prepared for bed.

"Make sure your hair's dry," he warncd from shecr habit as Kirk emerged from
he shower. "Don't went you catching a chill now.. So you're safe then, even if
the Captain's death is discovered - as Sarek's son your punishment is in his
hands only."

"Tes - that's why he 4id i%, so that he could protoct me," Kirk agreed ss he
climbed into bed. "Hey, what's this?" he added suspiciously as McCoy hended him
a capsule and a glass of water.
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"Just something to help you sleep - Gpock insisted,n
"But he didn't say... Oh, you can do it tool"
"Do what?!

"Talk to Spock with your eycs. He told me - ho couldn't mindlink in the
other universe, but he and McCoy could understand each other with a look,
especlally where Jim Kirk was concerncd.”

"I never noticed before, but you're right," HeCoy said in surprise. "I
kaew just what he was thinking."

"I'm glad you got on so well with him, fones," Kirk confided as he handed
back the glass and settled down. M"He deserves friends, but after the other
Kirk's death he was badly hurt... He's been...terribiy lonely."

"Poor devil." McCoy was silent for a moment, then asked curiously, "Don't
you find it difficult sometimes, Jim? He's so like the Captain.?

"ot to me," XKirk said slowly. "It's hard to explain...but Spock!s eyes
are 80 gentie... No, I could never confuse them."

MeCoy grinned and left silently, sceing that XKirk was already asleep.

Kirk was wakened some hours later by the persistent buzzing of his intercoms
he answered it, to hear Spock's voice.

"Way I come in, Jim? I must spoeak to you.!
"Of course. Ten minutes?"

As he dressed Kirk refleoted on Spock's sensitivitys +though he knew he
would be welcome the Vulcan never entered his quarters without permission, even
pausing on the threshold when the door opened for him, as he did exactly ten
minutes later.

"fhat is it, Spock?!

"Don't forget that you must confine yourself to your quarters for the next
three days. BSelek and T'HKaras will be coming on board scon.!

"And it wouldn't do for your bondmate to be seen on duty when you're supp-
ocged to be in pon farr," Xirk chuckled.

"Exactly. 4s it is I will have to find reasons fo venish from time to time.
It is fortunate that here the mating fever is not so extreme:; in the other
universe it is less fregquent, but..." He shuddered, then continued. "There is
one more thing - since I am capable of functioning I must ask Selek and T'Kara
to dine in my guarters tonight. Do you feel that you could attend, Jim? It will
be expected, but I can make your excuses if you would prefer...!

"Listen, Spock.! Kirk's grin faded as he csme closer and laid his hands on
the Vulcean's shoulders. "I know that in front of other Vulcens you'll sometiues
have to treat me as if we were truly bonded. Jugt tell me what you want me to
do.n

"Thenk you, Jim," Spock said quietly.
q

The dimner thot night was spectacularly successful. Kirk, only too grateful
that the unpleasant Sendak was not on this occasion travelling with his parents,
took only a brief part in the conversation, bearing himself with a shy dignity
that confirmed the Vulcan couple's approval of him.

McCoy, who had beon invited to ease the situation for Kirk, excused himself
soon after the meals Spock waited for a short time then, aware that his uncle
wog watching, gestured Kirk to the sleeping quarters.
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Even though it wes by prior arrangement the Human could not hold back the
colour that flooded his cheeks. M"If you will excuse me, I will retire," he
murpured.

Seick and T'Yara exchanged approving glances; really, despite his being
Human, ¥Kirk was proving to be a ceo-~operative bondmate, fully understanding the
need io submit obediently during thiz iime.

Though nommally etiquette prescribed that the older couple end the evening,
in Spock's suprposed condition the hint could not be ignored, Selek waited for a
fow moment, seeming to disregard Kirk's withdrawal and the implied reason for it,
then he rose.

"I am somewhat fatigued, and will retire," he announced. "I wish you well,
nephew."

Spock ushered his guests out and returned to join Kirk. McCoy, rejoining
them scue time later, gave a rich chuckle as he entered and studied the two
intent faces - he had found them dseply engrossed over a chessbhoard.

"No romance left in the worldi" Le sighed dramatically. '"You itwo must be
the first bonded pair in all Vulcan higtory o spend your honeymoon playing
chess."

"Vulean has no moon," Spock pointed out in mild reproof.

"You know, Spock - I'm not gurorised.”
s 2D j
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S0 we pulled it off, the three of us -~ surely the strangest bonding in all
Vulcan higtory. For in its own way it is a bonding, f'm sure of that...not in
the physical sense, perhaps, bub in the menital and emotional completeness Jim
and Spock have found together.

I'm glad to be the one vho found the means to secure their safety, for
despite all their reassuraonces I cannot rid myself of the feeling of guilt that
shamss me each time I remember how long Jim endured, alone and unconforted.

And T call myself a doctor! Sometimes I think I know less than the rawest
medical school student. T saw him every day, trested hisz injuries so often...
and never once suspected that they had been deliberately inflicted. Spock has
suggested that the Captain used his powers to cloud my wmind, 1ull me into believ
ing his explanatierns, but I count that as no excuse. Jim wmoy forgive my blind-
negs — I know 1 never will,

Of courze, I knew all the answers, once my nosc had been well and truly
rubbed in the truthi 'Find yourself a girl, Jiwm,! I parrotted., 'Have some fun
- you'll soon forget.! '

Forget? God, he was terrified! And if T could've handpicked a walking
disaster for him, Karen Gallard would have been it. Mind you, I feel sorry for
her in a way, but for Jim i% was the Captain's attitude all over again...she
wented him, and to hell with what he wanted.

I finally woke up when he come to me, asking my advice. Oh sure, I knew
there had been some talk among the crew, but I honestly believed that when it
ceme to the pinch his natural intuition would take over end show him how to cope,
how to give a neat brush-~offs in fact, he was as innocent as a child. And
intuition sometimes has to be helped along by experience.

It was Spock who started me really thinking, though, when he told me of
Selelk!'s ultimatum. I thought, 'Really, they only havs absolute trust in each
other...pity Spock can't bond with Jim.' Then I realised that, according to
something I'd come across once, male bonding had been legal on Vulcan in the
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- past - if it still was... So I checked, and it wasy they could bond.

Sure, they put up & few objections at first, but nothing I couldn't persuade
them out of. Jim says Selek's face was a study when Spock made his announcement.

If I had any doubts about the wisdom of my advice they were dispelled when I
rejolned them tonight after Selek had left, There they were, engrossed as usual
over that damned chessboard. It may not have been a very romentic way to spend
a wedding night, but it seems to me that there was morc honest-to-god love in
that room than I've ever sensed before, anywhere.

I walked Jim back to his quarters to arrange how I was going to get food to
him =~ he'll have to stay in seclusion until Spock's supposed pon farr is dis-
pelled — and as I said goodnight to him I studied him carefully.

He stood there, laughing over the argument I'd just had with Spock, turning
that ring on hig finger as though it was a taliswen - for him, wperhaps it is -
and his eyes were utterly serensc.,

If Bpock hadn't come to us... But I cen't besr %o dwell on that. He cCane,
and Jim is safe and happy ~ nothing else matters.

Blasted hesdaches! They've been getting worse recently...must be overwork.
I'm sure that's why wy eyes are stinging. Guess I'1l turn in now... Funny, I
never could think of ths Enterprise as 'home' beforc...

HH KK KRR R KR K W %%

PART 3¢ MITCHELL

"Cary M

Lt. Gary Mitchell, assistant navigator newly cssigned to the U.S.S. Enter-
prise, swung round in blank astonishment. A youthful Commander, who could only
have been the ship's First Officer, was grinning cheerfully at him.

For a moment Mitchell could only stare, desperately trying to remember whers
he had met his senior officer before - for mest him he must have done, and even
known him well enough for the men to address him by his given name. Then
recognition dawned,

NJim! Jim Kirki"

Kirk's grin broadened as he caught the hand of his one friend frow the
Academy. YHow are you, Gary? It's been a long time."

"Yes... I hardly recognised you." It was not quite the truth; nobody had
been further from his thoughts than the young and hero-worshipping Kirk, so
pleased at being noticed by an older student. Mitchell, an intelligent but
uningpired student, had been flattered by the younger man's admiration and had
given him a casusal friendship., Kirk was useful when #Mitchell's ego, batiered as
it so often was by his lecturers' and tutors! well-deserved disapproval, required
reassurance and boostings but the feeling had never gone deep, and when he left
the Academy Mitchell had immediately forgotten Kirk's oxistence almost completely.

He had carved out for himself a career in Starflect =8 uninspired ag his
Academy one. Promoted to Lieutenant on seniority mother than accomplishment, he
wes unlikely to advence any further, and he know it.

How he experienced & moment of sheer jealousy ag he realised. that the younger
man he had befriended so patronisingly was not just one rank above him dbubt two,
forgetting thet it was his own laoziness more than snything else that kept him in
his present lowly position. He had the intelligonce -~ but although reasonably
ambitious he lacked the drive to use that intelligonce.

"Hice to have you aboard, Gary," Kirk was seying cheerfully. "I think
you'll like it here. "We have the best Captain in the Fleet...m
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The rest of Kirk's scntenco was lost as Mitchell, with gloomy forebeding,
remembered that the Enterprise was captained by o Vulcan. No, he would not like

it heres although he had learncd over the years to appsor busy and consclentious
when he was actually doing nothing, he doubted that = Vulcan would be fooled.

