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In Kraith Collected we met Commedore Spock, from another universe. Hisg Kirk has
been killed, and Spock, confused and unhappy, hsving discovered the existence of
other universes, is trying to find a replacement for his own lost Kirk, However,
he misinterprets half-understood data that has been transmitted to him through
his sensor equipment, and Kirk resents his interference; when his own Spock
comes to rescue him, he goes gladly, leaving the Commodore doubly alone.

We were concerned over the plight of the Commodore, and wondered how he might
continue his search: the Variationg on a Theme universe arose from our discuss—
ions on how he might do so.

In Variations 1, his equipment now improved, he detected the presence of =z Kirk
who did indeed need his help. That Kirk was the young, shy and sensitive Pirst
Officer to a Spockwhohad never adjusted to his Humsn blood, and whe reacted to
his maladjustment by treating Kirk with sadistic cruelty, using him as a sexual
partner in spite of Kirk's horror of being itreated in this way.

spock set out to rescue Kirk. In the process, the Capbtain was killed, and
Spock remained in that universe, teking the Captain's place. The body was left
in the Commodoere's original universe.

The remainder of Variations 1 was teken up with the begimnings of Kirk's
rehabilitation, and finished with a reasonably self-confident Kirk adjusting to
a nev 1ife without fear.

In Variations 2, Spock was obliged to go 'home' to visit 'his! parents,
Unfortunately, the Captain had accidentally left a personal tape in his room, and
his father had heard it. He believed that Spock was illtreating Kirk and tried
te kill himsy in saving Spock, Kirk was injured, and Sarek had to be told the
truth. To their amazement he accepted Spock as his son and that worry was
relieved.,

Sam Kirk then came aboard the ship as a crevman. On a mission to Deneva, Sam
Kirk, who had deserted Kirk as a child, again deseried him, but this time Spock
wag there 10 rescue him.

In Variations 3, Spock ran into problems with his family council, Although
sarek knew the truth and accepied it, the rest of the family did not. If they
did discover the truth, Kirk might very well be called to account for kiliing
the Captain, and punished Tor it with the full rigour of Vulcan law. The truth
therefore had to be kept hidden.

Spock!s family council insisted $hat he wmarry. However, in this universe the
bonding ceremony triggered off pon farr = and it was established in Xraith Coll-
ected that the Commodore was immune to pon farr. He would therefore be unable
to consummate a Vulcan bonding, his wife would complain, the imposture would be
detected, and Kirk would be in danger.

Kirk also, because of the sexual agsaults he had suffered from the Captain, was
impotent - psychologically so -« and afraid to enter into any sort of personal
relationship with anyone apart from Spock.

Realising the situation that both men were in, McCoy suggested that they bond -
something that wag still legal, although rsrely done. The family, although

not particularly happily, conceded that such a bonding wag vermissable, and
Spock and Kirk were legally bonded.

In the same issue, Gary Mitchell came on board as a navigator. Basically lasy,
he finally scttled down to hecome a steady, uninspired member of the crew.



We plan to do at least two more issues of Variations on a Theme, and work has
already begun onf%B.

Thanks to those of you who have sent us in poems as creative Tresponse to the
series — this time they've been printed in as near chronological order of events
as possible, Thanks too to the many of you who have sent in comments and

suggestions for possible continuations. We are bearing those in mind for future
igsues.

After all - the story isg by no means finished yet!

May 1980

We would.like to apologise for the change of type face that occurs on P29.
This was due to a fault in the electric typewriter, and we didn't have time to
weit the week that it took for it to be repaired if we were to meet the May
publication date.
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AND YBET by Ann Fle

You flinch away like a frightened child
And yet, 1f only once you'd smiled

With loving tendermess meant only for me,
I might have been gentle and kind to thee.

And yet, I remember your terror and shame

And the pleasure 1t gives me to cause you pain.
Your spirit submissive, defeated and chalned -
I branded you, you're mine, my slave.

And yet, you hold me tightly bound,
You, born of an inferior race.

- I am ashamed of my need for you -
WYhat are you, that makes me love you?

e s o I o b o e

IN REMEMBERING by Gene 8, Delapenia

It's not so much that you found pleasure in my fear,
For I could have loved you even then
If you had come to me in tenderness
With soft touches and gentle hands.
But your only touch was brutal and hard,
Your only feeling was shame and hate
Foxr that other self you've hidden deep inside.
And now, when it is too late I find
You had caring for me despite yourself;
But that was not enough, and it is too late,

S aadi I S S S

END OF A SFEARCH by Ann Flegg

Long years have passed
Since last I knew
The companionship of you.

I searched a thousand shadows

0f many different universes,
Enduring the disappointments,
Carried on.by a slender hope

That one day I would be successful.

ind I did find you =~
Almost too late, ,
A tormented victim of the CUaptaln.

I freed you from the cage

He had imprisoned you in,

T watched as you slowly rebullt:
What he had so nearly destroyed =
Yourself.

And now at last I have truly found
The companion I once knew o
S0 many years ago.

I swrvived his death;
I could not survive yours.
My Kirk = now and always.

b i T S s o e
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SANCTUARY by D. Bookexr

Space 1is wide aond deep, endless as the grave,
But you and I = bound by love,

A golden band from soul to soul -

.Stand together against the dark.

My dear companion, chosen brother,

Words are too weak. Look inte my heart

And know what you are o me

The object of my every. desire. -

Shield and tower, sword and buckler,

Balm for all pains, perfect quietude,

All in the touch of your hand,

The smile of your soft eyes, tendex for me.

A necessary commltment, this narrow band I wear,
Symbol of an anclent fidedlty,

Vows sworn in secret ceremony.

In your love have I made my peace.

i e A

BONDMATE bv Bervl Turton

This joining as one, this bonding,
Am I Vulcan,
, or am T Human.
I feel both, my friend,
&S you are.
You have shown me Idfe
as I need to live it now.
Gone are the dark corners
where I used to hide myself.
You have given me back my Life.
Why?
You found me a cowardly shell when
first we met, I was
His lover, when he needed me,
a cruel, alien Vulcan =
Your alternate gelf.
Was it because I looked like your Kirk?
If it was, that's all I mirrored of him.
And yet you brought me back,
taught me to respect myself.
What do I feel now -~ love?
Love for a Vulcante..
T wonder if now I offered myself
- as I d4id once before, -
Yould you still feel hurt, dlsgusted
as you wexe then?
I love you, Spock.
Love can be all thlngs, loyalty,
A trusting, an understanding...
You have made ne safe,
I am your Bondmate.
I could not choose before, he took mne,
but now, now I can choose,
Spock, I love yOUe..

AR = S



We made the right choice

For this bond is more preciocus to me
Than my very life itself

And when you offered

Yith your clear eyes fixed on mine
To make this a bonding true, then

I was certain of your trust

And of my love.

Yes, this was the right choice

Pox both of us.

Gene S. Delapenia
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VARTATIONS ON A THENE 4

Commander Kirk, First Officer of the U.S.S. Enterprise, was frowning slightly
as he made his way to sickbay. The call the senior nurse had made sounded urgent;
Tamura was clearly distressed about something. Yot she had said 'I think you'd
better come 0 sickbay to hear about this.' Not 'Dr. McCoy thinks'.

Recelving the call, Spock had glanced across at his second in command.
Bverything on the bridge was routine at the moment; the shlp was four days out
from Starbase 8 on the first leg of a routine mission to give several colonies
their annual Starfleet medical check; there had been no emergencies of any kind,
Kirk glanced back at his Captain with a slight shrug that said, *It can't be
much. ' :

gpock apparently agreed. “Check it out, Mr. Kirk."
"Yes, Captain."

So now Kirk was making his way from {he.elevator to sickbay, wondering what
had happened to make Nurse Tamura call the bridge.

A the door opened to admit him, Kixk heard the volces ralsed in anger.
First McCoy's, then the glrl's, quister but determlned. Her words reached the
First Officer clearly.

"I am a nurse flrst, and a member of the crew of the Enterprise ueoond e
MCCoy in .

... McCoy seemed to become aware of Kirk's intrusion, and obviously altered what
he had been about to say, "I'll give them a full repert,” he said, almost dully,
hls anger visibly fading. "I promise."

She looked intently at him, then nodded and turned away. As the docr closed
behind her, Kirk said ghietly, "That was some scene, Bones.,"

Instead of following the obvious line of thought McCoy said abruptly, "Ttve
just finished the crew's routine medicals, Jlm."

"and?r If MeCoy didn'+ want to talk about his argunent with his head TUTSEe
Kirk was the last man to pueh him about it.

"he crew is all in perfect health = with one exception.”
gomething in McCoy's tone half alerted Kirk. "Bad?"
*"Terminal. "

Terminal! There were almost no terminal ailments now, although Kirk knew
that in the past many now curable diseases had been fatal, “Who is it2".

As if Xirk hadn't spoken, McCoy went on. "He has one year 1o live ‘=.at the
outside chance." . ..

"o is 1t?" Kirk asked again, more sharply.
"The ship's Chief Medical Officer.™
It took.a moment to sink in. ‘"You?"

"'l be able to work most efflclently in the tlme left if you can keep it
to yourself, Jim,"

You don't want plty, Klrk thought. ﬂSpock will have to be told. I don't
see any reason to inform anyone else. What is the condition®"

"Yenopolycythemia. "

Kirk had come across a mention of it in one of his scientific journals. It
was one of the rare blood diseases that only. attacked space-going personnel;
only about one in twenty thousand was affected. Because 1t was s0 rare, attempts
to isolate its cause and to Find a cure were sporadic. 'And even 1f Bohes, with
a personal interest in finding a cuwe, were to devote all his spare. time to
researching it, he was extremely unllkely to come up with anything useful in the
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three o four months he had before the debilitating effects of the disease
caused so much damage that recovery was impossible. The knowledge made a weply
impossible. He could only look helplesaly at his dylng friend in silent sympathy.

"It was serious then," Spock said as he entered Kirk's cabin in response to
his First Officer's call.

Kirk ncdded. "Xenopolycythemia - have you heard of it?"
"A rare blood ailment," Spock replied.
Bones has it."

gpock nodded, hardly surprised. "This is one occasion when my previous
experiences are of value. Portunately, we are not too far from the
co~ordinates..." '

"Co—ordinates?" Kirk asked blankly.

"This happened in the other universe," Spock explained. "We came upon a
race who had a cure, in time to benefit our McCoy. This time I know the situat~
ion on Yonada, so the problems..."

"Yonada?" Klrk cut in, anxiety shar@ening his tone.
"Weg -~ Jim, what is 1t?v

Kirk ran his tongue over suddenly drxy lips. "Spock - we found the world of
Yonada a few months before you came here. - It was a plague world, only a handful
of immune carriers left alive. We beamed one aboard, kept her in gquarantine in
sickbay until the Captain found out who they were and why they were there. Thelr
sun had gone nova, they were searching for a new world to settle...but every one
they came to, they had been forced to leave; they suffered from agoraphobia as a
result of always living in a falrly enclosed space, and none of them had been
able to adjust to living under the open sky. Eventually they had stopped looking,
living perfectly contentedly in their artificlal world until the disease struck.
But their world was on a collision course with a heavily populated colony planet.
It might have been possible to alter Yonada's course, but the Captain wouldn't
risk sending anyone aboard, not even a volunteer, to find out, and the handful of
survivors had forgotten all they ever knew about controlling their vessel...even:
their records had been lost when the main computer malfunctioned. At any rate,
the Captain beamed the woman back then destroyed Yonada completely -~ he might -
have taken the risk if there'd been any chance of gain, but he wouldn't even
evacuate the few survivors. He said that they were disease carriers who couldn't
be settled anywhere ~ that it was kinder to destroy them with their woxrld."
Kirk's voice shook slightly. "Perhaps he was right...though whatever his real
motive, 'kindness' was surely not really part of it."

"Nothing was salvaged?"
Kirk shook his head. "Nothing."

It was almost a week before Spock brought the subject up againe. Kirk had
geen very little of him during that time; even his duby hours were mostly spent
in his quarters, and the 'Do not disturb' sign was appavently permanently 1it.
Although puzzled, Kirk accepted his friend's withdrawal tranquilly; Spock said
he had work to do = if he felt he required several days solitude to do it, that
was up to him.

Finally Spock called the bridge, where Xirk had the con.
"My, Kirk - I would like a word with you in my guarters."”

"On my way, Captaifi." Kirk flicked off the intercom. "You have the con,
Mr. Sulu." He strode confidently into the elevator.

He entered Spock's cabin in response to the Vulcan's call and stopped dead,
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staring at the transporter-like structure that occupied half of the living and
working area. .

"What on eaxrth...?"

"If McCoy is to be saved, Jin, drastic measures are necessary. I have ro=
built the machinery that let me enter this universe; it is attuned to what is
left of the equipment I left behind - when I came through permanently I destroyed
the doorway, and though much of the machinery would have been damaged beyond
reconstruction when that happened, my tests show that enough remains that I can
focus on it and return to it. I will go through, find the other McCoy, obtain
the cure from him, and return. It will take a few days, but it should not take
toc long =~ when I left, McCoy was based on Vulcan, running his xenomedical
school thewe, and I doubt that he would leave; mnor would he retire, for he is
the sort of man who 'dies in harness'. If he has left for any reason, I will
come back and let you know, then go through again to follow him."

YPangerous,” Kirk said.
"Yes =~ but 1t is our McCoy's only chance."

"Ourx? McCoye..not 'your' - four'. Such a little thing, and yet so emotion-
ally satisfying as a reaffirmation of Spock's commitment to this universe.

"Yes," Kirk said. "And I see that you must be the one to go ~ you know
where the...the xenomedical schocl is. In +that respect, the other universe is
more advanced than this one.”

"Such a school may be started here in time,"™ Spock answered quietly., "It
was begun by Dr. MoCoy in the other universe. With CGaptain Kirk dead and myself
promoted away from the Enterprise, he chose also to retire from active service.
His medical knowledge of many races filled a specialised need; he realised that
space=going doctors required a wider. range of experience than was offered by
Starfleet Academy, excellent though the medical course given there was. S0Oess
At first he took only a few students in his home, but word spread, and he had to
find more spacious accomodation, ~Then he had to find more teachers. The staff
he selected was made up of experienced Starfleet medical officers either retired
or invalided out through injury or falling a vroutine medical examination. The
success of his methods led to Starfleet agreeing to finance his school, and he
resuned his career in Starfleet. His primary concern is the medical school, but
he also holds =~ ox held =~ the position of Head of the Medical Section of the
Vulcan Starbase."

"1 see.”

Spock smiled suddenly and unexpectedly. 'One thing I do remember about the
treatment of xenopolycythemia - I teased the other McCoy rather unmercifully
about it at first, I'm afraid, until I realised I was being unnecessarily cruel -
he must stop eating meat. Our McCoy might be helped by doing that now."

It took a moment to sink in. "Poor Bones!™ . .

"He can still eat the flesh of poultry or fish," Spock added, "but not red
meat, ever again. I should have remembered that a week ago. Although the cure
is complete, susceptibility to the condition remains, and a controlled diet is
necessary."”

T’ think Bones has bean off his food anyway since he dlagnosed it," Xirk
told him. "When I've seen him in the mess, he's been nibbling at things like
omelettes,"  He looked straight at Spock, knowing that they were now talking, at
least in part, to waste time. "Are you ready to go?"

lees . 1"

"Spock -~ our llnk." Kirk touched his forehead. "Will I...be able to
reach yout"

The Vulcan considered for a moment. "I do not know, Jim - I.think it
unlikely. An incomplete bond, stretched between two universes... Do not be
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alarmed if you cannot touch my thoughts.”
Kirk held out his hand. "“Be careful, my friend.”

The Vulcan nodded as he took it. "Very careful,” he said. "If all goes
well I will requive only two days, but I may be longer if McCoy is away in
another part of Vulcan, as he sometimes is.” :

“I'11 try not to worry."

The firm handclasp loosenedj Spock stepped into the 'transporter chamber!
of his device, fastening a small box to his belt; Kirk knew it was the key for
his returmn. '

“"Depress the green button," Spock instructed. Kirk ohbeyed; the Vulcan
shimmered for a moment, and disappeaxed.