He realised that Kirk hed stopped talking and pulled his attention back
hogtily, sesrching for something to say; something safe to say. "I can hardly
believe 1t," he managed. "You've come on fast, Jim."

"I've been lucky," Kirk said mendaciously, remombering numerous occasions
when he had done assignments for the older student. At the time he had believed
Mitchell's usual plea of 'too much work' — now he was less sure. True, meny good
crowmen never rose beyond Licutenant. "I was in the right place at the right
time, d¢id the right thing..." ‘

He wag interrupted by a yeoman. "hExcuse me, sir."

"Yeg, Yeoman?! Iitchell noticed that the younger man — always shy with
girls - &till appecred to be unaffected by fomale besutys the girl in question
viag a real sbunner, but to Kirk she was clearly o mere extension of the clipboard
she carried.

"There secems %o be a discrepsncy in the supplies wo've token aboard for the
Benecia colony, sir.t

"I'1l come and sece to it. See you later, Gary."

Mitchell gozed after Zirk's retreating back. HNo, he thought again, He was
not geing to like it here. '

"How do you think the new crew members are shaping up, Jim?" They were five
“days ocut from Starbase 8 ~ an easy, routine five days.

Kirk frowned slightly. "Mostly, quite well," he said. M"Half of them lack
experience, of course, but that's easily remedied - by the time we reach Renecia
they'1ll have tightened up, learned the difference between traoining and active
gervice, But...,M

MBut...?" Spock paused, hand raised to 1ift a bishop, as Kirk hesitated.

"I hate having to say this, Spock, but I'm afraid we may have picked up
one plece of dead wook.!

"Five days is hardly time to judge a man quite so harshly," Spock suggested
mildly, meking his move.

"It's not five days, Spock. I knew him at the Academy. He hasn't chenged."
"Mitehell?® It had to be.

"Yes. I quite lik. the wman - we were fairly friendly at the ifcademy. He
wag shend of me - I thought it great to have o senior student for a friend - and
he used that to get we to do things for him. Now I can see that he just won't
2pply himself wholeheartedly.”

"Does he know his worlep!

"Wes. He wouldn't have lasted in Starship service if he was tetally
incompetent. You know that. Spock..."

"Weg, Tim?"
"You've noticed him too, haven't you?

"Well..snot really. In the other universe Mitchell was not brustworthy.
But it does not follow that he would be so in every universe. We know that
varistions in character development do exist...!

"But almost alwoys the main characteristics are similar.!
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"The word is !'almost', Jim. The Captain had few of the charscteristics of
virtually every other Spock I found."

"We know why," Kirk said. "He might have had them only they got smothered.
But I'm glad, now, that they did, although I can feel sorry for him...because it
maang that I have you, now." He smiled ot the Vulcan; Spock permitted himseld
an answering smile.

"How do you feel sbout Mitchell now?! Spock asgked after o moment.

Kir: studied the board in silence for some seconds. "I'm not sure. I fesl
L owe him a debt... There was another senior, Finnegans he wes a bully, he
picked on all the juniors, but for scme resson I was his favourite victim., None
of the instructors suspected anything, wnd none of usg had the courage to inform
on him without proof - and he was too clever to do anything that would provide us
with proof., One time he went too for — I could have been in serious trouble, but
Gary found out about it and reported him. Finnegan was expelled, and I wes
cleared. I suppose after that I 4id hero-worship Gary...and he was popular, good
company ... He made me fecl...less lonely, sometimes." He moved a pawn.

Spock considered the move then loocked sharply at Kirk, who gazed guilelessly
back, As the Vulcan's attention returned to the board Kirk went on. "He still
thinks of me as the credulous youngster, so proud of being singled out by an
upper classman. I doubt if he ever csred that much for mesy I was really just anm
cgo~booster for him," ‘

"Woulre not bitter shout it," Spock commented.
4

"Wo, I'm not bitter. Sure, I was a fool, but I'm not bitter. I might have
boen LT I'd realised at the time that I was just useful to him...or if he'd
promised to keep in touch and hadn't., He made me no promises when he Ieft...
and he did give me something - I was grateful for that. Wo, I didn't realise he'd
Just used me until I begen to compare him - my memory of him - with you, and
realised how selfish he really wagM

Spock took Kirk's pawn, noticed the half smile the Humon couldn't quiide
contrel, and said, "That waz a mistake."

Kirk's smile brosdened. 'Mate in three.!

Spock refurned his attoention to the board, studied it carefully, then nodded.
MConceded. Well played, Jim."

"Have we time to begin another?!
"I think so.!

" They begon to sot the board in readiness for the next game. Kirk said
abruptly, "I don't think Gary realises yet that I'm on to him. I haven't pushed
him - yet ~ he's not slow encugh to warrant o reprimand...but..."

"He soon will be?" _ _

"L think not. ILike I said, Spock, Gary Mitchell is lagy. To be caught out
ag unasatisfactory... A reprimand from the First Officer sutomatically brings him
to the notice of the Capbtain, who could eosily decide to set him extra duties.

Yo ~ T would say he's learned — probzbly the hard way — just how much he's likely
to get away with, and brought it to a fine art.”

"Have you checked the report from his last ship®"

"The Kongo. Captain H'Res called him 'a mediocre crewman who would do better
to pay more attention to his duty and less to his own interests!.!

"aAnd you concurf"

Kirk hesitated. '"On the basis of his present performance, not entirely.
'Yediocre' seems rather a hersh description; 'uninspired! might be more accurate.”

"0r 'uninterestod! 7"
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Kirk gave a haif shrug. "Oh, Gary's mein intercst was always Gary Mitchell
~ in that at lensst Captain H'Ras wes right. But he could be surprisingly good
ot something if it caught his atiention. That could be it, I suppose. Given a
Captain who was ablc to arouse interest in his work, Gary uould probably be
damned good."

"Jim, if the man hag no pride in his work, it would be vory difficult to
arouse such an intercst,"

"I know." Kirk sighed, and moved his quecn's pawn.

Gary Mitchell lay on his bed moodily scanning & book-tape, w1sh1nw he knew
dust what was going on in Jim Xirk's mind.

He had no particular desire to resume his friemdship with the younger man -
he had never really liked Kirk much, mersly found him uscfuly if anything, he
slightly despised Kirk for being so gullible. But Kirk might be useful again
now...end if he thought that possible, Mitchell would make +the effort to insin-
uate himsclf into Kirk's good books. But would it be useful? Mitchell wags no
fools he knew that Kirk would not have risen sc quickly to his present position
even 1f he was 'in the right place at the right time' had he been a poor Judge
of character; but he thought he had successfully porsusded Kirk that he was o
reliable, 1f slightly slow, worker. That meant thot in emergencies he would be
sssigned as backup navigator to someone fuster; on ideal situstion for a lany
Man.

Yot it might be difficult to resume thet long-forgotten friendship should
he choose to do so ~ Kirk wes no longer the shy, withdrawn youth glad of a more
cxtrovert compenion, grateful for the careless defence Mitchell hed provided
ogainst Finnegen's bullying, but a grown wan, one on friendly tcrms with all of
the senior officers, even the Vulcan captain. An inordinate amount of his freec
time was spent with the Captein, snd Mitchell wondered if Kirk, who had needed o
more forceful companion while he was at the icadomy, had merely transferred that
need to his Capbain, though he found it difficult to understand o Vulcan tolerat-
ing such dependence.

F'inally Mitchell decided to leave matters as thoy were - at least for the
momont. Tt might be in his own best inturests not to appear to be toking
adventage of the situstion that had existed 21l those years ngo.

* oK K X X

Time passed. The Benccia colony came and went, and the Entorprise moved on
towards uncharted sgpocc.

It was the type of mission that Kirk most enjoyed, and Spock too found
surprisingly relaxing. They were well away from both Klingon and Romulan spaces
there wos no likelihood +f a chance encounter with the declared emmity of the
one, or the doubtful allegisnce of the other., Wot that the omulans had given
Spock any remson to doubt the sincerity of their allimnce with the Federations
but the Vulean well remembered the warlike nature of the Romulans in the-universe
he had loft. They might indced meet an enemy in this unexplored space ~ but for
the moment at least he could relax, knowing that the ever-present danger to
Kirk's life appoared to have withdrown a little, and knowing btoo the pleﬁsuro
Kirk found in studying ithe solar systems they encountored.

since Kirk was Tully occupicd in his capocity as Science Officer, Spock
quietly sssumed most of his duties as First Officer. Where before Spock hed
frequently left Kirk in command during their joint wotches, retiring to his
cabin to work ot the socwetimes interminable paperwork thot was o Coptain's lot,
he now did this in his off-duty hours, remaining at the con during his wotch.
Kirk too filled moeny of his off-duty hours compiling reports, snd the two saw
mich less of each other than they would have likeds but no motter how extended
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the day they'ma&c some time at the end of it to oﬁchange a fow words.

Mitchell, because of his fear of the Captain's powers of observaetion, found
himself working harder than ho hed ever dime in his 1ife, ond he did not like it.
It didn't help kis frame of mind either that the girl in the Science lab he was
currently dating woas being kept fully occupied in recording ¥Kirk's observations
and conclusions, so that she had to cuncel o number of prezrranged meetings.

The disgruntled navigotor sat in the rec room not watching the £ilm on the
screen after Elizabeth hod broken a date for the sixth time, amusing himself by
wondering how he could get back at the Captain for making him work so hard and
at Kirk for costing him his date.