Not until Spock was gone did Kirk realise that he had given no instructions
to cover the period he would be awayj as far as the ship was concerned, Spock
was still engaged in the routine work that had been occupying his attention for
some days = only Kirk knew otherwises It did mean; however,; that should any
emergency arise, its resolution sat firmly on the First Officer's shoulders.
Kirk swallowed nervously, then straightened resolutely. Spock trusted him to
look after the ship. He would not fail. S '

The days dragged past - first the two that Spock had estimated was the
least time he would need...then a third...a fourth...a fifth. By the sixth day
Kirk was almost frantle with worry.

'If he has left, I will come back and let you know,' Spock had said. That
he had not meant that Me(oy was still there...the delay indicated that either he
had been hard to get hold of - or that Spock was in trouble.

Spock was in trouble. Kirk was sure of it.

The small box that was the key to his return should operate anywhere, and
Spock would be drawn back here.  So he had not operated it. The momentary fear
that 1t had not worked Kirk dismissed as not worth consideration. It was not,
after all, in any way experimental, but a veconstruction of the device that had
brought Spock safely here in the first place. '

No. Spock was in trouble. That meant someone would have to go after himes.
and the only person who could go was Kirk himself. No-~one else knew the truth
except McCoy, and he certainly could not leave the ship in his condition. It
had to be Kirk. :

Yet. .. Spock had left the ship in his charge. How could he abandon that
responsibility?

How could he abandon Spock?

There was no choice. It only remained to think up a good reason for handing
command over to Charlene Masters. :

Research?

‘T4 would sexve him for now, as it had so frequently done in the past...but
for Spock? ‘

‘ He could, of course, involve McCoy...a disease, contagious, requiring
isolation, confinement to guarters...but he did not want to approach McCoy.
That would mean giving an explanation, and he did not want to arocuse hopes that
might prove false.

Kirk sat, gathering his thoughts as Spock had taught him, considering the
possibilities as logically as he could. He quickly reached one positive con=
closion. He must confide in Masters. '
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Not fully, of course, bubt fully enough for her to appreciate just what
gpock had done, and why. Then together they could enlist McCoy's help with some
story of a research trip gone wrong. But then McCoy would certainly wonder why
Spock had gone back into the other universe... What reason could he givey it
would be so much easier 1f, 1like Masters, McCoy did not kmow of Spock's alternate
universe origins!

Oxsss Don't tell McCoy yet: Tell Masters, then got leaving ggg-to’tell
McCoy the bare facts that had been revealed to her. It would be easier for him
than lying; Masbters could simply say she didnit know what research they were
engaged on, and MeCoy was far less likely to suspect her of telling him less than
the exact truth. She could then call on McCoy's ald to cover up thelr disappear—
ance. Even Starfleet Command would not question the word of a Chief Medical .
Officer, and the odds were favourable that on such a routine mission no-one would
want to gontact them anyway.

There was plenty of time, too; checking the colonles would take some three
months before they had to return to Starbase, even to transfer McCoy off. The
initial progress of xenopolycythemis was slow, and because of the frequency of
checks had been €iscovered quickly; only in ‘the final months did the build up
of poisons it caused weaken the patient to the polnt of incapacitation, although
he would soon be unable to kide his growing weakness from the rest of the medical
staff. The colonies were well inside Federation space ~ there should be no
emergen01es. But he = and Spock =~ had to be covered.

His mlnd mwie up, Kirk reached for the intercom - then paused, even as he
touched it. No. Better for him to visit Masters in her cabin. That way there
would be no evidence that First Officer and Chief Engineer had prediscussedw..
anything.

If Charlene Masters was surprised when she discoveied the idenﬁity.of her
visitor she hid it well, -

"Yes, Jin?" she asked’quietly, a hand moving to freeze the image of the
technical diagram in the viewer. There was clearly something on his mind -~ that
habit of +twisting his ring...was he even conscious of it? she wondered.

“Charlene, T need your help.” It was an abrupt statement that sounded
almost forced, and she frowned slightly.

"snything I can do, of course," she agreed, gesturlnﬂ to a chalr. Kirk sank
into it, He seemed to be thinking.

"What 1s it, Jim?" she asked as he showed no sign of going on.
vgpock," Kirk said. "He's in twouble, Charlene = I'm sure of it."
*If he won't tell you, Jim, he won't tell anyone," she said gently.
"Tt's not as easy as that,” Kirk told her.

She walted patlcntly for him to zo on, but he seemed to be having dlfflculty
in finding words. Finally he sald, still abruptly, "This concerns McCoy too,
Charlene., He asked me not to tell anyone...but before I can explain this whole
thing to you 1T have to let you know, Please — you must keep the knowledge to
yourself."

" Puzzled, she nodded, and Kirk contlnusd. "bon't even let Bones know you
know, "

"A11 right," she agreed.

He took a deep breath. "Bones is dying, Charlene. Xenopolycythemia."
Seeing her uncompréhending stare, he explained. "It's & rare blood diseasze, a
sort of inability in the blood to rid itself of body poisons, the corpuscles
can't carry oxygen round the body as efficlently as noxmal, and there's no cure -
it's too rare for anyone to have been allocated funds to reaearch it."

Shock showed clearly on her face. "Oh Godl"
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"He has - at most - & year to live. If a cure could be found inside the
next three months or so, he could recover fully, but after that there's too much
damage been done to the vital organs -~ even if he lived he'd be a permanent
invalid. Without a cure, death is inevitable. He'll stay with the ship until
we get back to Starbase 8 - then he'll be transferred off, ostensibly to a ghore
posting, in actual fact..." His volce faded and he swallowed the lamp that
threatened to choke hin. : S

Masters looked keenly at her senior officer for a moment. "All right =
where does Spock £it into this?"

"Several years ago, Spock did somé...personal vesearch inte the theory that
other universes oxist." Kirk spoke carefully now., "He never published his find-
ings because he came to the conclusion that the whole subject could be terribly
dangerous, and he deliberately destroyed everything =~ equipment, records, the
lot = that had any connection with it. - However, before he did that he actually
visited at least two other universes = possibly more.

He found many simllarities, with much the same people...relationships,
personalities, even events sometimes varied slightly, and it was this in part
that created the danger. Can you imagine an unscrupulous man, prevented here
from doing as he wished, going into another universe, taking his counterpart'
place. .. 7"

"Wes," she agreed. "An interesbting technical achievement, bute.. GO oh"

"Juring the time Spock spent in one particular universe, he came across a
mention of a cure for xencpolycythemia."

"He rebullt his equipment?"

No wonder she had risen to Chief Engineer, he thought; her mind was
remarkably sharp.

"Yes. He went through a week ago, expecting to require at most two or
three dayse. He promised to come back and let ne know if he discovered he would
be longern.  He has not ¢ome back."

She thought about it for a moment. "How many people know of this?"

"Bones knows about the earlier experiments, but not about this attempt; we
decided not to tell him in case we failed., And now you. Nobody else Kknows."

"ihat do you mean to do?"

"Someone will have to go after Spock. Since I know most about what he
planmed, it will have to be me. But I Can't go without your help, Charlene. I
neod you to take command of the Enterprise, and also to cover up for us somehow
should any new orders come through - though I don't expect that to happen.

Bones can probably help you cover for us - except that he mustn't know why we
went through to the other universe. I don't want to see him before I go - I
can't lie convineingly, he'd know I was hldlng something ~ but all you need tell
him is that I sald Spock was in trouble in the alternate unlverse, and T went
after him. He'll understand that."

"Have you any ldea how long you'll be?"

"jo. It all depends on so many factors." He did not add that there wae
only one return mechanism - and Spock had it. If he failed to find his friend
he would not be able to return.

9411 right, I'11l take over, enlist MeCoy's help and cover for you as long
as possible. Just try not o be too long, huh?*

Kirk smiled, a mixture of relief and gretitude. "“Thanks, Charlene. I
won't forget thils."

"Jhen do you mean to go?"
"Now seems as good a time as any."



They went along the deserted corridors of the ship's night without meeting
anyone and Kirk opened the door of the Captain's cabin. Charlene looked at the
hastily-tuilt transporter-like equipment with interest. Kirk indicated the
appropriate button. :

"Press that green button," he instructed. As she nodded he crossed to the
ttransporter chamber' and entered it. 'Ready." :

She pressed th@fbutton.l For a moment éhe thought it ‘was not going to work,
for a moment Kirk was aware of fear, fear of the unknown; :then he shimmered out
of sight. ' ) ) ‘ L :

sgood luck, Jim," she murmured softly;' theﬁ, eyes alight with interest,
she turned her attention to examining, without touching, the machinery that
half-filled the room.

Kirk regained awareness to find himself stending in a cellar, dimly 11t by
a fading emergency light in the ceiling. The furniture could be seen only as
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dim shapes in the faint twilight of the room.

There must be a lieght switch by the door, Kixk thought, staring round in
search of it. A rectangle, slightly darker than the rest of the wall, attracted
his attention; he moved to it. Yes, a door., He ran his hand down the wall be-
side 1t and found the switch. '

He blinked in the sudden brightness, his eyes readjusting, to look round
with some interest...and froze. A figure was sitting at a console a little to
one side of him. He moved forward.

Mercifully, the eyes were shut. He could not have borne it otherwise.

There was no blood staining the Commodore's shirt; the Captain's blood had
ceased to flow even before Spock withdrew the knife that had killed his counter—
part. But at this distance, Kirk could plainly see the blackened blood encrust-
ing the wound on the corpse's neck.

The body had mummified in the dry heat that penetrated even this closed
cellar. Always thin, the Captain's face had not been altered to any extent by
the mummification, but death had relaxed it into a strange gentleness that the
Captain had never shown while he was alive.

Kirk looked at his dead tormentor, trembling with shock -~ he had forgotten
that Spock had left the body here. And remembering.

Remembering pain. Remembering humiliation.
Remembering the Captain's last words as he died,

Remembering two tapes; one, a message intended for him; one, a personal
record the Captain had never intended anyone to hear.

"T'm sorry,” Kirk said quietly. "I could have loved you - but you made sure
I would only fear you. Is it so surprising that at last you made me fear you
too much? Perhaps in another universe, with a stronger Kirk, you would have
Found the companionship you denied to us...and I do wish you could have known
its You were never happy, wers yout"

He studied the body for a moment longer, then turned away.

The door opened easily at his touch, and Kirk found himself in the little-
used area where old Starbase recoxds were stored.- 1t seemed:.that in this unlv-
eree, as in his own, the bureaucratic mind discarded nothing, remote though the
possibility was that it would be needed again. Spock had told him that the
warning devices he had set proved that no=one else had ventured this far into
the cellars in all the time he had used his hidden base.

From Spock's description, and his own limited knowledge of the Vulcan
Starbase complex in his own universe, Kirk knew that the greatest danger lay in
being seen as he emerged from the hidden room. Having reached this far, he
could mingle with the headquarters staff who went about their duties even in the
Commodorets private residence, his uniform rendering him simply another faceless
unit in the busy life of the base. - A sudden impulse had made him 1ift a dis-
carded cliphoard from the cellar, and he now carried it in such a way that it
concealed the ship's insisnia on his shirt - among the base staff might be some~
one who would recognise the Enterprise arrvowhead, and know that none. of her
officers had any husiness on Vulcan. '

Luck was with him; or perhaps it was simply that the lower levels of the
base were seldom used, but he saw no-one until he emérged into a busy corridor
and joined the flow of hurrying men and women. Mentally, Kirk blessed the
attitude that assumed that a man in uniform who acted as though he had a right
to be where he was, probably did. Assuming an intent, serious expression he
walked briskly along the corrldor, passed unchallenged through a side door, and
emerged onto the open area of the base.
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Here he paused, considering his next move. The main gate would be guaxrded,
he knew, and it seemed foolish to risk being stopped - sometimes a security
cheek covered those leaving, as well as entering, the restricted area of a base.
It would perhaps be wiser to take the longer, but less sensitive, route across
the spaceport which served both the base and the civilian trafflc, and to leave
the area by the unguarded exit into the township.

Not in his uniform, though. That would be too conspicuous, Kirk thought.
The presence of a Starfleet officer in such a quarter would be noticed, rememb—
ered, and perhaps mentioned in the hearing of those whose attention would be
und951rable.'

Just ahead of hin a group of mechanlcs emerged from a hangar belonging to
one of the private spacelines; the sight gave him an idea and he slipped inside,
heading for the lockexr xoom.

As he had hoped, several palrs of engineering coveralls were lying around;
choosing the one nearest his size Kirk pulled it on and surveyed himself in the
mirror with a grin of satisfaction =~ the act had transformed him from a Star—
fleet officer into a nameless and unimportant civilian technloian.

Confidently he left the hangar and joined the steady flow of people headlng
of’f the base; the bored guard on duty scarcely lifted his eyes as they passed,
though Kirk had seen him moments before challenge someone who sought to enter,

Safely.on the street, Kirk made his way to a video booth end consulted the
directory for McCoy's addresss; for a moment he was tempted to call shead, but
decided against it - there was no guarantee that his call would be put through
to the Head of Medicine on the Vulean base, and he dared not give his name.
Better, he thought, to make personal contact with McCoy if he could, and rely on
the shock of his physical appearance to gain him speech with the doctor,

Memormsing the address, and the route to it, Kirk set off to walk. He had
not thought, in his haste, to bring any cash with him ~ if indeed the money of
his universe was the same as in this ~ and in this universe he had no credit
numbexr to give.

His way led through the least rveputable part of the township. It was early
evening, and the lights of the drinking dens and brothels were already twinkling
into garish life. For the most part he managed to avoid the revellers who
thronged the streets, but at one point, as he stepped out of the way of a stagger-
ing drunk, he collided heavily with a very tall, thickset man who was forced to
clutch at him to prevent $he lighter man from sprawllng into the road.

"Sorry, youngster, I..."

Kirk looked up enguiringly as the voice faded. He had pever met the stranger,
he was certain - he could not have forgotten the brmght, cunning eyes or the
distinctive moustache -~ yet the man was staring at him in open-mouthed astonish=—
ment.

That wag the other thing he had forgotien, he wealised; MeCoy was not the
only man on Vulcan who might recognise the face of Jim Kixk...though to be sure,
his youth would be confusing... .

"Excuse me, sir." Since the man seemed disinclined to release him, Kirk
wriggled free of his grip and stepped aside, walking on quickly. He glanced
back only once, 1o see the stranger staring after hlm. Thankfully, he ducked
down a side street, and was soon hidden from the man's sight.

On the main street a thoughtful figure raised a hand to stroke his drooping
moustache as he followed the retreating youth with speculdtive eyes, After a
moment he turned towards the bar he had been about to enter, he51tated, then
walked glowly away.

Suddenly he felt very old and tired; memories of younger, happier days,
daring chances, grandiose schemes that had somehow never worked out quite as he
had intended, filled his mind, called to 1ife by a palr of hauntingly-familiar
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eyes. S0 long ago... Purely a chance resemblanoe; of course... Harcourt
Fenton Mudd had never belicved in ghosts ~ and he wasn't about to begin now.

After a few minutes Kirk began to doubt the wisdom of his detour. The-
street he was following was in the roughest section of the town, and he hurried
along, his eyes lowered, hoping to come soon to a cross—stireet that would take
him back on the way to McCoy S

From open doorwsys soft volces called to him, promising him a variety of
pleasures; once arms entwined around his neck, seeking to draw him in, a
proposition to which he reacted instinctively by pulling away and almost running
from the sound of the mocking laughter that followed him.

It was with considerashle velief that Kirk turned into a quieter street,
ut it seemed that a different danger awalted him. He was Just passing beneath
a street lamp when a burly man in the uniform of one of the civil spacelines
stepped out and blocked his path.

"Just off the ship, kid?®

"Toeol'm going to meet friends..." Kirk backed away nervously, then real=-
ised that three more men had come up behind hime "They'll be wailtinge.."

"You can spare a few minutes, surély?" The man was gazing at the shoulder
of Kirk's coveralls. "L see you're an engineering technician -~ Just what we
need.” !

"1 already have a berth, thanks." Kirk knew a moment's relief at the
realisation that the man had not, as he feared, accosted him in search of a sex=
ual partner, but he was well aware of the risk of being fcreibly abducted to
gserve on one of the less strictly run civil ships; and once he vanished into
enforced service it would be months before he could even try to escape, far too
late to be of any help to Spock - and certainly too late for McCoy.

With a courage born of desperation and the need to avoid capture at all
costs, Kirk seized the only chance he had, that of surprise. He dodged aside,
avoiding the clutching hands, and fled as fast as he could, aware that his chances
of finding help, or even a safe hiding place in this area, were very siim indeed.