A Humon rival he could have understood, fought back ngainst, but not a
consclentiousness that took Dehner hack to work even in her off-duty hours. 4
sugpicion that she wes secretly in love with the Firgt Officer and hoped to
attract his attention through her opplication to her worlk had at first angered
bim further, for he kmew that XKirk was not interested in her. IHe could not
combat o man who was not trying to take his girl awsy. But on one of the few
occagions recently when he had spoken to Elizabeth she hod commented sympathet-
ically on lMarlena Morcau's unrequited affection for the First Officer. "I don't
know what she sees in him," Dohner had said. "He's nice, and I like him, I like
vorking under him, bubt he's not my type. Besides, he's already married.!

Wierried?! Mitchell asked.

"Lagt time we were at Vulcen. Nobody known snything about hoer except that
she's a member of the Captoin's family. Xirk spends all his leaves there ~ that's
how he must have gobt to know her. It explains why he never bothered with any of
the girls on the ship, too -~ we used to wonder, somciimes. Nobody takes the rules
that seriously.!

Married. Reluctantly Mitchell sot aside his suspicions, understending ot
lagt the significance of the Vulcan~style ring Kirk scemed to wear constantly.
Bven if he was minded to sow any wild oats, Vulcans regerded fidelity as being
very importont - the Captoin would certainly not like it if Kirk betrayed the
trust of his sgister, or cousin, or whatever she wos.

Things might be better scon, though, Mitchell thought hopefully -~ they were
due %o leave orbit tomorrow, and the next solar system was the last in this
immediate area. After surveying it they would head back into Federction space -
at least for a while.

E

There was one Clags ¥ planet in the system, although it barely scraped into
thc classification. It woe o world of much water and fow land messes, on which a
,]umbln of vegetotion struggied for life. Rain ~ conSuant torrential rain -
eonied to be the climatic normsy the teaperature of 38° Celsius created a hunidity
desperaﬁely uncomfortable for Humans and alnost impossible for Vulcans., Its
magnetic field wes at the upper limit for the tyne, interfering badly with the
BONSOTS.

After struggling for some time to come up with less generalised and more
detolled informetion, Kirk left +the library computer asns=rs and crossed to
Spociz.

"Weo'! 1l have to do thie the hard way, Captain," he reported. "The sensors
arc being too badly disrupted by the magnetic field to be more thon aﬁg L 8fsativa.
I would suspect that the transporter will be inoperctive too.t ' .

"Comminicationst!

"The landing parties will be out of touch with the ship while they are on
the surface, so I think we'd be best tc operate from the ship rother then camp
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dovr there. It will also be more comfortable - it appsars fto be the rainy
segason down there.M

"hgreed. How many landing parties do you consider necessary?"

"I'11 take one; Moreau will take another — it's time she got more experience
anyway; Dave Carstairs could take & third. I'd rather leave Roderiguez in charge
of the labs here - he's a good man in the lab, but a bit unsatisfactory in the
field, tends to get over-involved with just one thing., Makes him good on basgic
‘lab research, of course; but in field work he's liable to miss sceing an elephant
because he's so busy watching a single ant on an anthill. There's no-one else
senior enough to lead. Three landing parties. If we each go to a different land
mass we should cover the ground pretty quickiy."

"Good. Do the sensors detect any animal 1life?!

"No," Kirk replied. "Only plant. But of course, with only 25% efficiency,
I can't be positive.”

Spock nodded. "Be careful, Jim."

Kirk assigned the three junior navigators to pilot the thrse shuttlecraft.
He s'nt Stiles with Carstairs, Rahada with Moresu, and took the third - Mitchell -
bhimgelf, Not that he particularly wanited his icademy friend with him — but he
lnew he couldn't trust Mitchell not to play up either of the others. He wondered.
wnether or not to assign Dehner to one of the other groups, bui the girl had
become invaluablej her conscientiousness and willingness to learn were refresh-
ing, and she would soon warrant promotion to & more responsible position. In
addition, she had wmade no overt moves to attract her superior's attention and
interest — Kirk fully approved of her. He knew that she was Mitchell's latest
conquest, and devoutly hoped that she wouldn't be too badly hurt when she roalised
that her boyfriend had feot of very friable clay.

It was for this reason that he hesitated to include her in his own party.
He had no fears that Dehner would be distracted by Mitchells he was less certain
that Mitchell would not be distracted by Dehner. Then Kirk decided that she was
too valuable to him to assign elsewhere. He could only hope that the desire to
impress her would keep Mitchell on his toes.

Mitechell recelived the news of his =assignment with disgruntled resignation.
ht least he would be able to put his feet up while the scientists got wet, he
thought, realising that with only three junior navigators on the ship he could
not hope to escape the duty. There was no way that Ii. Chekov, the senior nave
igator, would go on such a uission, leaving the ncewest junior on board. Pity.
Hitchell detested the senior navigator with an intensity that owed its existence
to pure jealousy. It was bad enough that Jim Kirk, who had been a year behind
him at the Academy, should be First Officer, but at least Jim could be called his
contemporarys Chekov was at least ften years younger! Ten years. yet he was the
senior! Mitchell was completely unable to recognise thot this was wholly his own
faulit.

4t least he would be in the same shuttle as Elizabeth - surely he would be
able to leave the little craft on aubtomatic pilot for = time while he spoke to
her!l

He was not.

Almost as soon as it left the Bnterprise the shuttleoraft was uwffected by
turbulence, wild af first but a clear prophesy of what was to come. Muttering
gilent curses Mitchell kept the Columbus on menual, compensating Ffor the
increased buffetting almost instinctively — he was in fact an extremely skilled
pilot. Kirk wade a mental note, aware that such 2 comment on & report such as
¥itchell's wag in its ovm way as damning ag a wholly unsatisfactory one, but also
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aware that Mitchell's skill deserved official mention.

The Columbus dropped into ths dull obscurity of the clouds. Hoisture
gathered on the ports, further cubtting the limited wview, which showed only grey
Tog., Hitchell was flying wholly by instinct now ag the turbulence and static
electricity bulldup in the cloud interfersd with instrument readings.

Kirk sat in the co-pilot's seat, foaling completely helpless... There was
nothing he could do that would not interfere with Mitchell's piloting. Behind
him he was aware of toension, but it was controlled temsion. Fortunately none of
the scientiets in the parbty knew of Gary's basic laziness; there was little
danger of a panic. And at least Kirk could be certain that the navigator would
leave nothing to chance when his own life depended on his efficiency.

Lightning sparked snd threw the shuttle sideways., MHitchell wrestled her
straight again.

"Do conditions warrant going on, Gary?" Kirk asked quietly.

Mitchell hesitated. There wag nothing he wanted less than to zo ony no-
thing he wanted mere than to go back. But...there was Eljzabeth Dehner, whom he
wag trying to impress. Her presence made him consider the question dispassion-
ately. What 1f the other shuttles went on, leaving him the only one who decided
to roturn?

"L can manage, Jim."

Kirk grinned. "Fine." Yes, he thought. You could be really good, Gary.
Pity you're so damned lazy!l

The Columbus bucked and Ytossed, a plaything for the wind. Then with an
abruptness that startled them they were out of the wind, dropping lower into
calm air. Calm - but rain battered noleily on the roof and sides in o steady
drumming. The cloud wasg thinner herej visibility was still poor, but improving.

Lightning sparked again, leavping from the greyness above to hit the metal of
the shuttle. Bhe jolted wviolently. Mitchell fought her steady again.

"She'll be carrying quite a charge of electricity, sir," he said, meking it
an officlal report.

YLanding will earth her," Kirk replicd confidentiy.

Tho Columbus dropped lower, out of the cloud. Below her a grey sea moved
restlessly, white-topped waves rolling steadily before the wind which pilcked up
again a few hundred feet above the surface. Mitchell held the Columbug steady
Just sbove the air current causing the wind. Kirk peered at the sensor,.trying
to establish the position of the nearest gland,

"Pifty eight degrees mark three, Mr. Mitchell,"

fhye, sir." The C-lumbus swung on to her new course.

£t last a small island appeared, taking shape through the reduced visibility
of & sudden heavier beatter of rain. It had the appearance of a volecanic atoll,
cone—shaped, rising straight from the surging waves that beat white against it.

They circled it, flying as low as Kirk dared direct Hitchell %o go.
Vegetation climbed up the steep sides, low bushy growbth with glossy leaves in a
variety of yellowish fto reddish browns.

Kirk studied the sensors. "Ho animal 1life detectable," he said. Mir,
Mitchell, if you can find a suitable landing site, set her down."

"iye, sir.t

They circled the igland twice more, before finding a suitably flat peice of
ground. Just above sca level, it had obviously been flattened by wave action on

hot lavay cven now spray lashed it, adding its quota of moisture to the already
saturated air.
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Kirk glanced round his party. "I'm afraid we're all going to got pretty
wet," he said ruefully. "However, we shouldn't take too long. Remain in pairs -
Miss Dehner, stay with me. Report back here in an hour. Gary - stay with the
shuttle. If it looks like thers's sny danger to it, take off - just remewmber to
be back here an hour from now."

"Right, Jim." Roally, even although he didn't want to resume that long-ago
friendship, there was a certain satigfaction in being able to call the First
Officer by his given name occasionally.

iiitchell watched them leave. Davis and Oks disappeared almost immediatoly
behind some rockss the remaining four were in sight for some timo, %then they
also moved further away and were gone.