The Vulcan guard executed a punctilious salute, and recelved in exchange an
absent-minded wave from the muffled figure who approached the main gate of the
Security area of the Starbase.

"Do you wish an escort, Doctor?"

"An escort?" Surgeon=idmiral Leonard McCoy, Director of the Institute of
Xenomedicine on Vulcan, Chief Medical Officer for the Starbase, snorted
indignantly. vWhat the blue blazes would I want an escort for, Sandor?"

The Vulcan raised a resigned eyebrow, wondering for the hundredth time how
anyone as iraseible and appavently disorganised as McCoy could contrive to rem=—
ember the name of every member of the Starbase staff.

ryore you not aware, Doctor, that Commodore Sendak placed the entire base
on full security 7.5 days ago? All key personnel are naturally provided with an
egcort if required.

"Well, I don't need one. I'Vve been too husy to bother about Sendak!'s
damned security drills. I'm going home, for the first time in a week, and I
don't want to be bothered with any of your nonsense, Sandor. Go and guard some=-
one important = &ll a doctor does is clear up the mess you fellows create. :
Goodnight to you.™

- "Goodnight, Doctox." N
McCoy pulled the collar of his cloak closer axound himself, and set off to
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walk the short distance to the small house he had taken in the town, preferring
to have his private dwelling outside the Starbase.

Despite the bitter cold his steps slowed as he found hlmself studying the
glorious night sky of Vulean. Strange, he thought, that after all these years
this was where his career was ending, even stranger that he had learned to love
this alien world, perhaps even to understand its people...a'little.

His eyes, still intensely blue, clouded as his gaze rested on a small, dim
star low in the heavens, an insignificant speck in the grandeur arched above hin.
His own sun...his and Jin's...and Spock's...

But Jim was twenty years dead, and spock;..

"Where the hell axe you, you stubborn, irritating Vulcan?" he murmured
aloud; despite his words, his voice was soft with grief.

Jim's last resting place was very elose; his friend lay beneath Vulcan's
red soil, for Spock had wished it so, and there was no=-one else left on Earth
to care where he was buried. Spock, though...Spock had vankshed utterly three
years ago, leaving no trace of His passing, and Mc(Coy's grief was still fresh in
his mind.

"Did you go to Jlm? Was that 1t9“ he whispered. "Couldn't you have told
me? 1I'd have understood...”

Yes, he would have understood that, for after Jim's death the Vnlecan had
altered terxibly. Not obviously ~ to anyone else he still seemed the controlled,
emotionless Vulcan; but on occasions the mask had slipped, and McCoy had seen
the bleak misexry in the dark eyes.

Those years on the Enterprise... Spock had taken command because it was
Jim's wish,..and MeCoy had remained at his side, partly because there was nowhere
else to go, but mainly because each found a bitter comfort in the memories they
shared - and a refuge from the one memory neither dared examine too closely, that
of the mindless, terrified, pitiful thing that had whimpered out its short 1life
in gSpock's arms.

Then...that last voyage...McCoy absent attending a course in preparvation for
his eventual retivement from Starship sexvice; Spock returning, his eyes vividly,
terribly alive, taking command of the Starbase, an offer he had refused until
now; only to plunge intd months of mysterious, secretive research during which
McCoy seldom sew his friend. Spock's collapse, the sudden despair that had over—
vhelmed him until McCoy felt the cold dread of losing him; the inexplicable
recovery, the return to his obsessive secrecy...and the mysterious dlsappearance
without word or sign.

Since then = nothing. Only an aging, lonely man who buried himself in his
work o keep ‘from howling his grief for the friends who had been dearer +o hlm
than any family,

Shaking his head, MeCoy qulckened his pace. He was passing through the
civilian spaceport area, the usual sort of rough-ard-ready town that seemed to
spring up automatically to cater for the commercial space crews = and often Star-
fleet men on shore leave. The Vulcan authorities were not altogether happy at
having such a complex on thelr texxitory, but reluctantly accepted that it was
inevitable; In return the space crews confined their relaxation to this area,
for the disciplined environment of the rest of Vulcan was not to thelr taste.
Besides, why risk incurring the penalties of Vulcan law, when all that they-
required was avallable here?

Despite the roughness of the area, McCoy was safe enough - respect for his
medical uniform protected him from assault = and his home, situated in its own
grounds, was far encugh from the bars and nightclubs to enjoy & neasure of peace
and quiet.
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Absorbed in his memories MeCoy threaded his way through the crowds thronging
the streets, intent on a good tine. One burly engineer in the uniform of a
commerclal spacellne cellided with him, then apologised hastily as he recognised
the médical insignia.

MeCoy continued on, frowﬁing‘as the man rejoined his companions. This group
was completely sober, alert, looking round as though in search of somethings and
the doctor knew what it was.

The civilian crews were drifters, always changing employment when the fancy
took them; and it was not unknown for a liner to be stranded if a crewman jJumped
ship. The simplest and easiest solution was to kidnap a replacement. It was the
shanghal system of the old sailing days brought up-to~date, and although Starfleet
had done its hest to stamp out the practice, thelr efforts were flercely resisted
by the men themselves, who preferred to take a chance on being kidnapped rather
than have thelr freedom curtalled by official reglsters and contracts - 'bureau~
cratic intexference', they termed it. :

With a sigh of relief HeCoy turned into the alley that led to his house. The
gate swung open at a touch, and again he frowned, certain that he had closed it
last time he left; +then he shrugged = the medical insignia was repeated in the
design of the gate, perhaps a patient had been seeking help.

He lingered for a moment in the garden, taking a last look at the night sky,
then tummed to place his hand on the identification plate beside the front doow.
As he did so a movement in the deep shadows of the porch made him start.

"Who's there?" he demanded shaxrply.
"Dr. McCoy?" The volce was faint, hesitant, disturbingly familiar,
"I'n MeCoy. Who are you? Do you need a doctor?!

"I needsss I must speak with you." The voice was moxe confldent now, but
still breathless. '

.Mccoy hesitated. "Call my office and make an appointment," he growled. "I'n
of f duty now."

"No, please} You must listen %o me..." His unseen companion broke off as
. volces sounded in the alley outside. "Don't let them see me! They're looking
for me, to take me aboard their ship... I eluded them, but they must have foll-
owed me... Please, let me in! I've got to talk to youl"

"T don't know about that." McCoy was doubtful. Admit a stranger into his
home at this hour? Although as a doctor he should be safe enough, there were a
lot of odd characters around...

The voices came neaxer, and the doctor recognised the tones of the man who
had bumped into him earlier; the zate creaked, and slow faootsteps wang on the
path. '

His visitor geve a gasp of sheer terror. "Bones, please! Let me inl"

No~one's called me 'Bones' in iwenty years! was McCoy's first thought. He
pressed his hand on the plate. "Get inside, and keep quieti®

A shadow slipped inside the door, and with a calm he was very far from feel-
ing, McCoy turned to greet the newcomers

"Can I help you?" He winced as a flashllght fell on his face, blinding him.

"Oh. it's you agaln, Doc. Sorry to bhother you. We're 1ook1nb for a
deserters one of my men thought he'd seen him come this way. You haven't seen
him, have you?"

"Jorry, no =~ I've only just arrlved " McCoy salds "You may search the
garden, if you wish." _ .

“Thanks." The man tramped off, and for a few minutes the garden‘waS'full of
voices and flashing lights as the search progressed, At last the men drifted away,
and the engineer returmed.
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- "No luck?" McCoy asked. .
"No = T guess he got away. Sorry to disturb ybu, Doc. Goodnight."
"Goodnight." ‘ : ‘

McCoy walted until the man closdd the gate before he entered the house, clog=-
ing the door firmly behind him,  The room was in darkness, and a touch on the
light switch revealed his visitor sprawled unconscious Just inside the doocxway.

Goncerned, McCoy knelt and turned the limp body over =~ then stared down in

sheer disbelief swe tmme spun back twenty, thirty years, and he gazed into the face
of Jim Kirk. :

"Impossible!" he muttered. Jim Kirk was twenty years dead, and anyway, his
visitor was far too young... - But could it be...could it possibly be...that
unknown to him his dead friend had fathered a son? Marlena Moreau... Anne Mulhall
evs  Areel Shaw... There had been s0 many women...

-And yeb...Jim Kirk's son in the drab coveralls of an engineering technician?

Setting the mystery aside for the moment MeCoy touched his fingers to the
sluggishly bleeding dut on the young man's face. First things first, he decided,
and 1lifted the man onto the couch before going to Fetch his medicat | klt.

The injury tended, he sought for further damage, but the stranger seemed only
to be suffering from extreme exhaustion; as McCoy pulled off the coveralls,
though, the mystery deepened - his visitor wore the uniform of a Commander in
Starfleet, his Insignia the gold arrowhead of the Science Department of the U.S.S.
Entexprise.

"Impossible}” McCoy repeated. Thelev of Andor was Science Officer of the
Enterprise now, under Sulu's command; and McCoy was convinced that he would have
heard of any officer in the Fleet who was Jim Kirk's double.

There were a thousand questions he wanted to ask, but when those disturbingly
familiar eyes opened at last, McCoy's first thought was for his patient.

“"How do_ you feel?"

The young man accepted McCoy's help to sit up, and drained the‘glass that was
handed 40 him. "I'm fine now. That engineer got in a lucky punch - he almost
caught me,"

"Then do you feel up to telling me who you are, and what'you're doing here?"”
Firm lips curved in the well-remembered grin. "Don't you know me, Bones?"

MeCoy locked at him, his eyes shadowed. "I kmow who you seem to be. Butb
I'm too old and tired for guessing games...and 1t hurts-too much. Are you...his
son?" .

"I'm sorry." The iteasing light died in the hazel ayes. "It's Just...meeting
you at last... Spock's told me so much about yous.."

"Spock? You've seen hin? He's alive?" Feeling suddenly faint McCoy sat
down heavily. He was aware that his erstwhile patient had jumped from the couch,
that a strong arm encircled his shaking shoulders.

"I'm doing this so badly," the quiet volce murmured.

"Spock... To have news after so longe.. Is he well? Tell me," McCoy
pleaded., "Did he seek you out, is that it? He found Jim Kirk'g son, and..."

"No, I am not Captain Kirk's son. I'1ll tell you all that I can.® The
stranger sat back on his hesls, one hand resting lightly on McCoy's arm. "Have
you ever heard of the thewry of alte¢rpate universes?”

"Waguely.® McCoy frowned in concentration. ™I remember listening to Spock
and Scotty discussing it once, but most of it went over my head. As I remember,
it's an argument that parallel universes exlst alongside ours, possibly similax,
possibly very different.”
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"Tt ig more than a theory, for I am the James Kirk from one of those alter—
nate universes. There is much that I cannot tell you, but... After your friend
died, Spock learncd that these alternate universes do exisi, and realised that
in some other reality Jim Kirk still lived, and might have need of him. He was
able to...to study the alternmate time-lines, and eventually learned to pass
between them.” He...he found me in great peril, and came to my aid...then for
many reasons he could not leave me. He remained in my universe.”

"Did a Spock not already eX1st there?" Mcgoy asked.

"He had done...but he died." For a moment the hazel eyes fell. "One of
the differences was, he'd been Captaln, I Was First Officer, Spock assumed his
place."

"7+ must have been a comfort to you both, 40 have found each other. TYour
Spock's death must have grieved you."

golour flooded the pale cheeks. "Forgive me, but I cannot bear to speak of
it, even now," Kirk said quietly. "His death left the ship in grave danger, and
I was in no fit state to take command... Spock saved my life and my sanity. He
made his home in my universe, and we were content, until...until it became
necessary for him to return here."

"Wwhat brought him back?"
. "You did," '

ngem :

"jell, your...counterpart in my universe - 'my' Dr. McCoy. He's dying,‘and
Spock came to ask your help.”

"What's wrong with him?"

"Xenopolycythemia. ‘

"I remember. It was a long time ago.”

"Yonada no longer exists in my universe - another difference. Spock thought
to come back, get the formula for the treatment from you. But thenv.."

MeCoy sat up qulckly, noting Kirk's increased pallor. "That's encugh for
now - you can tell me the rest later. You'we exhausted," he sald firmly.

"I'm all right," Kirk insisted, his eyes following McCoy as the doctor stood
up and reached for his medical kit. "It's only the after-effects of the transfer.
yhat matters is that something went wrong = Spock didn't come back."

*So you came after him, huh?"

"Wes, Teae" Kirk's eyes widened as McCoy pressed a hypo to his shoulder,
"Mo! You don't understand! T must...” His voice faded as he slumped unconscious.

ny fow hours won't make that much dlfference," MeCoy grunted as he lifted
the 1imp body and carried Kirk into the spare bedroom. "You'll be more use to
Spock = wherever he is - once you're rested."

Gently he drew the cover over the sleeping figure, then stood looking down
at the well-remembered face. It was an almost incredible story, yet somehow MeCoy
knew that it was true - knew it with a certainty: that went beyond reason, beyond
probability, as he responded in the old way to the presence of Jim ¥irk.

An alternate universe.., Jim alive and well; gpock once more at his sides..
Wait, though! What had Jim said? Spock had returned here, was missing...

The Vulean would have tried to reach him ~ that at least was certain. . McCoy
went into the small office he used at home and checked the recorded calls made to
his number during his absence. There was nothing he could not account fory no
name he did not recognise, no message that could have been an attempted contact
by the Vulecan.

Thinking hard, McCoy moved into the kitchen and automatlcally prepared a
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light supper. Perhaps when Jim woke he would have some idea where to start look-
ing - he would have known Spock's plans.

If only there was someone he could trust, someone he could ask for help!
But the disappearance of Commodore Spock had mystified Starfleet -~ here on
Vulcan even the most indirect enquiry about him would quickly reach the ears of
a higher authority... McCoy quailed at the possible complications of Starfleet
Command learning of the alternate universes. No, he and Jim must tackle it alone
= but how?

The door signal chimed, and making sure the bedroom door was firmly shut,
McCoy went to answer 3iti he half expected to ses the men who had been pursuing
Kirk, but instead the door slid aside to reveal a totally unexpected figure -~ and
the answer to his wish of a few moments ago.

"Scobty!" McCoy grabbed the engineer's arm and pulled him inside. "Scotty,
amn I ever glad to see youl"

"ih thocht tae surprise ye, Leonard.” The engineer returned McCoy's hug of
welcome. "ah'm addressing a conference here on Vulecan in a few days, but Ah canm’
on early tae hae some time wi' an auld friend. Man, it's been a long time! But
ye're lockin' well, Leonard."

"ou 100, Scotty. Oh, this is marvellous = you couldn't have come at a
better time. There's something - someone - I want you to see...you won't belleve
it...I hardly can myself, but... Oh, come and see for yourself!"

Half laughing, half crying, McCoy led the bewildered engineer into the bed=
room, turned the lamp on at its lowest setting, and pointed to the bed, watshing
his friend's face as his eyes slowly made ocut the sleeping figure.

Bewilderment, hope, confusion, recognition, flitted across Scotty's face in
rapid succession. "Jim Kirk? Och, it camna bel" Stunned, he sat down quickly
on the bed. :

The sudden weight disturbed Kirk, who stirred restiessly. McCoy moved closer,
anticipating the moment when he awoke, savouring Scotty's startled delight.

"Spock." Half asleep, Kirk reached out and touched the engineexr's shoulder.
He murmured a few words in Vulcan, then opened hls eyes, blinking sleepily as he
focused on the face leaning over him.

To McCoy's utter astonishment, horror and despalr clouded the hazel eyes,
and Kirk shrank back as far as he could.

"Seottye. . I'm s0rTy.. oI didn't mean...forglve me..." The disjointed words
were scarcely audible as Kirk turned away, burying his face in the pillow. "I
can face my other ghosts now...but not yours, Scotty...never yours. You were
kind to me once...don't punish me now...please..."

Suddenly McCoy realised what was wrong. "Jim, wake up!" He caught Kirk's
shoulder, alarmed at the violent trembling of the body under his hands, and
pulled Kirk round to face him. “Don't you remember where you are? This isn't
your universe = it's the one Spock came from." And what was your relationship
with Scotty there, when you're so afraid of him here? his unspoken thought
continued,

“ithate . T" Scotty began, but Meloy waved him to silence.
"Jim, there's nothing to fear. Hemember what happened,"

Slowly the trembling stopped, and Kirk ralsed his head, the shadows clear-—
ing from his eyes as he came fully awake.

"I was dreaming, and forgot. I thought..." He looked at SCotty, and the
engineer frowned in concern at the mixture of shame and joy in the eyes that shyly
met his.

"The other...allve here,” ¥irk whispered almost to himself.

"Leonard, whit's goin' on?" Scotty demanded. “Who's this?"
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Qulckly McCoy repeated the story as he knew it, and the engineer shook his
head 1n confusion.

"Alternate universe? Aye, I ken the theory. Spack allve, ye say? nd this
is an alternate of Captain Kirk? Weel, I've seen odd enough things in my time
no' tae believe yey laddie. But Captain...Jim... Whit the devil dae I call ye?"

"Call my 'Jim', please," Kirk sald quietly. “I'm Flrst Officer of the
Enterprise in my universe, and not your Captaln = though I know enough of him to
respect him as you do, "

:"Jim, then." Scotty hesitated. ™hy dae ye look at me as though ye'd seen
a ghost? I'd like fine tae help ye, but how can I dae that if ye dinna trust me?"

"It's not that." Kirk coloured painfully., "In my universe, you - your
counterpart -~ he's dead, and it was my fault. Xnowing that, can you trust me?"

" Scotty looked deep into the troubled eyes. "I can," he said firmly, "Spock
trusts ye, and that's, good enough for me. Forbye that, James Kirk was my friend -
and still ig.* :

~"Thank you, Scotty." Kirk smiled for a moment, and both men caught their
breath as the old magic wove its spell again, ensnarlng “them both as willing
captives in the web cf 7irk's charm. '

"Thank you both, my friends," Kirk continued. "There's not much more to tell,
Spock reached Vulecan ~ I know that from the readings on the equipment =~ but he
didn*t contact you, Bones. Something happened to him, and I must find out what.”

"Do you know where he intended to arrive on Vulcan?® McCoy asked.

"fhen Spock commanded the Starbase he had a hidden workroom in the cellar of
his house there. It was the one place he had precise co=ordinates for, and where
he could be sure of materlallslng unseen. But he got beyond the cellar -~ I canme
that way, and there was no sign of him,"

“Gould he have had some sort of accident leaving the base?" Scotty-asked.

"3pock kmew the base better than any man alive. Beslides, an injured man
Wwould have been found by Security and brought to sickbay, whatever was done with
him after. that," McCoy polnted out. "Even if 1t happened when I wasn't there, I
see all reports as a matter of course, and there was nothing like that."

"Wot an accident. then, and he wouldn't worry Jim by unnecessary delay,"
Scotty mused. "He'd have contacted MeCGoy if he'd been able to = so that means he
was prevented.' -

"Prevented?” ¥irk looked first pﬁzzled, then alarmed. MCh my god ~ the
Press gangs!"

Mio, not that." Scotbty shook his head positively., "Not even the most des~
Perate Captain would risk shipping a shanghaied Vulcan. I was thinking more of
the base itself. Jim, there are many people om Vulean who would recognise
Commodore Spock. Suppose...”" He seemed reluctant to finish ‘the thought. t
"Suppose he was recognised and captured? Isn't it possible that he's being held
secretly while Starfleet investigates his...his disappearance? They'd call it
desertion. "

"They'd want to know where ho s been all this time, and why he came back."
Kirk pursued the: thought. "They'd question him... Yes, it's possible. How do
vwe find him?" .

"Bluff," Mccoy offered. "T*11 go and see Sendak in the morming."
nSendak?" Kirk broke in. '
"gpock's cousin. He commands Starbasc Vulcan now, "

“In the other universe he's no friend of ours,” Xirk éaid'worriadly,
remembering how the man had attempted t6 frighten him'on the day of his bonding.

“He's no' an easy man," Scotty comforted, "but he's fair and honourable.
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He'll no' harm Spock, or allow him to be harmed."

"That's true," McCoy agreed, *I'll go and see him, tell him I've heard 8
runour that Commodore Spock has been seen on Vulcan. If he denies it we'll have
to think agaln, but I'm sure he won't tell me a direct lie. If Spock 1s hers,
I'11l get in to see him." o

"Is there any way I colild come with you?"
"It's an additional risk," McCoy frowned.

"Not for me - remember, I'm twenty years dead on this Vulcan, Besides, I
“think it important that I come - whatever Sendak tells you, if Spock is on the
base, I'1ll know." ‘

"How can ybu¢"‘.Séotty looked puzzled.

"In my unlverse, Vulcans are telepathic. Apparently they have the potential
here ‘oo, but it's a latent ability. Spock...learned to develop his powers, and
We aXlG...2Ware...0f each Othery that's why I'm so sure he's alive.,”

"Oh, I see - I .think. Hmmm; it won't be easy to get you onto the base...
Hey, that Security alert! = So that's why Sendak ordered it! I have an idea,
thoughe.. Tell you what, Jim.  Get some rest, there'g nothing we can do ddnight
anyway. In the morning I'll make a few calls, and if things work out all right,
I should be able to get you'into the base,”

"Okay, Bones = I am tired." McCoy smiled faintly at Kirk's unconscious use
of the old nickname - it was going to e pleasant to heaxr it again, even for a
brief time. "Goodnight, Scotty = I'1l see you in the morxning."”

MeCoy covered his guest with a blanket again, dimmed the light, then beckoned
Scotty to follow him from the room. "I'd say we deserve a drink, Scotly.”

"Aye!" The englneer gazed back at the cloged door. "Who's hae thocht it?
Jin Kirk...and Spock... Thanks, Leonard." He took the glass, drained it, and
held it out for a refill. "Did ye see how he looked at me? Leonard, scmething
terrible’s happened tae the lad =~ it falr braks ma hert tae see that expression
in his eyes, and ken I'm the cause o' it.”

"ot you = your counterpart. Talk to him, Scotty. I got the impressions..™
g pE
"Aye?“ ’

"I got the impression he needs...I don't know...your forgiveness, perhaps.
You saw how he was - nervous, ashamed and overjoyed all at once. It's going to
be hard to vemember he's not Captain Kirk, Scobtty -~ but he ig Jim Kirk, and any
help I can give him, I will., 3But he needs something from you, too. Will you
give 1t7?" - :

"If I can," Scotty promised.

In MeCoy's small guest room Jim Kirk tossed restlessly, too worried to sleep
despite his aching tiredness. Thé effects of the 'transporter' seemed to have
hit him harder than they had done Spock -~ though this was his first time, and the
Vulcan had used the mechanism several times before. Could that have affected hinm
somehow? A cumulative effect, distorting his judgement and re reflexes, rendering
h1m vulnerable? It was p0551ble.

At last, abandoning the futlle attempt to sleep, Kirk sat up in bed, hugging
his knees, his eyes fixed on the brilliant stars so familiar to him now, identical
to the ones that shone over his adopted world. He longed desperately to be back
there in the only home he had known since his early childhood, to be safe in his
room with Spock asleep just through the wally and in the moxrning there would be
Sarek's grave welcome, T'Pau's affectionate greeting...

‘Bub no. Thig was Spock's true home, he remembered. For a moment his old
doubt and wncertainty filled him. Could it be = could it possibly be -~ that
Spock, Finding himself once more in his own world, had regretted the lmpulse that
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had sent him into exile, bound him to Kirk? Had he simply decided to stay here,
to return to the family, the friends, the life that had bheen his? Had he finally
tired of Yirk's dependence on him?

No gain, Kirk told himself firmly. The love he had felt through their half-
formed bond was so great, so enduving, that the Vulcan would not even consider
the idea of parting. More, there was MeCoy, the Immocent cause of his’ journey.
McCoy, so desperately 1ll, his very life depending on the success of the quest.
Whatever else, Spock would not pexmit thelr loyal friend to die without making -
every effort to save him.

. Someth;ﬂg was holding Spock here against his wmll, Kirk was certain., He
dismissed out—-of~hand the thought that the Vulean might be dead; for incomplete
though it was, he would have felt the severance of their bond. True, he would
live if gpock died, for only the fully-consummated bonding established a link
deep enough to draw both partners into a shared death, but the part of his mind
that was Spock'’s living presence still radiated its gentle warmth.

With a sudden need to touch his bondmate's mind Kirk veached out,- calling,
praying for an answer. He had veached Spock before over an immense distance...
but he had been on the point of death then. For a moment he lay still, his mind
open, receptive bo catch the faintest echo of Spock's thoughts...but there was
nothing.

He could be hurt =~ or ill! Kirk's heart jolted in fear. Perhaps they were
WLONnE, perha@s Sgock had been 1n3ured by the transfer process. Or the Security
‘guards at the base mlght have harmed hlm... Yet if they had McCoy would have

. heard about it... '

Vulcans are civilised! Kirk told himself sternly. They wouldn't ~ gouldn't
~ leave an an 1n;ured nan without treatment. ' ‘

//What do you know of this Valcan?// Fear mocked him in the depths of his
mxnd)/ //Sendak commands here ~ and he took pleasure in tormenting you, did he
not?

"He's different hexre = Scotty and McCoy both trust him." Kirk was unaware
of having spoken aloud.

//Then verhaps he wasn't captured,// Fear suggested slyly. //He could be
hiding somewhere, unable to seek help. McCoy said there was a Security alert at
the base.// ‘

"T had no trouble getting out."

//You are clearly a Human = they'd be looking for a Vulean. He could be
trapped on the base, hurt, in pain, unable to reach McCoy, unable to return to
the cellar, He could be dying...//

//SPOCK!" Kirk gathered all his fear, all his determination, all his love,
and projected his thoughts as intensely as he could. //If you can feel me = I'm
coming, I'11l find you =« believe me, I'1l find you somehowin®

There Was no response to hisg cry, no way to tell if he had been heard or
not. There was nothing more that he could do. As the sedative McCoy Had given
him earlier finally took effect again, Kirk slid down in the bed and closed his
eyen wearily. ,

The folloﬁing morning Scotty was halfway through an early breakfast when the
spare room door opened and Kirk appeared. He smiled nervously at the engineex.

"Good norning. ‘here's Bones?"
"He went oub early -~ he said to be sure you ate breakfast, Here, sit down."

"Thanks." Kirk slid into a chalry and took the coffee Scotty handed him; as
he sipped it hlS eyes Kept returnmng to the other man's face then flickering
guickly away.
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"Want to talk about it, Jim?"
nHuh?n

"hatever it is about me that bothers you. Seenms tb me, Jim,'iﬁ'd be easier
on us both iIf we got it out into the opend”

"you're right, of course = and you do have a right to know as much as I can
tell you." Xirk stared down at his clasped hands. Without raising his eyes he
continued painfully. ™My life was...very diffevent...from that of the Captain
Kirk you knew. I grew up alone, with no family, no-one who cared whether I lived
or died. I'm telling you that not as an excuse, not to gain your sympathy, tut
to help you understand why I was so desperate for kindness, affection - and why,
when I thought I'd found it, I acted like a fool. Oh, I was clever enough acad-
emically = I won a scholarship to Starfleet Academy, graduated first in my class
«..I was even proud, when I was accepted for Command training, that I'd done it
all by myself. The Enterprise was my first training ship under Captain Pike,
then I served on the Farrasut for a time, with spells on the Defiant and the
Excalibur. Then I was transferred back to the Enterprise as Science Officer and
eventually First OPficer ~ I liked working for Captain Pike again, but we had
little in common... They'd been good years for me...but I was s0 lonely..."

His voice faded, and Scotty watched the intent, brooding face, then dropped
his gaze to Kirk's hands, noting idly that the younger man was turning a heavy
gold ring on the fourth finger of his left hand - a nervous habit, the Scotsmean
assuned. '

"T...met someone,” Kirk resumed at last. "At first he seemed everything I'd
ever wanted in a friend - he made me feel...speclal, cared for...I trusted him..."

Gary Mitchell? Finnegan? Scotty wondered. Noy not Fimnegan, suvely. 1t
must have been Mitchell ~ history repeating itself?

"I+t was all a sick pretence, a trick to galn my confidence," Kirk went on.
"He didn't want a friend = he wanted a...an obedient, docile, unquestioning
follower. It took me a while to realise that, and when I did it was too late -
he had a hold over me I didn't have the strength to break.”

"Surely Spock would have helped you?"

"T...didn"t mow Spock then.” It was no lie, Kirk told himself; he never
thought of the Captain as 'Spock'. "I did many things I'*m ashamed of," he
continued slowly, "and the difficult thing now is that I = can't fully explain why,
or the nature of the power he had over me -~ it's one of the differences between
our universes that he was able to do it, but he held my will captive, controlled
me...ﬂ . .

"It's all right - T understand.” Scotty thought fleetingly of the insane,
no-longer~Human destroyer Mitchell had become. "Just tell me what happened.™

"It got wowse...but for the most part I was the only one he harmed. Then...
T swear to you, Scotty, I didn't know what he planned! Your counterpart got too
close to the truth, and had to be...eliminated. Because he trusted me, I was
the bait in the trap - I 1ed him to his death... I Watched, and could do nothing
«e. T loathed myself then, and what I'd become...and oh god, there was no escape
For me! Then...soon after.,.Spock came, and freed me...l learned how to live
again, to be happy...but you were dead...and it was my fault... Even Spock
couldn't erase my guilt...”

"And then your Spock died?" Scotty prompted as Kirk fell silent, absorbed
in his memories. . '

"Unmn? Oh, yes... Then the other = the Commodore - entered my universe.
The Captain was dead, the ship was in danger, and I was...unable to cope. He
took command, saved us all. Afterwards... It was going to be difficult to
explain what had happened, and only McCoy knew of the Captain's death. Spock
needed...ne, as much as I needed him, he wanted to stay, and I wanted... It
seemed easier just to carry on as We were. We Dbocame very closc... He showed
me how to live with my guilt at last." YVery near the truth, Kirk added mentally,




27

then continued aloud, "The one thing I'd give my life to change is what happened
to your counterpart ~ there might have been some way I could have saved him if I
hadn't been such a weak, trusting coward."

"You suffered too, I think." gScotty's voice was very gentle as he reached
out to touch the restless hands. "Laddie, whit's done is done, and all your
tears canna' change it., You didna' wish for my death, and you've paid too long
for another's crime. Will ye no' tak' an auld man's advice, Jim and let it be?
There's much ye've no' told me, I ken that fine, and it's your own pain and
sorrow you're hiding. Look tae the future, laddie, and be happy, with my blessing."

"Thank you, Scotty." Kirk returned the handelasp., "I needed to hear that,
more than you know. I've often thought...he would have forgiven me if he knew
what really happened...but you can't explain to a dead man."

YAye." Scotty tightened his grip for a moment. "Let's close that chapter,
shall we? TIt's your Vulcan we've got to think of now,* :

"I know." Kirk rose and began to pace restlessly. "I wish McCoy would get
back. ¥ ' :

MAnd your wish is my command." MecCoy hurried into the room, carrying a light
travelling bag. "You look better, Jim. Did you sleep well?"

"Yes, thanks. You and my McCoy have the same skill with a hypo. Any news?"

"Yes and no." McCoy sat down at the table., "Give me some coffee, Scotty.
Thanks. T haven't been to the base yet, btut I have found a way to get you inside."
He gestured with his cup. "Open the case."

Kirk obeyed, and found a tunic .and trousers of fine blue material, a pair of
knee~high boots, and a length of cloth that matched the suit, but had no purxpose
that he could recognise. '

"Just what we needed,” grinned McCoy. "I thought of Vanek last night, but I
had to make sure he'd agree first. One of my students," he explained, "from the
hill tribes of Marabec. He'll be a fine doctor one of these days. Here, let me
show you." Rising, McCoy tock the length of cloth from Xirk and settled it over
his head, binding it in place with a blue and white cord. "The loose end is
caught up over the face - like this. Itss standard dvess for a Hillman -~ the
headcloth has a religious significance, like the turbans of the Sikhs. The point
is, the guards at the base, even Sendak himself, are so used to seeing Vanek
accompany me that nowone will suspect you'ye not him."

"But won't he ask questiong?"

"fo. There's a complex relationship of trust between a physiclan and his
students on Marabec. I gave Vanek my word that I needed his help for an honour-
able purpose, to help a friend, and he accepted my assurancé. The responsibilities
of friendship are highly recognised in his culture. He'll stay out of sight until
he's needed, and when he is he'll tell exactly the story we want him to tell.