The navigator sat back, half his mind on conditions outside, the other half
pleasantly occupied with his favourito daydream. Admiral Mitchell, recognised
for his brilliance, with nothing to do but give orders...with all of Starfleet
alert to obsy his slightest word., He was about to make the brillisnt decision
that would finally sesl the Federation-Klingon treaty when his train of thought
wag abruptly shattered by a scraping noise agsinst the hull of the Columbus.

The raettle of the persistent rain had becoms so familiasr that it could be ignoreds
this sound was now, loud cnough to pencitrate Mitchell's preoceupation, and some-—
how menacing.

Curious, Mitchell made for the door. He was not alarmed - after all, thore
was no animal 1life here, according to the sensors, so the sound could only have
been made by wind-blown vegetation, even grit, he supposed vaguely as the sound
repeated itself on tho other side of the small craft. Damn. That meant he
would have to leave the dry shelter of the Columbus if he was to discover what
it was.

At the door he paused, laziness and self-indulgence warring with a feeble
sense of duty. Then he sighed, resigning himself to getting wet, and opened -
the door.

The survey was going surprisingly well considering the unpleasantly wet
conditions. The supposcedly waterproof overgarments they had picked up from
stores did help, but the driving rain found its damp way through fastenings and
trickled tepidly and inexorably down necks, despite the hoods, wetting the shirts
bencath. But at loast they were merely damp, not soaking.

It was fortunate too that the tricorders were made of plastic, not metals
even so they would have to be thoroughly dried afterwards.

The vegetation was all of a scawcedy type, clinging to metamorphic rock with
sturdy, fibrous holdfasts. Erosion had not yet had much effect on the solid
bagalt; the only small rocks on the surface were volcanic bombs. Hore and there
were pockets of volcanic agh turned into pools of soft mud by the continuous raing
most of the ash had clearly been washed into the sea long since. Given time -
scveral million years — this island might erode into something ecarth-covered and
fortile, but until the millenia~long downpour cnded everything loose would be
washed down into the sea,.

The scawcedy fronds struggled for existence, fighting for the best position
in the light. Raindrops ran down the glossy surface of the huge !'leaves'. The
mowbers of the landing party tripped and stumbled as they made their slippery
way round thc small island. Hove and there they pauscd to phascr sample pieces
of rock from the bedrock, pluck a new plant.

Kirk was protty sure that they would find nothing of value to the Federation
on this planet; the proliminary investigation ssemed to indicate thet the only
rock on the surface owed its existence to volecanic eruptions and lava flows.

Both he snd Dohner were wolghed down with rock samples as thoy made their
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way back towards the shubttlscraft. The lighter bad of nlant samples went almost
wnnoticed.

As they came in sight of the shuttlecraft Kirk stopped in surprise. Dehner
gasped,

The ledge on which the shuttlecraft .'I11 stood was awash with water.
Kirk's lips tightened in a sharp anger. What had Mitchell been doing not to
realise what wag happening? He should have lifted off before this. Iven if the
gscientigts had to walt until the next low tide before the Columbus could return
for them, at worst it would have meant a wet, uncomfortable few hours. 1If the
incoming tide, driven hefore the relentless wind, damaged or - worse ~ destroyed
the Columbus the landing party would be trapped for days while the Enterprise
gsearched for them with inadequate ssensors and no knowledge of just where they
had gone,

Bven as Kirk watched the shuttlecraft!s door opened and the erring and
tardy Mitchell appeared. His posture showed clearly his surprise and shock at
finding the Columbus surrounded by water. But something also c¢learly had his
attentions instead of disappearing back into the dry interior of the shuittle
ag Kirk had expected, Mitchell jumped down and waded round to the seaward side
of the craft.

Kirk took a deep breasth and set off again, Dehner closc at his heels.
Mitohell was taking a wholly unwarranted risks ¥irk had, he knew, besn undeser—
vedly lenient with him but this was boo much; the navigator was about to get a
well—-deserved flea in his ear.

Mitchell shivered as he opened the shuttle door. Hven although the door
was on the leeward side and the air was warm, he did not fancy getiing wets the
psychological chill struck decp. With another sigh he splashed into the water
that covered the ledge. It came halfway to his knees and seeped coldly through
the zip fastenings of his boots. The rain might be warm -~ the sea itself was
cold, and so was the spray thrown zscross the ledge by the breaking waves.

He headed round the bacle of the Columbus, already sosked hefore he had gone
halfway. He could still hear the scratching, though faintly now, partly muffled
by the sound of wind, rain and sea. He reached the seaward side of the Golumbus
and gasped.

Uninhabited?
Perhaps the islands were - but the sea most definitely held living creatures.

It looked like an amalgam of things straisght out of nighimare. A greati
flabby mass of protopiasm throbbed at the edge of the iledge, four great eyes
gtaring unblinkingly. Tentacles groped across the ledge, tentacles that termin-
ated in small claws. One of {them scraped along the side of the shutitlecraft,
claw snapping, sceking & hold. Two others near Mitchell found a hold; the
tentacles retracted, pulling the thing further up onto the ledge. Mitchell
shuddered and tried to retreat - too late. A snapping, almost blindly-se~réling
claw gripped his hand. He tried to pull away: instently more claws caught at
him, droageing him forward, closer to the obscens, shapcless mess. He screamed,
certain that this was death -

-~ and was answoered.

Kirk had covered half the distance to the Columbus when he saw the thing
that pulsated rhythmically beside the shuttle. At first sight it looked like a
ocross betwoen an cctopus and a squid, with a distan®t relationship to the boran
thrown in. Then he realised that its tentacles were. something mors complicated
than any of these creaturcs possessed. '
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A pelagic species, his mind registered, just beginning to come inshore with
the tide. But why? The first creatures to come ashore should be the small ones,
the ones that were prey to larger carnivores. This blosted monstrosity was
surely not regular prey for anyhthing.

Kirk could not see clearly what was happening, bub Mitchell!'s scream sounded
clearly above the background concerto of rain, wind and sca. Not the hunted -
the hunter!

The Enterprise's First Officer acted instantly. Letting the heavy bag of
rocks slip from his shoulder, he ran, slipping and stumbling on the tungle of
seaweeds, the girl close behind him but falling back. The other members of the
landing party, also hearing the scream, headed back as quickly as possible, but
all were further sway.

Kirk splashed round the Coluwbus to see Mitchell partly between it and the
creature, being dragged inexorably seawards by a dozen claw-tipped tentacles,
toentacles that retracted rather as & coclenterate's would do rather than pulling
back as a crab's jointed limb would. itchell was straining back with all his
strength, but it was having little ¢ffect against the instinctive and fantast-
ically powerful drag of the mindless creature sprawling there. Mindless?
Perhops not. Its victim could not use his hands %o try $o pull the claws from
him, for it had a firm grip on both arms, as if it realised that these were its
vrospective prey's manipulative appendages.

Kirk pulled out his phaser. His first instingt - to shoot the creature —
he suppressed; it was, after all, reacting asccording to its nature, and Gary
could probubly be rescusd casily enough by severing the tentacles grasping him.
The loss of some of its tentacles probably wouldn't incapacituots the beast too
mich, and indeed it might even be able to regenerate them: it seemed a low
enough life form to have that ability.

The phaser beam shot outy +the creature uttered a scream of agony that made
the Human shiver. itchell staggered back as the creature, releasing the grip
of the last two or three tentacles that the phaser besm had missod, recoiled and
disappesrad into the deeper wator.

Dehner rushed straight to ¥itchell. "Gary!M

Bven the wigh to impress her could not overcome Mitchell's shock. He wasg
trembling violently, and Kirk decided to postpone the reprimend that was dues
it was olearly not the moment for it - Mitchell was in no state to take it, zven
to hear it. Xirk moved forward to help Dehner support Mitchell back into the
Columbus ag the first of the other men reached thom.

Kirk left Davis ond Oks to help Dehner with Mitchell, set Spalding to piok—
ing up the severed piecus of tentacle and Bilston to checking quickly to see if
he could find any small croatures in the shollow water that might normally serve
the octopus—creature os prey, and retroced his own steps to retrieve his bag of
rock samples.

He was only a fow minutes oway. He returncd to see the octopus beast — or
another of the species ~ beginning to heave itself onto the ledge.

Kirk yelled o worning to the two men splashing in the deepening waters they
glanced up and headed for the safeoty of the shuttle. Both men were carrying
filled semple begs, Kirk noticed.

He carcfully kept the shuttle between himsgelf end the emerging monster as he

waded through the knece-deep water. Inside the shuttle he droppsd the bag of

gtones, deposited the ll ght end uwinoticed bag of plant somples beside it, and
moved to the pilot's seat. While it might have been good therapy Tor Mitchell to
pilot the shuttle in o straightforward trip back to the Enterprise, the man was
clearly in no state to cope with the onerous trip back through this atmosphere,
and Kirk wag the only other man in the group cven remotely qualified to take the
shuttle off the ground, Heé sighed inwardly; he had hoped to be azble to lo at
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leagt some of the preliminsry work of his group on the way back 4o the Enter—
prise; now it would all have to be done when they got back. He had so hoped
that tonight at least he  could manege half an hour to relax over the beginaning
of & gemc of chess with Spock, or just to sit quietly talking, perhaps listening
a8 the Vulean played his herp. Now it scemed that it would have to be postponed.
However, this was the last system they had to check: they could afford to take
some of -their off-duly time once they were headed back towards Starbase 8.