Don't worxy, Jim - he knows how to get round any truth drtg or 1lie detector test
Starfleet cares to try...so do I, for that méiter. We'll have a stoxy ready that
no-one can disprove. Now go and get changed = we have an appointment with Sendak
in just over an houxn,"

(ommodore Sendak schooled his face to its most expressionless mask as Dr.
McCoy bustled into his office. He had a greal respect for the surgeon, and though
it could not be doubted that the man was too inclined to be ruled by his emotions
to suit the Vulecan taste, he was no fool = and Sendak had a secret he wished to
guaxd from this man above all others.

He looked up enquiringly as MecCoy planted himself in front of his desk, his
blue eyes cold and intent, and the Human's first words destroyed any hope of
secrecy. :

"What have you done with Spock?" McCoy barked.
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"Doctor, I scarcely think..." Sendak glanced meaningfully at McCoy's
assistant, who stood Jjust inside the door, watching silently.

"you don't have to worry about Vanek = he knows how to keep a still tongue in
his head. Just answer my questlon."

"As you know, Commodore Spock dlsappeared..."

ngendak, let's not play loglc games." McCoy rested his hands on the desk
and leaned closer, "People talk, you know, even on Vulcan, I know why you
ordexed that Security alert. Now, are we going to double~talk around the subject
for the next hour? Where is Spock?"

"Under close detention in the Security section," Sendak admitted quietly,
"No=one, save the guard who arrested him, the Security Chief and myself, know his
identity."

"y such secrecy?"

"Hoctor! Commodore Spock lg -~ was - a respected figure on Vulcan, and in
Starfleet. Three years ago he deserted his command, vanished without trace - now
he is picked up in the heart of the very Starbase he deserted. He rvefuses to
give any explanation for his absence, any account of where he has been, o the
reason for his return. Starfleet Command has been notified, and by thelir order
the Commodore is being held in close confinement until an investigation has been
completed and charges decided.”

"Charges? What charges?"

"Desertion, certainly. Possibly treason — he may well have been in the
Romulan Empire, He was once offered a position of importance there = he mnmight
have decided to accept it."

"gpock a traitor? Don't be a bigger fool than you cen help, mani"®

"The possibllity exists, and cannot be ignored. If his long absence was
involuntaxry, the logical thing to do would be to offer an explanation and give
all possible information on his abduction. This he refuses %o do.”

"That doesn*t sound like Spock. I suppose you're guite sure it is him?"
"Indeed. Full identity checks have been run."

"I want to see him."

"That cannot be permitted.®

"I4'd better be! I'm talking as Loctor McCoy, Sendak. By your own admission,
no=one knows where Spock has been all these years. Any Starfleet officer who has
teen exposed to unknown hazards must be medically examined = you know that as well
as I do. Besides, I'1l have to see him eventually = Staxrfleet will need an
evaluation of his mental condition."

The Vulcan nodded, conceding defeat. "This is top security,” he warned.

McCoy grunted.  "I've had top security clearance for over thirty years - and
my senlor students automatically have it too."

vGome, then. You will need my personal authorisation to gain admittance."

The two Security guards saluted smartly as Sendak halted outside a locked
cells - ' :

"Admit Dr. MeCoy and his assistant,” he ordered. "Inform me when he leaves.”

"Yos, Commodore.” The guards unlocked the cell - McCoy noted that the lock
required two keys, one held by each - and swung open the heavy door. For a
moment he wondered why this anclent method of confinement was being used rather
than the force~field cells, then realised that with a force~field anyone passing
the cell could see ~ and perhaps recognise - the prisoner. The use of the
anclent cell was a Dblessing in this case, though, for it would give privacy for
the interview with Spock.
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The door thudded into place behind them, ond Kirk's controlled stillness
shattereds with a low cry of "Spock!M he sprang forward to the man who hed risgen
from & low couch at their entrance.

Remembering how Spock had alweys disliked open displays of emotion, HHoCoy
was startled when the impetuous figure was received with open arms. The Hwo men
hugged fiercely for o moment, then Xirk pulled back, searching the other's Tace
anziously.

"Are you all right?"

Spock raised one hand to Kirk's shoulder, snd with the other unwound the
disguising headcloth. "I am well," he said quietly. "Bubt Jim - you should not
have followed me. The danger...'"

"The only danger I thought of was that I'd never see you esgain," Kirk said
softly. "I wag sure you were alive... I tried to reach you last night..."

"I believe I ssensed your nearness, Jims I could not touch your min&, but
somehow I was no longer slone... I had confidence, a belief that all would be
well..s DBut how did you gain access to the Starbase?!

"I had help." Xirk nodded over the Vulcan's shoulder, and Spock SWung
round, realising for the first time that Kirk was not alone.

"Dr, MeCoy!iM

The surgeon found himself grimming, overwhelmed by the survrised pleasure
in the Vulcan's tonz. He could not quite bring himself teo hug Spock as Kirk had
done, but he gripped hig arms tightly.

"Spock, it's been so long, It's good to see you."

A slanting eyebrow rose. Mo questions, McCoy? No doubts, no worries about
my loyaltyt!

"Yours? I'd as soon doubt my own." McCoy's voice was rough with unshed
tears as he glanced aside. for a moment ot the Human's glowing face. "Besides, I
always knew where your first loyalty lay... Jim has told me as much as he can...
I understand, Spock.h

"Thank you, my friend. 7You know, then, about your counterpart?"

"Yég. I've written out the formula for the drug, and my notes on treatment.
It's easy enough to make up once you know what's in it. You...can't stay, of
course?!" His tone was wistful.

"I cannot., My life is thers now - with Jam."

"L envy you that." McGoy looked longingly at the young face, the eyes shin-
ing as only Xirk's could at his reunion with hig friend. OConfidence radiated from
him - now McCoy saw indeed the young Captain Kirk he remembered so vividly.

Unconscicusly, he sighed. M"lo, it wouldn't be the same, would it? You're
lucky = you have it all to do zgain. Me - well, I'm too old now, I can't go back...
and there's no place for you any more in this world...or for Jim. It's just...

I miss you both..."

"I know." Spock's voice was very -entle,

"Don't wind me ~ just feeling my age, I guess. At least you're both alive,
ard together... Now, what we need is a way Ho get you out of here."

"Wou kuow this base better than I do, and it might hsve changed since
Spock was here," Kirk said. "Any ideas, Boneg?"

"Getting vou out of the Security section is hopeless. TIf you were in sickbay
something could be arranged.

"That might be possible," Svock said thouzhtfully. "If I appesred to be in a
coma, I would have to be removed to sickbay."
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"No use." MN¢Coy shook his head., "I wasn't allowsd to bring any drugs with

me."

"Wone are necessary. I have learned certain techniques unknown on this
world. It is vpossible for me to put wmyself into a trance so deep that all my life
signs will aopear very low -~ the only requirement is that Jim must be on hand to
recall me."

"Since he's posing as my assistant there'll be no trouble there — he'll have
free access to sickbay. Anything else?"

"Sendak has the control mechanism for the 'transcorter'. We must have it to
return home.!

"We can worry sbout that later," keCoy sald. "Firgt, let's get you out of
here.!

"When do you wish me to begin?!

"It'd be hetter to wait a little - then your collapse won't be too obviously
linked with my visit.,"

"During my interrogation I was given seversl drugs to encourage me to speak.
They were harmlegs, Jim," Spock added hastily ag Kirk looked at him with anxiety.
"I was able to resist thew easily, but if I had an allergic reaction...”

"Well thought of, Spock." HMeCoy grinned, "I'11 tell the guasrds I'm worried,
and asle them to check on you every thirty minutes. If you could seem normal on the
first checls; then increasingly ill, until they find you unconscious, say two hours
from now. It'll seem more natural that way,"

"Wery well ~ in two hours. Jim, you must leave now,!

Wes.e» Take care, Spock." Kirk and Spock touched hands briefly in a seen—
ingly ritual gesture McCoy found teasingly fawiliar, thouzh he could not piace its
then Kirk replaced his headcloth and moved to HeCoy's side.

Nouards! I've finished here — you can let me out." Over his shoulder HcCoy
added softly, "Good luck, Spock."

Just over two hours later a wheeled stretcher was brought into sickbay,
escorted by the two guards, and with Sendak himscelf in attendance. HcCoy's eyes
widened ag he took readings —~ iLf he had not been warned, he would have thought that
Spock was dying.

"Potal life support, Vaneki's is his assistant guided the stretcher inlo the
isolation ward HcCoy planted himself squarsly in front of the two guards as they
made to folleow. "And where the hell do you think you're going?" he demanded
belligerently.

"§o must take precasutions," Sendak intervened. "If he should escape..."

"Eacape? In his condition?" HMcCoy glared at the Vulcan. "I'm going to have
your head for this, Sendak!  Pumping god alone knows what drugs into a prisoner
without proper wedical supervisioni"

"Only a wild truth serum. It could not have caused..."

"Thank you, Doctor Sendak! It didn't occur to you, I suppose, that he might
have develoved an allergy to your 'mild! ssrum? Couldn't wait to find out what
he'd been up to, could you? Now, perhsps, you'll never know. Now get out of here,
and let me get on with my job of seving this man's life. Leave your wroatched
guards in the corridor, if you must, but I won't have them getting in my way here.”

"Wery well - there ig only this one entronce to sickbay." Sendak peered
through the obhscrvation panel into the room where the Marabeccan physiclan was
busgy attaching life supsort to Spock's motionless body. "He certainly seems in no
state to be dengerous... You will inform me of any change in his condition?"
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"Of courss. HNow get out." HeCoy wobtched with satisfaction as the gusrds
left to take up their position in the corridor, then entered the isolation unit,
locked the door behind him, and blanked out the observation panel.

"Is it safe?" Kirk asked, removing the connections he had just set.
"Yeg - you can bring him out of it now."

leCoy watched with curiosity as Kirk touched his fingers to the Vulcan's face,
then frowned in intense conmcentration. After some momenis he withdrew his hand, and
before the asionished surgeon could prevent him, crashed his open hand against
Spock's checke

HTimiM
"I know what I'm doing."

Another blow landed - and another - and another. Kirk was drawing back his
arm for the fifth time when Spock's hand rose from the bad and elosed around his
wrist.

"That will be sufficient,” the Vulcan said tranqullly. "What are you doing,
YcCoy "

"My job," $he doctor grunted. "That serum might have affected you, you
know..." ie concentrated on his scanner. "These cockeyed readings of yours, Spock
~ I'd forgotten how peculiar they are. Bven with that, I don't like the look of
then."

"I think it wors likely to be the effects of the cross-universe transfer,"
Spock answered.

"Are you all right?" Kirk's voice was sharp with anxiety. "If you've been
harmed..."

"I am only tired," Spock said reassuringly. "Sendak's questioning was
thorough, and I nseded to use considerable strength to combat the drug."

"If you'rs sure." Kirk extended his hand, and again they touched in that
almost~familiar goesture.

"Spock," McCoy broke in alimost apologetically. "About that mechanism of
yourse.s. Do you know where it isf"

"In Sendalk's office.™

"I was just thinldng — perhaps I could get it for you. I can come and go
without suspicion.”

"It was in his safe — and I observed that he had not changed the combination.
Do you remember it
! "oz -~ I ghould have no problem.”

"Wait - there's something elge. During one of the interrogation sessions,
Sendak brought the control with him to question me about it. Someone had taken it
apart - presumably to try and deduce its purpeose. I observed that two of the.
smaller components were missing."

"Can you replace them?"

"It would be very difficult. T must, therefore, request a further service
from you. There is an unfinished mechanism in my cellar workroom - if memory
gerves me, it containg the parts I need. Would you get it for me?"

"OF course. But how do I get to the cellart!

The Vulcan described the access to the workroom, then added, "The combination
on the door is the same as that to the salfe. You should have no difficulty.”

"I*11l try my best," McCoy promised. "How I'd better put in an appearance
pefore anyone gzots suspicious." He glanced at the time. "We'll soon have you out
of here ~ but I'11 have to call Scobtty first.”
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"Jhet do I do?" Kirk asked.

"Ity out of sight. In here's the best place - after =all, we do have a
patient in intensive care.”

MThat if the guards come in to check on Spock's condition? I may look like
Vanek, all muffled up like this, but my voice - I haven!t even heard it, to try
to imitete it."

KeCoy grunted. Venek doesn't talk much at the best of times - very
taciturn peoule, the Hillmen of Marasbec. Your best plan would probaply be to
wave impatiently at the dingnostic panel...though goodness knows the readings all
lock normal enough nowi But I'1l give instruciions that you mustn't be disturbed.
Intensive carc, critical condition...there ars plenty of medical phrases to toss
at the guards, =nd they'll be glad to stay away in case they get it all again from
youl

"Don't overdo it," Spock warned., "You have your reputation as a doctor to
consider, and my miraculous recovery will strain thet as it is."

iicCoy shook his head. "Sendak saw the readings. He's a very frightened
man right now, Spock, moke no misteke. He knows he acted outwith his authority
over the truth serum - & doctor should hove been present before any drug,
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no natter how wild, wos glven. Thot fright will woke him think ftwice before

he questions wy dicgnosis... Add to thet, your roadings fooled me, a doct o,
as conpletoly ce they fooled him. He'll agree with my roport; he's toc honestd

not to, rnd besideg it wokoes him look less of a fool if the doctor was tricked too."

It was, in fact, less than an hour later thet MeCoy returned, followed by
Scotty, who grinned broadly at the sight of the Vulcan.

"Commodore! It's grand tae see youl®

"Mr, Scott." Though guiet, Spock's voice wes warm with pleasure, and Kirk
drew aside a little, conceding without resentuent that these old friends must
claim Spock's attention nows dub almost at once the Vulcan reached out, drawing
Kirk to his gide.

In three yesrs he has grown so old! Spock thought with surprise, and
observed for the first time that silver gleamed in McCoy's hair too. No, not
three years, he corrected himself. More than twenty...but grief biinded me.
Forgive me, my friends, for not seeing that you mourned him too.

"i4's like nothing has chenged." The enginesr was looking at the two men
with wonder. '"Can ye no' sce i%, Leonaxd? Jim Kirk, with Spock at his side...
as we knew theme... Och, if we could only hae those days back again!!

HPlease. .40 0ots.." Spock stepped forward and touched the enginecr's
shaulder. :

" know — it cenna be. But leave an auld man his dream, laddie." - Scott's
face tightened in determination. "We're wastin' time."

"Yes, you've got to get out of here." McCoy shook hid head, scattering the
memories that had £illesd his eyss too. "Scotty will take you to a safe place
wherc you can wait until I've had a chance to gel to your mechanism."

"Byt if Spock escaves from here you'll be blawed," Kirk reminded them. '"We

“can't let you be blomed..."

Mo fear of that." MeCoy chucklsd as they moved out of the isolation ward
into sickbay. '"We have it all planned."

On one of the sickbay beds lay a figure dressed identically to Xirk, but
bound and gaszged. "Vanek came in with Scotty," MMcCoy explained. "Tie me up when
you leave, then when he's taken you to safety Scéotty will come back here openly
and ask to see me. If $he guards haven't besn in here earlier to check on Spock,
they!'1ll find me then. It'11l look as though Spock recovered unexpectedly, or else
they! 11 think he was faking. Bither way, Venek will back my ghbory."

"How con we leave without the guards seeing us?! Spock asked.

McCGoy grinned. "You're as bad as Sendak - you've forgotten too." McCoy
pressed a button which opened a sliding panel in the wall. NT4ts not much usged,
thankfully," he continucd. "The passage leads from here to the mortusxy, then
on to cmerge into o side street. We only use it to remove bodies - I've never
liked $railing them all through the base — but for some reason Security never
can seem to remember about it.M

"Just as well," Scotty grunted. "Vanek and I csm' in thet way, and saw
never & soul. We'd best be moving, thouzh, in cese my aircar attracts etiention.
See you later, Leonard.!

"Yould better tie me Tirst," the doctor reminded them.
"Sorry."

_ Gently, but thoroughly, Scotby bound ilcCoy hand and foot, slippéd a @og
into place, then placed the doctor carefully on the bed. With a last glonce the
small party hurried through the panel into the dimly-1it tunnel beyond.
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The street wag descerted vhen they emerged and hurried into the ailrcar,
Scotty took off at once, flying high enough for Lhc occupants te be out of sighd
of anyone on the ground.

"Werd bost mak'! yourssells comfortnble," he said. "Welve a way tae go, and
I daurna' fly toc fast in cose we attract attention."

"Comfortable?" Kirk grimaced. & two—seater, the aircar was a tight it
for three, and to give Scotty room to manceuvre Kirk and Spock had to huddle
together in the passenger ssat.