Sonsthing soraped sgainst the hull, and Mitchell whimpered in terror. Kirk
grunted %o himsgelf, finishing the pre~takeoff check.

The Columbus lifted relatively eosily, swaying unstoadily ss the wind caught
her then steadying as Kirk compensated. At least, Kirk thought, zll I have to do

ig get the Columbus out of the stmosphere as quickly as possible. Once above
the turbulence it would be simple to return to the dnterprisec.

McCoy was waiting when the Columbus docked, alerted by the routins call Kirk
made as soon as they regained communications contact. He hustled Mitchell off
and Kirk glanced at the others.

"T'11 see you in the lab in half an hbur,” he said. "™r. Dovis, teke my
somple bags with you, please - I must report to fthe Captain.™

"VTeg, sir."

He watched them go, noting that the Herschel had already returned, then
headed for his quarters to changes hig clothes were feeling very uncomfortable
and he knoew that despite the wormth of the ship it was inadvizable to delay
getting on dry oncs.

He paused long enough to call the Herschel's crew to the lab in half an houx,
thon stripped off his damp clothos, He wag half chaonged Nhon the buzzer sounded,
and he fastened his {trousers os he called "Come.!

It was Spock, as Kirk had half expected. "What heppencd, Jim?!

His First Officer explained concisely. Spock frowned. "You think Mitchell
was carclesst!

"Initially, yes, in not lifting off as soon as the weter began to cover the
ledges he didn't know how fast the tide might come in, I don't fault him for
investigating once he became aware of the creature even though he's not a
scientist; but he'd have done better to have waited until he had somcone to back
him - that way he'd have run less risk ond we'd have & better tricorder report
on the creaturs,”

"You think he tricd to cover hig orlglnﬁl carelessness with o show of
congclentiousnesaT"

YT think it...possible. I've overlooked a lot of near inefficiency from
him - like I told you once, he's brought izziness to a fine art - and if I1'd gaid
anything it would have been like pulling him up for the sake of pulling him upg
but this time L'11 have to gpeak to him."

Spock nodded. '"The fright he got might sharpsn him up.”

"T would doubt i%," Kirk said gloomily. He was interrupited by the intercom.
) ¥y
"Kirk here."

"Lt, Moreau reporting back, sir."

"The lab in twenty minutes, Lieutenant." Kirk was only too well awars of
his subordinate's fselings for him, and had decided that for her own soke it wag
best to maintain & wholly formal relationship. Tt was hard enough for the poor
girl, he rcalised, knowing him to bonded to o Vulevsn, without his making it more
difficult for her. Perhaps fortunatcly, she was an excellent scientist who did
not allow her unrequited affection for her senior to affect her works; Kirk had
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already recommended her for a promotion she fully deserved and would undoubtedly
soon be glveny that this would also necessitate her transfer to another ship
could only be of bencfit to them both. Lt. Carsiasirs was shaping up well to
replace her, and psychologically Xirk knew he would be happier with 2 male sgenior
assistant.

Neither Moreau's group nor Carstairs' had seen the octopus creatures, but
both had managed to find a landing site further from the tideline than Kirk's.
On all three islands wvock and vegetation were the same; only Kirk's party had
seen any sign of living creatures.

Bilston had not found snything that might serve as prey for the !octopus',
but Davis and Oks had. At several places along the shoreline they had come
acroge fish vaguely resenmbling mud skippersy Ilobelfinned fisgh that were pulling
themselves out of the water slowly, laboriously...but definitely pulling them—
selves oult onto the moist land of the splash zone and c¢learly breathing air, if
only to supplement ithe small smount of oxygen they could possibly obtain through
gills barely dampened by the rain and the spray. The animal kingdom was beginn-
ing to invade the land. And although the small vertebrates were being pursued,
the ectopus creatures were clearly unable to go onto dry land even although they
could tolerate being partly ocut of the water. Neither man had seen any other
1ife form. But it was o beginning.

Roderiguez, left on the Enterprise, had spent his day on & general scan of
the entire system. His findings agreed with those of the landing partiess this
wag & young system, the volcanic land masses barely a million years old, sdill
many billions of yeors from advanced plant life or wormblooded animal life. An
interesting scientific study of an eorly period in the evolution of land-dwelling
gpecies ~ and possiblo the strugzle to survive in the sea - but that wag all;
{here was nothing, not oven minersl deposits, that would give the place any value
to the Pederation.

They were forty-—sight hours on their route back to Startese 8 when Mitchell
returned to duty.

Hig Captain and First Officer were quistly disapproving when they inter-
viewed him. BSpock ~ rather to Mitchell's surprise - left the talking to Kirks
the First Officer began by saying guietly,

Mir. Mitchell — what were the leost orders I gave you when I left the
Columbus?"

"You told me to 1lift off if thers was trouble, sir."

"and you didn't think an incoming tide qualified as 'troublet! P!

Mitchell flushed. "I didn't reslise it was coming in so quickly, sir.M
'"Didn't you realise the creature might be dangerous either, Mr. Mitchsellf!

"o, gir. It was just sitting there, and it loocked too Tar away..."
Mitchell grapsed for the straw he had realised might just cover up for him. "I
thought...if T could chserve its behaviour...it might be useful..." His voice
trailed off as he realisced that Xirk was not impressed.

"Mr, Mitchell, for as long as I have known you, you have done the cxact
minimun required of you. To put it bluntly, you were a lzay slob at the Academy
and you're still 2 lazy slobj the only difference between now znd the Academy
is that now you've learned what the minimum is - oh, don't try that injured
expression - it won't work. Wot with me, nor the Capbain, nor indeed any wmember
of the bridge crew. Hvery one of them has seen wahi you are, Mr. Mitchell.

Whatever your rcason for your decision to check on the creature, you did
not do so because you thought 1t might be useful - to us, at least. To yourself,
pefhiaps.”
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The quiet accusation hit home, yet it hurt: for Mitchell had indeed - for
once - acted from a sense of duty. An eoven greater shock was the realisation
that Kirk knew ~ had always known - his weakness. When had the shy, anxious—to-
pleagse little introvert learned to resd wmen like that?

"I will not embarrass you be demanding your real resson for behaving so
irresponsibly," the quiet voice went on. "This time. I7 it happens again, T
will throw the book at you. This is asbsolutely your last chance, Mr. Mitchell.
You have always wanbted success without effort. That is an impossible dream -
to succeed you must work - and work hard. And Mr. Mitchell ~ either you start
working now, to the limit of your not inconsiderable sbility, or I recommend you
for transfer to a Starbase.”

Mitchell swallowed. A navigator recommended for Starbase duty - save on
medical grounds — was as well to resign on the spot, for it was & clear accus—
ation of incompetence. He had been recommended for transfer several times, but
no~one had yet been so brutally frank.

"Dismissed,”

Stunned, Mitchell left. As the door closed behind him Kirk looked at his
Captain. "Was I too hard on him, Spock?!

"No. He risked not only his own 1ift but...that of svery member of the
landing party. He has been slacking since he joined the Enterprise and it has
thrown extra work onto the others. They kmew how difficult it was to catch him
out, but they also kmew that we were watching him. They knew you were giving him
'enough rope to hang himself' even if you didn't, Jim. This time he took it. It
was the right time to pull him up, hard."

Kirk sighed. "I know he wasg just using me, but it's hard to forget that at
the hcadenmy he was my only friend..."

"Were you fricnds?' Spock asked. "He was using you - did he ever really
care for you as a persont"

"I don't know... No, I don't suppose he 4id."
"He offered you an illusion, Jim. You'wve outgrown the nced for illusions."

"Yes, but... Spock, I must have made it pretty clear to him when he came
on board that although I was pleased to see him, I had very little time for him -
that T didn't want to renew our friendship. Perhaps if I'd been more generous
he'd have shaped up better.t

"T think you made the correct decision. I suspect that he would have tried
to 'play us up' much more if he had thought you completely blinded by your friend.-
ship and gratitude. And then you would have felt even more guilt at having to
reprimand him now.n

Mitchell, it seemed, took the warning to heart. His efficiency and speed
increasod considerably, and if he was at all resentful, he hid it well.

Kirk was not wholly convinced. If a leopard could not change its spots,
then neither could a basically lazy man change his nature. Kirk thought it more
then possible that Mitchell would, if given the opportunity, slip back into his
old ways. So he let Mitchell know that he was alert for any slip.

They remained at Starbase 8 for a bare twenty-four hours, leaving to follow
up & report of a culture of sorts on Dimoris —~ o planet known o have no humanoid
notives. '

As soon as it wos feasible to leave the bridge, Captain and Pirst Officer
did so, leaving Chekov to 'mind the store'.

"Did you ever visit Dimoris in your other universe, Spock?"

"fo. I don't rewomber hearing of such o place.!
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"You once mentioned a place called Janus that had intelligent silicon-based
life forws. Do you suppose it could be the same place, just given a different
name?"

Spock considered. "No," he said, glad that Kirk's psychology could now
accept a direct negative to an opinion. "No-one even suspected the presence of
any sort of culture on Janus, it was so completely alien in concapt.m

Kirk nodded, and Spock went on., "In fact, I can't think of any possible
guide from the other universc." He was silent for a moment, then added wryly,
"Stronge. So much that T did and saw, so many wissions accomplished both as First
Officer and Captain, so many reporis that came to me as Commodore...yet none of
it has been of dircet guidance to me here. KNot once have I been able to say, 'In
the other universe, in this situation we did...' Everything has been parallels
similar but never guite the same.m

"So we'll just have o wait and see.”

"It would appenr so. I could wish that the inforwation given to us was more
detailed. Indistinct readihgs on & scoutship's sensors are so little to go cn...!

Dimoris was a beautiful planoct, geologically of the seme ers as many of the
Federstion worlds - which made i% rather surprising thet there was not, in fact,
a flourishing technology on it. Volecanically relatively stable, it hod only
three apparent 'lines of fire! where tectonic plates met or pulled aparts
although Kirk wos quite sure that given o longer survey they would discover
several regions that were earthquake-prone, thus indicating smaller platos.

At their first beamdown point, plants were varied and complexs woody
structures that could only be called trees, soft~stemmed herbs, some areas a mass
of colour where the huge flowers hid the leaves. Some insects buzzed and droned
busily from flower to flower; less industrious - bubt more colourful -~ butterfly—
like shapes sampled the nectar and moved irresolutely on. A bush rattled throat—
eningly zs its pods burst explosively, scattering ite seeds with considereble
violence.

Above, furry pterosaurs floated in gliding flight, completely filling the
avian ecological niche. 4 long-necked, long-legged creature moved into sight,
surprisingly agile for its size; its alwost ludicrously small head turned busily
bafore it selected = tree from which to graze. A mouse—sized creature scurricd
past, too intent on its own affairs to notice the strangers, and disappeared
under a rock.

Kirk checked his tricorder. There were numerous life-form readings, warm—
blooded but not mommalian or avisn. Something else ~ not reptilien either, but
more wdvenced, and he remewbercd the theory — still hotly debated after more than
two ccenturies —~ that Barth's dinosaurs were warmblooded mnd should belong in a
clessification of their own. Geologically it seemed auite possible that Dimoris
should still be flourishing in a Cretaceocus - or even Jursgeic - era. A fow
million years is nothing in the lifespan of o planct.

A1l life readings showed equally non—-sentient: Xirk gave the order 1o
scatter and investigatce the pnlace.

"Remember," he added, "thalt according to fossil evidence on all known
paleontologically investigeted plonets, the feuns of this apparent ora included
a number of particulerly nasty carnivores - like the Terran Tyranncsaurus or the
Vulean do-matya. This nlanet cannot be on exception. Be careful.! He wotchoed
his lending party fragment, going off in ones and twos, scientists' attention
fixed on their tricorders, Scourity to find cowmmsnding viewpoints. Responsibility
for these speclalisis rested firmly on the red-clad shoulders of Sesurity, and
their Chief was taking no chances. Carniverous animels were a possibly greater
danger than hostile sentients, for they ot least might be reasoned with. On the
other hond, there was no reasoning with & set of instinct—controll:d six—~inch
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fangs impslled by hunger. Then Kirk turned to the so-fer-silent Vulcan who had
accompanied the lsnding party.

"4 possible culture," he repested wryly. "Looks like it, doesn't it?" His
gosture took in the entire peoceful scene.

Spock smilod faintly. "There is certeinly no indication of any culture,"
he agresd. "Not even the loose tribal association of individuals learning to
co-operate...and yet o culture could exist yet still be very difficult to find.
I would estimate that an intelligent race visiting Ecorth when Man was just
evolving would have hed extrene difficulty in finding any early men when their
existonce was still confined to small arcas, even hod sensor recdings given any
indication of their presence, for they were nomadic hunters with no permansnt
sottlements... !

"lell, we can forget about those creatures." Kirk indicated the long-legged
agile groger. M"His nervous system is nowhere nesr advonced enough. T wish we'd
been told what those 'indistinct readings' were," he zdded.

"Oh, that would never dol" Spock's voice was tinged with wry humour, "We
might allow ocurselves to imegine things, see things thot didn't exist, read into
natural phenomena what we wanted to see, a2nd so give on erroncous report.!"

Kirk grimed slightly. "What do they think they train us for?" he asked.
"And why do the brainless ones always end up with wmost authority?!

Milainly because the most able stay in active service...and kecp the system
functioning," Spock replied,

"Cynical, Spock? Youp"

Spock was silent for o moment. Then he said, very quioctly, "In the other
universe I was 2 Commodore. But it hed been made very clear to me that I would
be promoted no further. I was too wvaluable where T was - keeping the system
functioning., Had I been truly smbitious it might hove troubled mes as it was,
where I was was sufficient for my nceds." His eycs were fixed steadily on XKirk's
Tace and the Human felt egain the awe thot memory of his friend's search slweys
brought, the sense of unworthiness that he had learned not to voice, knowing that
to Spock he had becoms an anchor, a haven from all the years of loneliness. And
following it, the now accustomed touch of pity as memory zutomatically led on to
the Captain. Could he, 1f he had becen stronger, have saved the Captain? He would
never know. Perhaps, after all, death had been the kindest, the only release for
the tormented hybrid.

Humon and Vulcan romained looking steadily at cach other for some moments,
gilently reaffirming the boad of thelr friendships ther Spock said softly, "Come,
Jim - we have work to do."

This Tirst landing sité provided nothing but evidsnee of evolution still
completely pre-sapient. Several of the creatures they saw showed evidence of
intelligence, some of them clesrly following learned patierns of behoviour rather
then instinctive ones — bub it was not the intelligence that allowed even the
beginnings of abstract thought.

Discussing their findings, Kirk and his senior stoff decided to move on, and
investignte o different part of the planet, a different type of ferrain. Kirk
sclected o more open, less densely vegetated region. On his announcing his
choice of a landing site, Charlene Mosters immediately requested permission to
overhaoul the trensporter.

"Kyle wasn't happy with the trensporter's perfermence last beam-up," she
steted. "He's chocked, but there's nothing obviously wrong - it'll need a more
detailed check, but thot means 1t'1l be out of action for twoenty-four hours.
Howevor, thoat region is open enough for you to use the shuttlccrocft.m
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"hgreed," Spock confirmed. He had long since lesrned that Humensg! 'feelings'
about things were often corwect - he had rationalised it ns o subconscious nsscog-
ing of several clues any one of which was %00 small to be imnediately obviocus -
end he wes in ooy case too good a commonder not to talke his subordinates! advice
on technical wmatters which were their specialty. He turned to hisg Science Offw
loer. "ir. Kirk, how meny men will you require?"

"Seme as lasgt time, sir," Kirk answered promptly. "Bight scientists and
half o dozen Scourity guzrds.!

"Two shuttlecraft, then, Miss Masters - Mr. Kirk will tell you what eguipment
he reguires.”

The shuttlecraft were piloted by Rahada and Mitchell. The men sighed heavily
whon he got the omder, for ho had hoped for o fow guiet days while Captain and
First Officer were occupied eclsewherc, envying the bobtom—of-the-rota Stiles, and
Chckov, whose shatus as senior navigator saved him from these cxbra duties; Dut
also awarc that he was not being 'picked on' ~ his position on the duty roster
had condemned him to this, nothing more. Xirk — Mitchell wos obliged to admit +to
himself - had not been pettys; hoving warned kim, he had apporently left it at
thet, althoush Mitehell knew well onough that hoe was being watohed. There had
beon no underhand punishment in the way of extra duties, merely his normal work
and those extras that foll to his lot through the navignter's rota.

On the surface the sciontists split up into pairs. Kirk took Dehner, as
usualy  Spock ~ why, Mitchell wondered, had he come, for he wasn't a scientist -
accompanied Moreaus MecCoy, doubling as he sometimes did as biologist, went with
Bilston end Carstairs took the still relatively inexmwerienced Spalding. Each pair
was accompanied by two Security guards - Mitchell and Rahada, on this ocoasion,
doubled as guards since no large life forme had besn detected in this area of
relatively sparse vegetation. Somewhat %o his disgust, Mitchell found himself,
with Li, PFarrel, assigned to the Pirst Officer. That Elizsbeth Dehner was also
vart of the group was no comforts she had cooled towards him recently. It stung
his pride; he was undecided whether to drop her completely or try to deo some—
thing to impress her. Memory of how drastic a failure his last attempt had been
= he #8111 had nighitmares when he woke, scrcaming, trying to escape from the
obscene sea-horror — did not encourage him to ry azain. In his own way he did
love her - but trying to win her was almost too much effort.

de trailed along behind the two scientists, unwillingly alert - Spock was
mown to be very watchful of his First Officer's safety, and memory of the octopus
beast was very clear...and that had been on a planet supposedly without animal
life. This one had animal lifesy +they had already scen several small sourrying
creatures, and at least one medium~sized grazer — possibly two, but Mitchell ¢
hadn't cared to investigste the smooth grey shape that might not have been a rock
too closely. Some of the furred pterosaurs glided overhead:s a small one awooped,
scooped up a tiny ligard-like creature and soared high awzain. Several yards away
Farrel realiscd disgustodly that he would have to do at least some of Mitchell's
work for him.

Blasted Tazy god! he thought. Queer - he's good company off duty, but I'd
Tatner have anyonc along than him right now. Certainly the wan was a navigator,
not a trained Security suard...but he'd done security work with both Stiles and
Rahada in the past, and kmew them for reasonably alert gecurity-wise, so it
shouldn't have made thet much differcnce. No — Mitchell, althouzh he had improved
lately, was still %oo lazy to be a man anyonc was particularly keen to work with.