They flew in silence for some minutes before Kirk said, "Where are we
going?"

MicCoy gave me directions — he said it was a place Spock often went, It
geemsd. best taze tak! ye somewhere familiar." Asg he sgooke Scotiy glanced at his
pagsengers, and saw that Spock had fallen aslecp, enolrcled by Kirk's arm, his
head resgting on the Human's shoulder.

"He was very tirced." XKirk spoke softly. "Apart from anything else, he
had little sleep before he came away - it took him several days to build the
Ytrangporter! WM

"Aye. He must think a lot o' ye, Jim."
e does. But what made you say it?"

"Seeing him like that. Before - he never liked to be ftouched. Ok, he'd
let J...the Captain, sometimes, but ['ve nover seen him so relaxed with anyone."

MHe. . knows how much I need him. Porhang that's why - he always tried to
make up to me for...for what happened.”

"Jim..."' Scotty swallowed., "Will ye...will ye tak' care o' him in that
world of yours? He belongs with you now - a blind man could see that. But..."

UT understand, Scotty." Kirk smiled affectionately at the older man.
"You - and McCoy ~ you love him too.M

"Love? Ayve - I suppose we doJM

They landed some fifty miles from the Starbose. Spock woke as the aircar
came to zrest, and glanced roaund. "A good choice, Mr. Scott."

"icCoy's suggestion, as I told Jim. Here, gi' me 2 hand wi' these crates -
we packed a fow supplies in case 1t takes longer than we hope."

They unloaded a cousle of boxes, carrying them to the shade of some bush—
like olants. Straightening, Scott looked at Spock, "That should do for a day
or two,'" he said.

Kirk locked arcund. It was very like a place whers he and Spock had spent
a week's leave some months ago.

It could only be called £a oasis, although there was no sizable pool of
water in sight. An area of perhaps 2 hundred square yards was quite heavily
vegetzted; a sirip a further hundred yards or so in width surrounded this -~ a
strip in which olants still grew, but more sparsely, their growth stunted by lack
of aufficient water., One or two hardy succulents advanced beyond that again,
fighting an a parently drawn babtle with the relentless sun that sought to
dehydrate everything that attempted to defy it.

The plants were all succulents, Kirk could see now, some of. them barrel.
shaped lilke many verieties of Terrsn cactus, others tree~like, with water-storing
leaves projecting from tall stems. Some were gpecl.s he recognised, both from
seeing them at the other oasis and from having seen culitivated forms in T'Pau's
garden, but meny more were new to him, varieties that had not been growing at
the cther oasis.



35

There was no sign of men-made shelter, and as he already knew, they
noeded nonegy instead they simply set up 2 camp of sorts in the shade of a clump
of succulents whose heavy, fleshy leaves drooped almost to the ground. Spock
selected one that grew some distance from the swall spring that would provide
thew with the woter necessary for their survival. 4 moment's thought served to
show Kirlk why they did not camp among the succulents beside the spring; this
was certainly ithe water supply for many desert animale whose routine would be
disturbed by %the presence of men. Besides, any search there might be would
certainly be centered on the available water.

"I*11 be leaving now," Scotty was saying. "Bither MoCoy or I will be over
to let you know how things are going. Dimms be alarmed if you don't gsee us for
o few.days, though - we'd best let things setile down first."

The two men watched the aircar out of sisght, then Kirk $urned to his

companion. "Come and eat," he suggested gquietly. "Then get some rest - you
must be exhausted.!

"I am," Spock admitbed, "and since we can do nothing until MeCoy brings
the mechanism, I confess it will be pleasant to relax here, in your company, Jim."

"T knoweo.it's Jjust...l keep thinkin., of our McCoy..."

"The delay will not be dangerous %o him. We have several woeks yet bofore
the effecis of the discease become irreversable.!

"You're right, of course. Come on, help me find ths food."

The oazsis was as beaubiful as its counterpart, and for a day or so they
rested, content simply to be rewniteds; but both were too well aware of the need
to retricve the roturn mechanism to relax fully. Unless XeCoy could get to i%
without arousing susviclon they were trapped here -~ ond while they could depend
on McCoy =~ and Scotty - to hel: them, both men were groving older. What would
happen when they died? And Bones, back in their own universe, condemned to a
1ife, mercifully brief, of growing helplessness? It was nod & thing sither ma
could contemplate resignedly. And while it would be possible for Spock %o
rebtuild his mechanism yet again, they had no free access to the components he
would needs; it might take months...and then they would return to the same
charge of descrtion that faced Spock hers.

To help teke his mind off & problem he was helpless to solve, Kirk prowled
around the oasis, studying it as he had studied the other onc. The similorities
were too greot, however: ‘there seemed to be nothing new to cetch his attontion.
But in the distance he could see something that locked...ortificial? EHe drew
Spock!s attention to it.

The Vulcan smiled, "The ruins of the ancient city of Sas-a~Shar," he
explained. "Once — millenia ago -~ it was a thriving community, the chief city
of the land of Sherresin. The land was fertile, rich agricultural land, and Sog-
a-shar and its people thrived. But then there come a period of drought, and the
crops Tailed. Not just one year, or twoy +thot, they could have survived. Lftor
the third yesr of drought, the smaller farmere were rulned. Irrigotion projects
that had been set in hand failed, Ffor there was little wober to spare for
irrigations even the wells in the city were drying up. The peosle began o
leave.

h few stayed on for a year or two lonyer, but it was hopelesss; %he rain
never fell again. Nobody knows what happencds but at that time, Vulcan's
oceans also began to dry up. Perhaps the sun's radiztion altered... We comnot
say, for there are no records of such things, The situation is nob unique; we
know that other worlds have known long periods of drought where once rain forests
flourished... But on Vulcan the entire planet suffers.!

"Weg," Kirk said. "Oreat seazs that dried up... There was one in the
middle of the American continent once...and the Sahara Deserb...!
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Spock nodded. "Perhavs one day the raeain will fall zgoin and Vulcon
degerte flower once mora. And yeb...it hos been so long., Sag—a-Shar flourished
in the days of pre~recordcd history; what we mow of it we know from legend. M

"How long is Vulcan's rccoxded history?" Kirk asked, curious.

"My fonily's records go back for,..over two thousand Barth yearﬂ. I know
of only one other family whose rocords go back so far...but there ~re a few
older ones where the direct line of descent dled out and the records have been
maintained by remobe conncctions."

_ "In geological itime, ten thousand years is nothing," Kirk pointed out
goftly. "And paleontological eras last for millions of yesrs." He looked towards
the ruins again. "Over two thousand years," he murmured. "On Barth, in much less
time than that, the ruins would have been coverod over by dust. What has coused
these ruins to remain =0...s80 complete, and so visible? Back home there isa't
anything like that - but Sag—-a-Shar and Sharrasin must have existced there toc."

"I do not know," Spock replied. "I explored these ruins once...emplty, but
almost intact, the houses look g though their cwners had simply gone away for a
fow days nd.woula soon be back, There 1s even furniture in some of the houses

"Phat sounds quite interesting," Kirk commented =g hc thought how sad it
sounded, cven revorted in Spock's most matter—of-fact manner. "I'd quite like a
look around the place.” ‘

Spock looked over the desert towards the ruins. "Jim, McCoy could come at
any time, either with the mechonism or to lot us know thot the search for us has
moved further awey. What if he comes and we arc not hore?”

"Ch. T hadn't thought of that.!

Kirk sounded so disappointed that Spock said slowly, "If you take care, you
could go alone. I did, when I went..." But there wss nobody to gare whether [
Jived or died - or sc I belicved, he thought, aware now thet two men ot loast

would have cered. "You con't 1osc your way, for the ruins are clear; and this
oasis is in full view from them - and the only one in wviow."

Kirk thought =bout it for 2 moment, aware of the dangers inhersnt in solitary
desert travel cven over a short distance. "I'd like to go," he said, almost
apologetically., "If you don't mind.Y

"Fhy should I mind, Jim? It would be selfish for me to deny you the opp-
ortunity. Someone must remain behind, ond I have already seen the ruins. They
are unigue = & plece of ancient Vulcan $till in olmost perfect repair - T doubt
that any place comparable cxists at home."

'A%t home'. Spock was not even conseious of sayving it, Kirk realised. He
smiled at his friend.

"It1l try not to be toc long," he promiscd.

Spock!s face relexed into an almogt-smile. "It will take you several hours
to satigfy your curiosity," he warned. "Just...moke sure there is cnough day~-

light left before you leave the rulns to come back. If you think you've left iv
too late, don't risk heading back in the holf light. Wait until morning.™

"All right," Kirk agreed, aworc that Spocl would know through their bond-
link if aaything happencd to him. He picked we one of the waterskins Scotty had
left with thom, checked $het it was full, and sot off.

The desert sand wos firm, but yielding enough to make walking pleasont,
and he moved briskly at first. As he neared the ruing, however, his pace slowed.,

So big... He could think of nothing compareble, yet he knew he must hove
goen cltics as big beforo...

Of coursc.., People. Or rathar, the lacl of thenm.

He hod nover before seen o city devoid of people, of traffic, of movement -
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and the movement detracted from the immensity of citics that sprawled, an enormous

blight, across the land, reaching oubt greedy tentocles to grasp and engulf smaller
towns nearbi,

Kirk shivered despits the heat. Perhaps, after all, he should not heve
“come. Much as the ides of a look at ancient Vulcen had sppesled %o him, he did
not really like citics.

No. Cities themselvos were hoarmless. He did not like the mentality of the
compulsive city dweller. And this city wes ecmpty, its compulsive dwellers long
gone. Bven Vulcan had them, or Vulcsn would not have cifties... Ths Captain hod
been one. He had sesn no beauty in...in T'Pau's gorden, hod never appeared to
consider the possibility of staying anywhere, while on leave, except in o big
hotel ~ of the Star Gardens itype - in a city.

Resgolutely, Kirk closed his mind to the unplissant mewories provoked by his
troin of thought. Their mental awarensss of each other's consciousness would led
Spock sense his uncese, and Spock would be disturboed by it. He ecould not permit
that,

The Human moved along the cxternal wall formed by the backs of houses until
he came to o gatewoy. It wos not a city wall proper, he docided; for it lacked
any indication of the fortifications he would have expected, knowing the warlike
nature of the Vulcans of long ago, ond that in itself scomed strange. He went
through the doorway, and found himself in a long narrow struet. Doorways, some
of them still closed by weoden doors preserved —~ though sun-dried and werped to
ili-fittingness — in the arid heat, fronted the street; windows gozed blindly
across at the equally blind windows facing them. Whatover had once sealed thosc
windows against the weather had long gone, perhaps too valusble to leave bshind
whagh the city was finally evacuated -~ had it been glass; or sheets of thin horn
or mica such ag Barth had once used? Troces of latticework still showed at the
adges of somc of the windowssy the pones, whobever they had been made of, had
been small.

He cntered the first house — and hig awareness of Spock immediately
coasced.,

In their comw, Spock tried to relax as he welted, wishing that he could
have accompanicd his friend. Bul, uncxpocted though a vigit from HeCoy was so
soon, it was atill a possibility that they could not ignore. The surgeon knew
well enough the dengers of s departure from observed routine, but it wasg unlikely
that he had cowme under ony suspicion, and his rutine was frequently variable.
Yevertheless, as Spock's oldest living friend it was logical that a discreet
watch would be kept on him in case the fugitive tried to contact him - MeCoy had
promiscd that he would make no move if there was cven the slightest choance that
he wight betray Svock's hiding pleoce.

Had it been o wistake $o allow Kirk to go alone? Spock wondered. He was
even more awore thon Kirk of the dangers inhersmt in desort travel, for he was &
native of this desert plonet, cnd his upbringing had included survival techniquoes
his adopted world did not kuow. He fought down the imege of o sandstorm whipping
down on tho area just asg Kirk woas halfway back, caiching the Human unaware,
blinding him, choking him... ‘

At least he was awere of Kirk, and thot awareness would serve as & guide to
lgad him to hig bondmate, his brother, should anything go wrong. And then...
The aworencss ceased. Sudden, complete, it cut off to leave him trembling
with shoclk and an overwhelming fear for Kirk's safety.
. His wind reached out, calling, even as he begon t¢ move across the dry sond
towerds the ruins.

Then there came an answer. Kirk's mind, radiating resssursnce. Spock
gaught at the link and held it.
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//Tin — whet happened?//
//I think I know. Just let me moeke sure...//

Again, and just as suddenly, the awareness ceased. Spock took a fow hesit-
ant steps, wanting to believe that Kirk knew what he was doing, but afraid of tok-
ing even the slightest chance with his bondmate's safety.

//I Was right.// Kirk was back. //It‘s the buildings, Spock -~ as soon as
I step inside our link is interrupted. Out of doors there's no problem. /

//It is possible that certain materials can inhibit the mind touch. If any
such have been used in the consiruction of the city, any enclossd space would
effectively wall you off from me.// : '

//Well, at least we inmow wnat 1% is,// Xirk remarked practically. //It Save
me a fright when it happened, though.// '

//There should be no problem, except that you might find a growing discomfortd
if we remain too long out of contact.

/[yt We've never had this problem vefore.//

//Because until now only distance has ever separated us, & distance the link
could not span. This artificial barrier interrupts the contact we should have,
and. the resistance causes the discomfort.//

//I'd like to know how it works, but I dontt suppose I'1l have time — and I
certainly don't have the facilities - to investigate,// Kirk thought reluctantly,
his curlosity aroused.

Spock glanced back at the oasis, then faced the ruins again, projecting a
guestion. / Will I come?// He read the reluctant negative in his friend's mind,
and turned back towards their comp. Before he reached it, Kirk's mind wag shielded
from him again.

Regretfully - the touch of the Humen's mind, incomplete though the link was,
filled an instinctive need in the Vulcan that he had not even known he had until
1t was satisfied ~ Spock settled down to think over the implications of that loss
of contact. Jim had clearly experienced it &s positively as he, Spock, had, but
had realised 2t once what to do in order to re-establish their contact.

Spock thought back, remembering scross the years. So many times he had come
here, seeking in solitude the fortitude to accept his loss, and he had once thought
that he had succeeded: and then he had discovered the existence of the other
universes, of other, living, Kirks, and knew that he had not accepted his loss,
merely become resigned $o it. During that time of 'acceptance'! he had visited the
ruing, as he had %old Kirk. e had been surprised at how little damage the years
had done to the empiy dbuildings...and now, thinking zbout it...

In the other universe, Xirk's universe - his universe now - they had found the
oasis, spent & week there..., He remembered the beauty of the desert alter a sudden
storm soaked everything... But the ruined city of Sas—a-3har no longer existed
there save as a few low, broken fragments of wall projecting =mcant inches above
the sand. He had said nothing to Kirlk then of this place -~ what point? He had
not expected ever to see it again. But he had noticed.

Differences betwesn the universes. What feature - or features - had gone
into the building of Sas-—a-Shar thot had preserved it here but not in the other
universe? A shield...against decay? But one lthat also acted as a shield against
a form of communication this world did not possess.

Yot logical.

The mind touch worked through ooy shielding known to modern Vulcan - in the
other, telepathic Vulcan — save personal shielding, and even that was ineffective
against the full bondmate link, Ah. Could it be... Could it be that in the past
this Vulcan had been telepathic? That his latent ability had been, not a develop-
ing trait, but a throwback?
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In that case...

Shielding. Shielding against ifelepathy. That could oniy mean a telepathic
race that lacked the natural ability to shut out otlier thoughts - or feared tele-
pathic probing, spying. Perhaps both, thought Spock, remembering his world's
warrior pest. They could have ingtituted & programme of breeding for low tele~
pathic ability, deliberately suppressing it, but the ability could still be there,
dormants and in his case... In his case, even the recessive Vulcan genes were
dominant over the Human ones save where they complemented them.

Developing such & shield, incorporating it into their buildings, must have
teken absolute genius. And only at Sas—a-Bhar did it still exist, for only Sag—a-
Shar was so anclent, preserved - ironic thought — by the desert that had destroyed
it. :

SBpock felt an intense pity for the generations of Vulcans denied the
completion of mental contact with their loved ones due to that possibly deliberate
suppression of the sbility. Why couldn't his remote ancestors have instituted,
instead, 2 breeding programme designed to develop perggnal shielding and control?
And yo‘to s

It was selfish, he knew, but for his own sake he was suddenly glad that
they had not. If he had known mental contact with the original Kirk, would he
have survived sll those lonely years until he found Jim? The first Xirk had bsen
very dear to hims Dbubt Jim... Jim touched a protective instinot in him - one
that was rarely nceded now — that Kirk had never ftouched., Close. friends though
they had besen, Kirk had not negeded him as Jim needed him. Was that what made the
difference? The instinct, the need to protect, that would normally havé been
directed towards his wife and children, redirecied towards his friend because he
lacked any scxual drive? He wanted an equal partner, but he also needed to be
needed, Jim satisfied both requirements. And because of this satisfaction, his
emotional needs had finally been met.