Frew somewhorc not too far awsy came & gharp cry, cut off short. Kirk
whirled., "This wayl"

Dehner fell behind as thoy ran, unable to maintain the Pirst Officer's
speed. Mitchell dropped back with her, willingly allowing Farrel to accompany
hig senior officer into whatever denger lay ahead, lknowing that he would not be
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Taulted for remaining with one of the highly-trained scientific staff - even by
the Captain, whose concern for the First Officer's safety was so well known. He
had not, after all, ebandoned Kirk unprotected - Farrsl was & trained Sccurity
guard, which he was not.

Spalding lay beside a large cactus~like plant. There wos a stiffness aboub
him that made it difficult for anyone to realise that he was certainly uncon-
scious. 4s Kirk's party came within sight of the tableau -~ Carstairs, Leslie and
Garrovick kmeeling beside the fourth mewber of their party < Leslie rose to his
fect, clearly resuming his watoh.

Kirk skidded to a halt beside Carstairs. "What happened?!

"Spalding was checking this plant, sir. Suddenly he yelled - he'd got a
spine stuck in his Tinger. A moment later he'd collapsed."

"HeCoy !

"Coming."! Bven ag Carstoirs spoke the Enterprise's Chief Modical Officexr
ran up, followed a moment later, not only by the rest of his own group, but also
by Spock's. The Captain joined his First Officer as licCoy bent over Spalding.

de gave the unconsclous man an injection and gianced up. "I'11 have to get
him back to the ship. There's paralysis - unless I get him on full life support
quickly, he'll die."

Spock scooped Bpalding up. ''Lt. Rahada," he said. 8She followed him imwned—
iately as the Captain headed back towards the shuttlecrafi; MeCoy was already
there. Spock called back, "Carry on, Mr. Kirk."

Kirk locked round at the remaining crew members, and said quietly, "All
right. Le extra caroful. This may not be the only voisonous plant here. Double
check everything beforc you touch it. Now letls seo what elsc wo.can find.Y

Therc wag a ragged chorus of 'Ayes' as the group scattercd again.

Spock returned with Rahada within the hour to find the landing party care-
fully studying @ patch of ground whose vegetation, oven to his towm-bred cyes,
looked unaneturally even.

"Planted? he asked 28 he joined Kirk.

"I% certainly looks as if it might. be," Kirk agreed. "Or rather ~ I'd say
that some creature possessing a degree of intelligence had come on an area
thickly vegetoted with plants it wents, and hes carefully removed any others, so
that tho chosen plant has no competition.”

"Early cultivation.”

The Human nodded. M"Indicated. But there's no sign of what cultivates this
crop - tricordors pick up life formg in plenty, but no sentient onessg.t

"L nomadic race that moved on after 'woedingt 7"

Kirk frowned slightly. "It was 'weeded' pretity rcecently, Spock - within
the last twenty-four hours, T'd say. a nomadic race wouldn't move that far in a
doy ~ ten, wmaybe fiftecn miles at the outside if they're positively shifting
thoir base for some scasonal reason, less if they're just drifting. The tricorder
would pick up signs cven at that distance." He glonced round at the others.
All right, we've studied this long enough. See what elsc you can find. Try not
to do any damage to the 'crops' - whatever planted thom depends on them.!

The group scattercd again. Spock hesitated for a gecond, tempted to remain
with Kirk while Carstairs accompanied Moreau, then he joined the man. His main
purpese in accompanying Moreau, alter all, had been to cnable him to confirm or
reject Kirk's recommendation for her promotions confirmation was already certain.
How he wanted to check Carstairs, who was Kirk's statced preference for her
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replacoment as senior assistant. Spock fully trusted Kirk's judgement, but the
requirements of the book had to be mets he could not countersign Kirk's report
without personally checking. And of course, Carstairs had just lost 2 man - had
this bheen carelessness on Carstairs' part?

He wag soon certain that it was not. The man was young, bubl he was very
capable — more so than Moreau, sexoellent though she was. In some ways - though
Carstairs still lacked cxperience - he would be the more obvious choice for
promotion, but Spock knew that both his inexperience and Kirk's preference for a
male second made the proposcd change preferable. His mind made up, Spock glanced
over towards Kirk's position, but could see nothing of his friend.

Kirk!s route led him along the edge of the 'cultiveted' area. He gtudied it
ag he went, calling Mitchell to folliow him. Dehner turned aside, and Farrel wont
with her.

There secmed to be more life readings in the arca now, but still not the
sentient ones they sought. Animal...even intelligent animal...but still not
sapient. Thero was no sign of any living creaturs, howevers even the small
seurrying beasts kad vanished.

Kiri stopped so abruptly that Mitchell almost bumped into him. Puzzled,
the navigator glanced around, wondering what had attrected hisg officer's
attention.

But it scemed that Kirk himself was not surc. "Did you see anything, Mr,
lEitchell?!

"No, sir."

"I thought I saw something wmoving..." He turncd sway, gazing out over the
‘orops' again,

Hitchell studicd hig surroundings uneasily. Some distance away he could
see Frrrel through tho sparse cacbus-like vegetation, but nothing else moved...
gven Dehner was hidden from sight.

Without warning, a shadow moved, forming itself inteo 2 rat-liks creature
about two feet in helghty & creature that rose on its hind legs, front paws
raiging something to itg wouth, ite dark beady eyes fixed on Kirk.

Mitchell acted instinctively. He sprang forward, sending Kirk staggering...
and then a sudden shaxp pain, instantly numbed, shot through one hand. He stared
in blank incomprehension at the cactus spine gticking in his hand...then black-
ness overwhelmed him.

Even as he regained his balance Kirk realised what wos happening. More rats
were rising to thelr feet, paws clutching short lengths of what looked like plant
stalkss two were raising thesce to their mouths.

Blow pipcs!

' Kirk whipped out hisg phaser, already set to Tstun', and gprayed the group.
Even as they fell he pulled out his communicator.

"Kirk o Spock...Specki?
"Spock here.m

"Get everyone back to the shuttlecraft, Spock -~ urgent! And have a medic
standing by. Miichell's been poisoned too. Taking him back now." Without
waiting for more Kirk returned his communicator to his belt and hauled Mitchell
over one shoulder.

The man was heavy - 1f anything, too heavy for Xirl's relatively lighter
build .~ and the First Officer wes driving himself on by sheer willpower by the
time he come in sight of the shuttlecraft.
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When he received Kirk's call Spock had to force himsclf to do as XKirk asked
ingtead of geing at once to look for him. He called the other parties, alerted
the ship end moved quickly back to the shuttlecraft, directing the others to
board as soon as they arrived, knowing from the note in Kirk's voice that there
was exbtreme danger herec - and becoming more and more agitated ss none of Kirk's
group showed up. The first shuttle filled and the doors were closed. Then
Dehner arrived, shadowed by the Security guard, both red-faced and breathless
from their haste.

"Thore is Mr. Kirk?" Spock asked as they reached him.
"He..." Dchner took two quick pants before she could continue, and Spock

found himself barcly suppressing an irrational urge to shake her for the delay.
"Ho was...further on...sir. I'd stopped...to...check...gome readings.”

"Mr. Mitchell...went with him, sir," Parrel offcred.

Jim's alone... Spock thought anxiously. His voice was satisafetorily calm,
however, as he gaid, "ir, Mitchell has been poisoned, presumebly as Mr. Spalding
wag. Get aboard the shuttlecraft - when he contacted me, Mr., Kirk indicated that
there wag danger.”

He waited, watohing, his wind reaching out anxiously. TFor the first time
gince Vulcan he was conscious of a wish that they hed indeed formed the bonding
meld as Kirk had suggested; without the sexual union that neither of them needed
it would have been incomplete, but it would at least have let him know if his
friend was unhurt...

Then Kirk appeared, staggering under Mitchell's weight. Spock moved forward
quickly = it would not herm Kirk's confidence to help him here, he was clearly
Tinished.

The Human surrendered his burden willingly enough, gathering the last of
his strength to take him across the final interminable hundred yards to safety.

Spalding was dead. Fast though McCoy hed moved, it still was not fast
enough. There had been slightly less delay with Mitchell, however, and in
addition McCoy considered that he had received a smaller dose of the poisons
he was on full life support, but he still lived, and McCoy was hopeful.

Spock was an interested spectator when Kirk played back the tricorder report
that included the rats and their behaviour. Readings still showed no constructive
intelligence - but the rats clearly could learn and were responsible for +the
tcultivation' in that region. One day, perhaps... bubt not yet. Moreau added
a short record she had made - the carcase of o young individual of the grazing
speoles they had seen, with hunks of meat hacked from it, apparently by possibly
blunt but certainly serviceable knives.

"They probably use sharp-cdged stones eroded from rocks." Carstairs' hobby
was the development of the tool-using ebility in primitive and non-sentient
species. "It was probably by accident that they lsarnsd how to use blowpipes,
They certainly seem o be using tho notural cactus spines, so thoy haven't.worked
out how to extract the poison.M

"They don't need to," Kirk said drily. "The spines are fast enough as they
are."

eg, sir, but it limits them. Only the rats living where the cactus grows
can use it.JM

"It also gives them an advantage," Kirk went on. "Their fellows further
afield are less adequately armed... ALl right, so thoy may not need to expand
their territory - yet., But they will. As their intelligence develops, they
will... Meanwhilc, T would suggest we recommend that this planst be declarsd
off limits. Whether they saw us as a threat to their crops and territory or
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simply as a source of food, they are clearly hostile, and not yet far enough
developed to be reasoned with."

"I agree,! Spock put in. "I will so recommend.!

E R S

Mitchell slowly recovercd ag they made their way hack to Starbase 8, He
brushed off Kirk's thanks a little shamefocedly.