Jim...what is keeping you so long oub of contact?

The light began to fade, and Spock stirred restlessliy. There was still no
sign of Jimy could he hove fallen in the ruinsg, hurt himself?

He would not deliberately have remained so long out of contact. Ewven if
he had been so absorbed in studying the ruing that he had lost track of time, the
quickly~-gathering darkness would have warned him, and he would have made contact
to reassure his bondmate. Something was wronge..

Spock's first instinct was to head for the ruins immediately, but his own
words to Kirk stopped him. RBerating himself for not accomnenying his friend,
knowing that he must now leave the oasis deserted tomorrow anyway, he ccould only
" wait through the intermincble hours of darkness for daylight. He had never missed
the moon that he hed never known, but moonlight would have been useful now., Not
that he was in any great danger of losing his way if he was to start out now, for
his night vision was excellenty but thers were ftoo many nocturnal predators whose
night vision was better thon his own, and while Vulcan training had taught him how
to handle them, it had also taught him the folly of trying to handle them at night,
in their own ferritory.

He forced himself 4o relax, knowing that he would not sleep, bul knowing also
that he must rest.

Kirk opened his eyes. He could see only darkness.

'Blind? How could ae be blind? He rubbed his eyes, and the pressure caused
him to see light patterns for a moment. Ah., He was in a darkened environment,
then. But where?

After his contact with Spock, he had gone back inito the ruina. He spent
gome time exploring the first house fairly thoroughly, then was moved to
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invastigate a passageway, dimly 1it by s few windows widely spased, thuat followed
the ocutside wall. Ii appeared to be another street, but one that was wholly
covered from the sky -~ perhaps a wet-weather route for the people living in the
houses, for doorways opened into each house he passed.

The basic design of each was the samej; thre¢ or four rooms, the inner ones
dark, unlit except by the 1ight that filtered in throuzh the doorways, the outer
ones opening onto the main strect. Wot much light came through the windows,
either, for the strest outegide was very narrow. These houses could not have heoen
very comforitchle to live in.

After a while, ho came to a cross tunnel rumning off at right ocngles to the
one he was following. It seemed likely that this one would go on unchanged until
he come t0 the next gateway, so he turned along thoe side passsge.

Almost at once, it widened. The windows here were slightly closer together,
and the posssgeway was, as a result, brighter, He went into the first house he
cane to.

It also was larger than the ounes that huddled heside the wallsy the windows
were larger, and all the rooms had windows; he looked out of one onto a fairly
oyen space —~ o yard. Perasps it had even been o gerden once, though nothing grew
hers nowe.

He spent some bvime wandering through ihe maze of tummels interconnceting
the houses, never once having to move into owven air in order to cross from ohne
building to another. Strange that these people had had both an open—air system
of roads and this covercd one.

Finally, he began to think it was about time he hended back for the oasis,
and that the next house slong the passage must be the last he investigated. He
wag pari-~way along the passage towards it when something hit him on the head.

Now, conscious agsin, he lay wondering what had hit him. It was highly
unlikely that something had Tallen from the roof just as he passed; there were
no fallen stones lying in the passages, so the buildings werc still safe enough
desgplte the bime they had been lying empty.

He sat up, feeling around. No. This had not been an accident. He wag
lying on one of the old wooden beds that had been left in some of the houses,
and he was alone. He got up, and feld his way carsfully to the wall, Ille groped
round it, coming at last to & doorway. The door fitted it perfectly - and was
locked.

Definitely not an accident. Somgone was living here, in the ruing - somo-
one who had renovated part of the old city for some purpose that was still obscure.

Kirk groped his weay back to the bed and ley dowa ngain. Absolute darkness...
and no sound. Hot cven the soft sighing of the wind that he had been marginally
aware of all the time he had been exploring. He nodded, understanding.

Whosver had attscked him could have no good reason for bveing here. Captive,
he wag being subjected to sensory deprivation.

After o while susceptibility to suggestion would be increaged. The
suscentibility would be heightened if his capbtors sterved him $oc. Once he was
weakened they would add to the strain on hig nerves, even possibly using drugs.

However, therc was onme thing that his captors might not know. He had
Pederation Command Training, Llthough it hod not helpoed him to defy the mental
enslavement of the Ceptain, most known methods of conditioning were ineffective
againgt Commaond training — and added to that waz the mental shielding Spock had
taught him, a factor his captors could not know. He lay back, relexing, and
romembered the lectures.

Don't panic. Don't waste energy trying to explore your environment. You
are in a small, darkencd room and nothing you can do can alter that fact,
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You will be hers for hours, sceing nothing, hearing nothing. Poce the
inltial boredom. Sleep will help pass the time, but your ceplors may be watching,
using infra-red cameras. They will know if you sleep, and compensates; you will
be left long encugh to allow your critical facultics to become dullad,

Keep your mind active. Think. Review everything you heve ever memorised.
Plan = new colony, o town; oven what crous you would grov if you had a farm.

Does Spock lmow yet that something has happened to me? But even if he does,
what con he do? If he comes looking for me, he will be ceptured t00...

What would Spock do ~ what could Spock do, sven if he escaped capture by
whoever weas hiding here? He could not go back %o the Sterbase, find Sendak, ask
for help..,if ho did he would he arrested apein, and angway, how could he ask for
help for a dead man? 4 second escape from the Starbase would be impossibles
YicCoy and Scotty had already stuck their necks out far enough, and Sendak...
Sendek had his duty to consider.

How could they ever hopve to escane from the dark maze that was opening up in
front of them, cscave back to their own wniverse with the formula for the drug
that would save Bones? The utteor hopelessness of their situation threatened to
drag Kirk down to total despair.

The hours passed,; but they did not drog. Kirk resolutely put his fcars
aside, firmly keeping his wind fixed on optimistic thoughts. sgainst all hope, he
had been rescued from the Captain: agsinst all hove, Spock had finelly found a
new world where there was a Jim Kirk to welcome him. Somchow they would win
through again.

The solitude it=zclf did not trouble him, though he could understand that it
might have been a trouble to others, for solitude and he were old companionsg 2
companion he hod never welcomed, but one he could still tolerats.

He slept for = while, and woke again. Startled for o moment, he romembered
where he wag and relexed with a grim dotermination. Soon, his captors would
surely come for him, gquestion him.

What answers could he give? Nothing of velue to them, no metter how subil:
& & ’

they questioned. Even if they broke him completely, his snswers would be meaning-

less, and probably not boliewkoed.,

I am a Humar member of Sterfleet on leave, he %told himself, 1 wes czmp

a )
In the desert, ceme swoy from cemp for a walk, and got lost. I know nobhing
about the Starbase, its persornel...

L

ilhere wag Spock? Was he too o prisoner alread also awaltin interro--
k g 3 ¥ b
gatioﬂ?

Lights suddenly snapped on, and with a stertled cry he flung up his erm to
cover his eyes as the sudden brillisnce stabbod at the dilated pupils with daggor-
sherp intensity. Rough hands grasped his arms, pulling him ungently to his feet,
and dregged him forward. He did nobt resist, knowing it was pointiess, but he did
wish they had delayed long enough to let his eyes adjust to the light, - As it was,
he wint blindly where they led, blinking furiously as his eyes slowly adapbeds by

e time they reached the solid wooden door at the ond of the long corridor, he
could gec again, '

The windows of this part of the corridor had boemm shuttered, and lights
installed. Wot surorising. He monnged to look at hig captors as one of them
knocked at the door. Poinbted ears...but the uniforms...

They were Romulans.

There was o single, sharp word uttersd from behind the door. "Enter.! The
Romulan language here seemed harsher then in his own universe — he had a fair
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knowledge of it as a result of the Captain's friendship with the Romulen
Commander Tal, and he knew that he would be better advised to kecp that fact to
himgself. He let himself be pushed into the room. '

There wes a desk in the room: Dbehind it sat four figures that Kirk did
not have time to see properly as he was hustled forward to the sgingle cheir that
gstood in front of the desk.

He was pushed into the chair, his wrists fastened to the arms of it with
metel bands. Then he had time to look up a2t the four figures facing him.

A woman, slim, beautiful in the merble—sculpture perfection of most
Vulcanoid females — and as warmblooded as z statue too, Kirk realised after a
quick glance at her eyes. She secmed young, bubt Kirk knew +thot it was o mistake
to judge - eveir to try to judge - her age. Here was the classic beauty thot
would be unchanged even by the yesrs, timeless as stone - and as cold.

The other three interrogators were men: one, grey-halred and wrinkled,
whose face looked az if he could be kind...but the eyes, again, were cold and
calculating; o second men, plump-faced and vaguely familiar...ond...Spock?

Could it be? Somchow?

It seemed impossible, and yet...had not Spock already accomplished the
impossible? Wot once, but many times? And with no way of telling how long he
had been a prisoner ~ it might have been hours, or days ~ Spock might well have
succeeded in tracing his bondmate, and planned a rescue.

There was, of course, o way to be certain; 2 way which was uniquely
theirs in this universe, one which would not betray them if he used it ~ ond
mogt important, & wsy which admitted no possibility of deceit or trickery.

Tentatively, Kirk opened his mind, reaching out towsrds this men in
welcome, and met — blenkness, o curtein of no response that still hod an under-
current of hatred. He snapped his mental shields into place lunstantly, instinct—
ively, concentrating on intensifying them, protecting himsclf against the hate.

No. This man was not Spock, although he resembled him so closely. Kirk
saw the eyes more cloarly now, and their cold ruthlessness reminded him of the
Captain, Bven sc had he looked...on that now seldom remerbered but gtill and
always horrifying, horrible day when he hod killed Scotty and then, his honds
red with <the dead mon's blood, had drawn his helpless living victim into a
pitiless embraca.

Romulans had not cvolved with the same telepathic skills as Vulecans, Kirk
knew, and in this universe even Vulcan telepathic ability was latents; the
thought was comforting, although he saw the woy the wan who looked so like
Spock was now studying him. It was as 1f he hod been aware of that mind touch
evon although he had not resporded to it, and XKirk found himself wondering if,
here, it was the Romulang who hod the telepathic sbiiity. If so, he must be
gareful. He had slresdy betrayed himself,

"Your name?" The gquestioner was the man who looked vaguely familiar.

"Fames Kirk." At least the Romulens couldn't kinow that in this universe
Janes T. Kirk was dead, had been dead for twenty years. If by any chance they
did know the name, his youth would lead them to believe, as MeCoy had done, that
he was o son of the dead men. '

MYou sre o Starflect officer? 4 Commender?!

"Teg." There was nc point in denying it - phrased as a quastion it might
be, but these wmen surely knew the uniform.

"Your business hoerce?!

"T am on leave and camping in th. desert ncarby, I...happened on the
place by chance." Careful. Keep as close to the truth as possible...fou lie
very badly, JemcS«s.
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"By chance?" The volce was scornful. '"Do you take us for foolg?h

"T imew only that the ruins of the ancient city of Sas-a~Shar were in this
neighbourhood. I did not know exactly where. I was looking -~ idly - for the
ruinsg, neot thinking I would alsc find...what T found."

"Are you alone?!

Meg" It wasn't o lic, he thoughts ot the moment, he was alone. Spock
was back at the little casis and must by now be frantically worried.

"Tou camp in the desert, and you have no companion?"

"There are few Humens on Vulecan," Kirk said, still truthfully. "Vulcens...
do not readily associate with Humens save in @ business capacity.!

He sew the interrogators nodding, ond sighed inwardly. As long as Spock's
presence remainced unsuspected, there was a chance.

"There are you baged?!

If you only knew! "I cannot tell you thot."

Pain lanced from tho metal bends resiraining his wrists and shot up his arms.
He gosped, The question waeg repeated.

"I cannot tell you." This time, expecting it, he was able to control the
pain.

"You would bs viser to tell us what we want to kunow," the women said, her
clenr wvoice cold despife the sympathy she clesrly strove to impart. "My collecgues
are..dmpatient meny ond while we fully appreciste your loyalty to your Feder~
ation, we cannot peruiit your loyalty to interfere with our duty."

Kirk toock o deep broath. "I will not, i€ I con avoid it, permit your duty
to interfere with my loyalty. None of you will respect & itraltor, no matter how
hard you try to break me."

There wag the briefest of pauses, then -
"There are you based?"

BT connot tell you." Grimly he held on to the fragile control of pain Spock
had taught hinm.

"In what capacity do you serve Starfleet?

1T cannot tell.. . k! Hig face twisted in pain cs sugmented sgony convulsed
his body.

"Tou are so foolish to defy us," the woman said. "ie do not want to harm
You. .M

Kirk wmanagod a wry grin. '"The brutal interrogstor, giviamg pain...ond the
supposedly sympathotic ons, trying %o persuade. It won't works; you'wve been
migcast in thet role, Lody."

Pury showed for o sceoond, distorting the classically-beautiful face into an
ugly masks her hond moved, stabbed down onto the desk, and Kirk's body convulsed
as he tried to choke back & scresm. The older mon caught her arm and wrenched
her finger from the control, speaking urgently in Romulan. Xirk's knowledge of
the languege was not sufficient for him to followy the unfamilisr dialect, espec-
ially since part of his mind was wholly occupied with regaining control of him—
self, but he could guess the gist of it - 'Would you degtroy him before wo have
picked his mind clean?!

She spat back o brief answer. This Kirk did understond. "No men so insults
me!!

"he truth is not on insult." dan and womon stared coldly at each other for
a moment, then the woman sat back, her lips sot. It ssemed that her collesgucs
held little love for her, bui that would not help him.
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Or...vas all this an elaborate bluff? Were his caplors intelligent enough
to try o double bluff, to pretend that this inept attempt was by the !'sympathetic!
interrogator while in actual fact it was the older men who had been cagt in that
role? It did not seem imnossible.

They're all enemies, he reminded himself. This was not his universe, where
the Romulans were loosely allied to the Federation, In this universe, the
Romulans were hostile.

The questioner had ignored the interruntion. Waiting only until there was
silence agein, he soid quietly, "Where wers you based?"

With a shock, Kirk suddenly realised why this man seemed so familicr.
Tal.

Tal, who hod been o friend of the Captain's - perhaps his closest friend.
But this was o Tal many years older, plumper, and Xirk remembered agein that
everyone in this universe was older than his counterpart in his own.

Tal. Kirk remembersd the subtle, sly cruelty of the Tal he knew, and felt
fear. In each universe the basic choracteristics are the same. That conversation
with Spock, so long 2go now it seewmed, offcred no comfort, only reason for
inerensed epprshension. He drew his defences ag firmly about bim as he could.

"T have nothin; to tell youl"

Spock zet off ot first light, heving carcfully wanufsctursd a message for
¥cCoy that - he hoied = nobedy else finding it would be able to understend, and
headed for the old ruing at o rapid trot.

He pauscd 25 he reachoed the walls. It would take = long time to scarch
the whole citys whers was Jim wmost likely %o have gone? His mind reached out,
enecountering...

Thoughts. Faint... The mind touch was unfamilier. Not Jim. Who, then?
Wiho could bo herc?

Sterflect Security, looking for hiw? Unlikely. ¥o-one could get this
far into the dessrt without o vehicle in the time ovallable, and he did not think
that anyone knew or gucssed ot the help ¥eCoy had given them. IF the surgeon's
part in this had been discovercd, Scotty would have warnsd them; and besides,
the searchers would have gone directly to the oasis, not to the ruined city. No.
Not Starfleet.

Who else couid it be?

Memory of his arrost wmade him cautious. He could not sssume thot it was o
gtranger - or & friend. He could not afford to be re-orrssted; = second ecscape
would be...exbromely difficult to enginesr.

In spite of his incrensing cnxiety, therefore, hs moved slowly, cautiously,
towards the soucsce of the thoughts, his mental shields firmly in plece.

The thoughts werc...not random, but not coherent cither. It was rather as
if someons never cxvosed to telepathic communication — and of course, no-onc hers
ever was - was sitting thinking, onc train of thought lecding to znother, not
guspecting that his thoughts could be monitorsd.