Wou saved my life, Jim... I slways pay my debts."
bl

It wag, Kirk roflected, truey he had paid Xirk for all the exsrcises the
younger mon had done for him at the Academy by giving him friendship — not
particularly close, but it had provided him with some companionship during a
part of his lifc when he bad boen very alone. Was that the renl reason why he
had been working harder rocently? To repay Kirk for his 1life? Well, if so,
Kirk hoped Mitchell would not baockslide now — for if he did theoy would be forced
to act. It was impossible to tell what Mitchell's attitude would now be, though,
for the man was still not quite fit to resume hig post by the time they reached
the Starbase.

Captain and Tirst Officer had to report to Commodore Devlin on their arrival,
but planned to go on afterwards to & concert being held that night.

"Joining us, Bones?" Kirk asked the CHO as they lingercd over a meal prior
to beaming down.

H#eCoy shook his herd. "I think I'1l give it o miss this time," he said.
"T've got a bit of a hondache ~ just tired, I guess. T must be getting old."

Kirk grinned ot him, knowing the hours MeCoy -had put in producing the anti-
dote tothe poison that had parslysed Mitchell. "You!ll never grow old, Bones,"
he gaid affectionately.

Devlin ligtencd %o thelr report intently and nodded his agreement to their
rocommendation. They discussed official business for some minutes, then Devlin
reached for 2 sealed box thot stood on his desk.

"This arrived from Zarth for you just after the Enterprise left for
Dimoris, Commander," ho said.

Kirk teook it, frowning slightly as he studied the officiazl seal. "Thank
you, sir.' He sob it down beside his chair, curious, but somehow reluctant to
open it, until the now unofficial conversation finished, glad that the Captain
hed always discouraged him from joining in any of his conversations with Devlin
for it left him free to wonder about the box while st the same time noting how
adroltly Spock handled the conversation, his comments guietly ambiguous. Kirk
had never been gquite sure how far Devlin had been in the Capbtain'sg confidences
although the Vulcan had trusted nobody completely, there had been one or two
people he had trusted fractionally more than the others, and he had certainly
always scemed to find Devliin acceptable company. How Spock was gquietly trying
to withdraw to arm's length without arousing the Commodore's suspicions.

As he and Spock left Deviin'lg office, Kirk carried the box carefully.
Spock glanced at him. "Do you want to go strailght back to the Enterprise, Jim?"
"You want to go to the concert, Spock -~ it can wait."

"The concert is not important, Jim. Besides, there is time for you to
return to ithe ship, open your parcel, then rejoin me before the concert begins.!

 Kiric took 2 deep breath. "Spock, I'm scared. I'm afraid of what might be
in here - after all, thers's no-one left on Earth to send me anything. T...T1
would like you to be thoere...when I open it.Y
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"Wery well., We will return to the Enterprise immediately. Afterwards, we
can beéam down again if we want to."

Whewvaver was in the box was well packed. On the top was a tape; Kirk
lifted it out and put it on the desk while he checlsd the other contents.

The first thing he found, carefully wrapped in tissue paper, was a gold
locket. He opened it, knowing what he would see.

His own face smiled up at him...and Sam’s. As they had been so many years
ago =~ elght years old and fourteen, happy and securs. He swallowed the lump in
his throat that threatenzd to choke him, put down the locket and searched further.

Rings - two plain gold bands, 2 diamond and sapphire engagement ring, an
eternity ring...a pair of sapphire ear-rings...two watches...a wallet, stained and
mildewed, its stitching rotting; a handful of assorted coins.

Kirk looked at the 1little pile with blurred eyesight. Spock put a comfort~
ing arm round his shoulder, and he leaned gratefully against his friend. "They
vere dead," he managed.

"Perhaps the tape will give some detalls,"” Spock suggested.
"Yes,.., Flay it for me.®

Spock reached over and slipped the tape into the viewer. The head and
shouldexrs of an obviously highly-ranked police offiecial appeared.

"Commander Kirk = it is my unhappy duty to advise you that th2 bodies of
your parents, George and Alice Kirk, were found several days ago by a party of
hikers.

The indications are that their car had gone out of control on a bad bend,
“left the xoad which at that time was not fenced, and plunged some distance down
the meuntainside before it came to vest. Both of the occupants were still inside
the car when it was found, and the police surgeon believes that they were killed
“instantly; there was no indication that either had tried to release the seat
belts or get out, and every indication that their necks were broken, possibly by
whiplash during the fall, The wreck has remained undiscovered for so long because
of the nature of the texrrain.

I enclose the valuables found on the bodies."

Spock reached over and switcher the viewer off. "At least you know now,"
he said gently.

The Human sighed. "I can hardly remember them," he said quietly. "I Just
remember how terrible it was when they dida't come home... It's nice to know
that they didn't desert us after all - I think Sam azlways half believed that
they did. I find myself thinking of Sareck and T'Pau as my parents - not just
my adopted parents...just as I think of you, rather than Sam, as my brother."

"They are your parents, Jim ~ in Vulcan law an adopted son has exactly the
same rights as a natural child.”

"7 know, but even before that they made me feel,.."” Kirk broke off., He
looked at the items in front of him again, then sat up to put them carefully
back in the box. "They were killed," he said again. "I cen bury thelir memory
now., It's strange," he added reflectively, "since you came, all my ghosts have
been lzaid."

"You would have hecard this news anyway,” -Spock pointed out, "And Sam and
Mitchell would still have come on board..."

"But with the Captain here, things would have becn different," Kirk ans-
wered. "Sam might have seemed like a lifeline = but it would have been a rotten
one., Mitchell... If Mitchell had found out about me, he would have thought I
submitted because I was weak-willed and dependent on someone else, someone
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stronger =~ he would have believed 1t was the price I was prepared to pay for
protection, And this..." He indicated the box. "He would have found some way
to mock."

Spock laid a gentle hand on his friend's shoulder again, gripping it comfort-
ingly. "He is gone," he said quietly.

"T know...but sometimes I find myself wondering... If he was atill alive
and recovered...and worked out how your transporter operated...and came back,
looking for me... He wag dead, Spock, wasn't he?"

"Yes, Jim - ho was dead." Reallsing that his friend needed some cheerful
distraction at this time, he went on, "Do you still wish to attend the concexrt,
Jim?  We are in time.,"

Kirk nodded. "Yes, I'd like to," he sald absently., He made no move for a
noment, though, but leaned his head against Spock's hand. "What would I do with~
out you?" he whispereds then as Spock sought for an answer he looked up and

smiled. "Sorry - I was Just being morbid."  He stood up and headed for the door.
"Shall we go?" '

As - they entered the transporter room he added thoughtfully, "I hope Bones
is all right. It's a pity he didn't feel well enough to come with us ~ he could
do with a break."

"T agree.™
Taking thelir places on the transporter platform the two men ncdded cheer—
fully to Kyle as they shimmered from sight.

o e ¥R ¥
SPOCK' 510G

T an somewhat concerned aboubt Jimy why should he suddenly doubt, after all
this time, that the Captain is dead? For T know that he is.

Jin has accepted the news about his parents calmly, but T am convinced that
he must be experiencing considerable relief from the certain knowledge that they
did not, after all, desext him.

Work is probably the best therapy now, and I hope will keep hinm from fred-
ting about the Captain.

H W K K ¥
ETRE'S T0G

8o now I know what happenhed to my parents. Strange how important kmowing
would once have been, how unimportant it actually is now, Perhaps Spock's cer—
tainty convinced me without my realising it.

Now all my personal problems have been solved...and yet...

Despite Spock’s couviction that he is dead, I have a premonition that we
have not seen the last of the Captain., Strange that this doubt did not bother
me until recently; now it is growing stronger daily. I do not want to trouble
Spock with it - after all, even if the Captain did somehow survive, and did
learn how Spock's apparatus worked, the chances of his finding this universe
again are vanlshingly small - from what Spock says, there are very many differ—
ent universes. And against the possibility, faint though it is, I now have the
nental disciplines Spock taught me. I know that no-one can take over my mind
again, not even the Captain.

No. He is dead. The tape about my _arents has made my thoughts morbid,
They are all dead. WMy parents, my brother, the Captains all the people
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who betrayed ~ or who I thought betrayed -~ my trust. I have foster parents now,
and a chosen brother who is also my Captain, and who I know will never fail me.

It is a comforting thought.

O

AFTERHQRD

Spock entered his cabin thankfully, even his endurance taxed by the long
and tedious day now past. He had dismissed an exhausted Kirk some hours ago,
telling him to rest, but was only now free to seek his own bed.

A small package on the desk caught his eye and he oxamined it curiously,
puzzled t0 see his own name in Kirk's writing; why should the Human leave a
tape for him, when their cabins were only yards apaxrt?

Intrigued, he slipped the tape into the player and switched on; Xirk's
gof't voice, slightly husky with tiredness, came from the speaker.

Love without desire. It glves me
Peace, security...and happiness.

Our minds touched briefly when they thought we bonded
Reassuring me - oh, my friend,

As 1f T needed reassurance! Not with you.
You've given me so much, my friend,

Asking for nothing in return, content

That T am happy, wanting me to be
Self-sulfficient; giving and giving...

In insecurity I took those gifts,

Needing them; bPut now

Ihave a gift for you; £Lor now

I say with pride - Spock, Captain, friend, .
I love you.

And the flames of the Guardian burned brightly through a veil of tears.
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