//Wondcr if that was a spy we caught? Scems odd, though, that the Vulcons
would use an Barthling for = spy... Tal'll soon get the truth out of him...

Hot...cven thoe wind blows hot here... What I'd give for 2 blast of cool
air from the Rosher Icecap! Even the polar regions cre bot on this twice-damned
plonet... Justat night the tempersziurce drops to a comfortable level foxr a hour
or tWo.ss Thy did the Preetor not think fo wan this expedition with men from
the squatorial zone? They'd find it comfortable enough. But I suppose they've
all been sent to some ice plonet somewhele...
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Barthling? OSpy? It had to be Jim. Who were these people? The Practor
L 3 Tal...

Romulans!
What wore Romulans doing here? They wers the sples...

Cereful. He nust be careful. It would not benefit Jim if he were coptured
t00. '

Jim. He must hove walked right into them, unsuspecting. Even after three
years Spock had no difficulty in thinking of the Romulans os eunenmy, dbut to Jim
they were -~ had alweys been - allicd to the Federntion. It wos not outwith the
bounds of possibility that Jim hed approached them openly, momentarily believing
them to be exploring the ruins as he was.

Jim, if they have hermed you... Involuntarily his hoands clenched, ocnd he
forced himself to rclax. Watch. Learn. FPlan. £11 his fiercely-aroused, proteci-
ive instincts were brought firmly under control - anger and sheer physical strength
would not save Jim now, but subtlety and cunning might.

Spock mede his cautious way on, watchful, wary, until he saw the Romulan
whose thoughts he had detected. The mon stood buside 2 doorway, half leoning
against the wall, apparently on guard, an air of laxity cbout him. Spock recog-
nigsed the condition immediatelys; it was often suffered by Humons when they were
first based on Vulcan. Caused by the heot, it hod o semi-~soporific effect on its
victinssy 1t wes not dengerous, ond weas self-curing as the body ndapted to the
heat -~ or when the oxteranl tempersture fell - but during its course the vicliim
was half agleep withoud realising it,.

Half aslecy or not, though, the guard was still going to be alert encugh to
challenge snyone approaching the doorway.

Spock wotched the sleepy guerd for some time, noting that he wes bocoming
more and mory Growsy. Perhaps he could make © move bafore very long...

Another Romulon came through the doorway, and the guard straightened with
an effort. The low-voiced cxchange came clearly to tho Vulecon's earss although
onte or wwo words were in a dialect unfomiliar to him, he understood what wag said
well enough.

"Just as well it's me relieving you, Decius ~ the Commonder doesn't toke
lkindly to men sleeping on duty. Remember what happened to Tovar — reduced to
common Footmon, and a flogging to rub it in.Y

Uit's this curged heat, Calus. It would make a zca'mander sleepy. Anyway,
what's to guard in this bedevilled wastelond?!

"ie've already cought one intruder, romember? His story way be true - it's
typical of Barthlings to waste time 'studying' ruins -~ but the Commander still
doesn't belicve he was alone.,!

Decius yowned widely., "I'm for bed. GQuiet guard, Coius.," He disappoarcd,
and Spock sighed softly.

At least he knew that Kirk was o prisoner; tbers could not possibly have
been anothcr Human exploring Sas-—a—Shar. But...how wasg Kirk being treated? The
Romulans hod o reputation for cold~bloodedness, and werc unlikely to be gentle
with on unco~operotive prisoner: the thought of Kirl in their hands wos...

He could forget about this entrance. Caius locked alert, the heat clearly
giving him littlec trouble. Spock probed cautiously with his mind, but the men
wag intent on his duty, his thoughts concermed only with analysing the faint
desert sounds. He might get bored in a few hours, but... Srpoclkt withdrew the
mind touch, and retreated circumspectly.

He prowled the ruine, finding the next two entrances zlso guarded, and begon
to construct a mzntal picture of the Romulan base, thinking back te his memories
of the ruins as he heod explored them so many years proviously.
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The city consisted of a maze of houses coumncected by long corridors as well
as the more limited sitrsets. Parts were built on a wore open plan than others,
and these three entrances lad to an ar:a that had reminded Spock of the Eigh
Council Buildings where all of Vulecan's affairs were handled, being Parlisment
and Law Court and Foreign Affairs all in one; even all major businesses had
agents there. It was probable, Spock had considered, that this was the Ancients!
vergion of the High Council Buildings, although in the dayg of Bas—-a-Sharts great-
ness there had been no Vulcan High Council; each region had had its own Council.
Interiinked ag all the rooms wers, it would make an excellent base for an enemys
add to that, it was at the same time remote snd yet near enough to both the Star-
bage and the capital city. VYes, an excellent base.

As he conszidered this, Spock became aware of the encroaching darkness, How
had a day gone past o guickly? He must find shelter.., He ducked through a
gateway a little way from the nearest guard, checked that there were no signs of
the Romulans using this part of the old city, and curled up -~ not to sleay, his
anxiety about Kirk prevented that - but to preserve his body heat against the
nignt chill. At least Jim did not have to worry too much aboutd ity what was
cold to a Vulcan was still reasonale miid to a Human.

Darlness. * Silonce.

Kirk moved uncasily on the bed, suddenly realising that in fact the Romulans
seemed to have very little idea of the most effective usc of sensory deprivation.
Hig vhysical discomfort, caused by the hardness of the bed, gave him something to
concentrate on. The darkness was probably due to their aruserv1ng whatever light
source they used - why waste light on a merc prisoner? - and the silence, to the
door and windows having been sealed up., At least he did not feel cold ~ the
temperaturs had dropped to a comfortuble level, and was unlikely to sink lowor.

There was a residual ache in his body from the pain inflicted by his interrc-
ogators, and he concentrated on relaxing, trying to gather strength, but a dull
throbbing bebind his oyes, not intense enough to be called pain, worried him.

Kirk knew what il was, although he had never exporicnced it before. It was
what Spock had warned him might happen if they remained too long out of contact.
To distract himself from the discomfort Kirk began to think back over the interr-
gation. Or rather, to consider the interrogators.

Tal, as unpleasant herc as in $he other umiverse. Yet of the two, he felt
that he preferred this one. His unpleasantness was not semi-diszuised bchind
suavity and apparent good fellowship -~ nor did he have his counterpart's lknow-
ledge of Kirk's past. : '

The woman. Was it his imagination, eor did she have a psrsonal, rather than
a professional, hatred for him? No, wait...a hatred of his counterpart? Ko,
His counternart had been dead for twenty years. Or...the wmistake fThat kicCoy had
made, Scotty had made, that he had hoped the Romulans might make 1f they recognised
hig nase., Had she in fact made it? Hated him for his likeness to the man she
thought must be his father? It was...not impossible. Perhaps Spock might know.
In any case, that hatred haed led her into one mistake - it might lead her into
another.

The oldcr man, who seemed sympaﬁhetic in an impersonal way. He was doing
a job, and scemed motivated by neither hatred nor direct sympathy. In some ways
he might be the most dangerous of the four,

Or might he? The fourth interrogator was a complete enigma. His resonb-
lance to Spock was unperving, unsettling, and his role still uncertain. Alone of
the interrogators he haed said nothing, mercly watching with cold, calculating eyos.
Under other circumstances Kirk might have suspected him of mind probing, but he
had felt nothing, no hint of telopathic contact, no attempt to force his shieclds.
To be on the safe side, however, he had used cnergy consolidating his mental
defences that he would have preferred to use to control the pain that was inflicted.
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He would have to continue to maintain his shielding, as well, He could
not be certain the Romulan was not playing a waiting game. His ovn mind could
only resch Spock, since he himself was not telepathic., Might that have becen why
he deteoted nothing? Though he would have expected wt least to sense a telepathic
ability in the man. But he could well have beirayed himself to a more skilled
telepath with that first tentative reaching out, and the Romulan gould be walting
until he was too tired to maintain -his shield.

Kirk moved again, trying to find a morc comfortable position against the
phantom ache in his arms and shoulders that persisted in spite of all his attempts
to block it out by relaxation and the control Spock had taught him. He had not
thought of surrvendering to the Romulans, but was wryly amused at the continued
realisation that if they did eventually succesd in breaking him, he could tell
them nothing that would be of value to them — and they would probably not believe
hmm anyway .

The slow hours passcedy a faint grey light showed the rectangle of the door-
way as a dim opening. Spock stirred. He wag stiff with Ilying curled up against
the cold, and stretcohed caubtiously before heading for the door. At it, he paused,
ligtening carcfully, his mind alert to any trace of conscious thought ncarby.

Nothing.
No sound, no movement.

It was more than probable that apart from the guards who would certainly
have boen left at the thres gates, overyone on the base was still asleep. Dawn
wasg early in this latitude at this time of yoar.

The supposition did nct meke him any less alert as he moved warily along
the corridor in the gencral direction of what hoe considered had to be the enemy
base, ears and mind stretehed to the limit. Jim had certainly been taken unawars,
thinking himself alons here; Spock kmew otherwise. He could not risk being
captured. Only if he remained free would he be of any help to Jiwm.

He was a pace past the doorway with the well-fitting wooden deoor befeore he
realised what he had secn, and stopped. He must be doubly cautious nows ho was
into the Romulan base. He listened carcfully at the deor, but heard nothing.

Strange that the Romulans had not set guards here, whore the base Jjoinod
the rogt of the ruins...or perhaps not. Anyons enbtering the ruins by one of the
othor entrances would have some distance to go before they resched here: wmost

sitors = if indead any Vulcan cver came — would concentrate their exploration
on the buildings where they entered the ¢ity, snd fow would move very much
further afield. Humans might explore superlicially, and would probably discover
ag much of intercst as a Vulecan's mors detalled examination.

Spock passed several more doors, and paused by eack to listen, still hesring
nothing and detecting no trace of thouzght. BSurely the Homulans had not left
overnight? WNo, of course nobts he was forgetting the strange attribute of the
ruins. Something about them inhibited telepathic contact, even at ths modern
wooden doors.

Ahead of nim a door opened, and Spock shrank back zgainst a doorway, know-
ing that if the Romulan turned his way he could not hope to romain undetected.
Random factors were olersting in his favour, it seemed:; the wman turned the other
way, and marched briskly off down the corridor., Watching him from the doubtful
shelter of the doorway, Spock decided that he was an ordinary soldier, not an
officer.

A guard, zoing on duty? It was not impossible; the guards at the gates
must be due for relief soon.

The man disappearcd round the corner at the end of the corridor, and Spock
left hig 'shelter' and followed him. He was just at the door the man had come
out of when it opened, and another Romulan stepped into the corridor,
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There was only onc thing to do. Before the man had time to register the
presence of a stranger, $pock reached out guickly, grasping the shoulder, pross-
ing the vulnerable nerve. The Romulan collapsed.

Spock nulled him into the room, hoping that there was no-one elge in there.

The room was ecmpty. 9pock breathed a sigh of relief, and turned his ati—
ention to his victim. This one was an officer; his uniform ornate encugh to
denote high rank. And then Spock saw the man's face.

It was like looking into a mirror. For a split sccond he thought of the
dead Captain, his mind fighting the illogical thought that it was the Captain,
recoversd and defocted to the Romulansy then he fimly reminded himself that
the Captaints body was in the cellar; s3ill guarding the damaged mechanism that
had taken him o Kirk.

Someone up there likes us. He had heard tho expression on Human lips with-
out completoly understanding why they said ity now he understood. This was good
fortune beyond anything he could have dared to hope for.

Thore were several degrecs of ncck pinch, the mildest intended only to
disorientate the victim for a few seconds; the one he had used on his prescnt
captive had beon tho more common one designod to keep the victim unconscious for
a short while. Now, he pressed the Romulan's shoulder again, this time applying
the prossure that wet 1d keep him unconseious for several hours. Then he moved
his hands tc %hoe men's facc, positioning thoem for a mind meld. Iven unconsclous,
the mind would reveal at least facts and opinions formed during the last hours,
facts and opinions that had not yoet had time to sink into the subconsclous.

The name was...Flavigg, His job...Security. He was currently on the
interrogation team that was examining 2 captured Terran...one with an oddly
powerful méntal shield.

Spock stiffencd at that, and probed desper. Flavius was himself mildly
telepathic — & receptive televath, his ability making him fearcd among his
people, and onsuring that Security wag the only job in which be would Do accepted.
He hated the world because of it - there could be no doubting. His hatred was
strong e¢nough to be close, close to the surface of his thoughts. His own people
feared him, did not accept him - end he hated them. He was on the interrogation
team o ensurc that if the Terran did tell them anything, whal he was saying was
the $ruth. He had not been able to detect any of the Human's thoughts save a
flecting touch right at the start of the interrogstion before the man's shiclds
snapped into nleacc, '

So far the Torren had told $hem nothing of imporfance, despite the use of
the neural bracelots at foree 5. Of course, if that bitch had not used force 10
on him for that moment when he had recognised her for whot she was... After
that, force 5 was probebly a relicf., Perhaps today...

Spock sat up, vulling his mind from that hate-filled one with relief, his
thoughts racing furiously. The interrogation was almost due...

loving rapidly he re-established the link, impressing on Flavius' memory
that he had feld i1l todays he had risen, made to go into the corridor, and
felt dizazy. He had gone back into his room and collapsed...

Then he scarched the chest that stood beside the bed for clothes. Fortunate
that the Romulan was also the same heoight and build as himself. A second uniform
wag quickly forthooming; Spock put it on, glad that it was loose enough - and
tight-fitting cnough at wrists and neck - to cover and hide his own clothes. He
could not leave a Starflect uniform behind,

Spock checked himsclf guickly in the polishod wetal mirror, and made for
the door. If one of tho common soldiers came in now %o clean the room while his
senior officer was on duty, he would find the unconscious men, but ~ hopefully -
would not reglisc that a scecond 'Flavius' had gono to take his place on the
interrogation penel. And the false memory he had implantoed would certainly
delay discovery.
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Ho closed the door firmly bshind him and headed down the corridor, remind-
ing. ; himself that he had every right to be here. Thers was a moment of indecision
when he reached the end of the corridor, then the Plavius memories fook over, and
he turned right confidently. Twenity yards, and he reached the heavy wooden door
that led to the interrogation room. '

The other three interrogators were already assembled, and Spock looked at
them consideringly, as Flavius' memory supplied the numes.

Tal, plump and unreliable...and familiar.
Vargos, An unknown quantity, cven to Plavius.
Thula, Cold and calculating...and horribly, terribly, maliciously familiaxr.

Spock's mind went back over the years. How long had it been? Twenty three
years at least. A spy mission. Capture a Romulan cloaking device. Somehow.
Anyhow.

And they had done it, he and Kirk. It was not a memory he was proud of.
Thula, Commandex of the Romulan vessel that had intcrcepted them...like Kirk,
iasclated in command. Unlike Kirk, so very, very alone, not even able to call her
second~in-comsand — Tal - her friend. She had been very vulnerable...and so very,
very susceptible when he, Spock, had appeared to succumb to her persuasion.

He had beoen imprcssed by her, he admitted to himself, Impressed by her
efficiency, her obvious ability in command...her decisive, incisive mind. But at
the same time... Her underlying coldbloodedncss hod repelled him, and it had
taken a real c¢ffort for him to pretend an attraction he had not really felt,

He had nover guite understeod why, in that final moment before the Entor—
prise retrieved him, she had come over and put her arms round him. She had
undoubtedly rocognised the transporicr hum. ¥irk had sugucsted that she had been
trying to prevent his escave, that perhaps the Romulan transporters did not work
with two people in such close proximity, for she had cortainly not had time
enough to call in the guards that she had so foolishly dismisseds Romulan
technology was known - at that time = to be less advanccd than that of the
Federation or the Klingon Empire..

Well, whatever the reason, Thula had found horself on board a Foederation
vessel. He did not deny her courage; she had been guick to order Tal to fire on
the Enterprise, oven knowing it would mean her death.

They had escaped - just -~ and put her ashorc ag soon as possible. She had
been returncd to her own people by the Federation, and he had put her out of his
mind. Now he was being forced tc reconsider her.

How much bad Jim suffercd because of her presence here? In his universe,
those events had not happened, could not while the treaty between the Romulans and
the Federation held, and although Jim knew many Romulan officers -~ Tal, in part-
loular, more closcly than he would have liked -~ Thulas was a complede strangsr to
him.

For her part, she must know that Jim was not the Captain Kirk she had lknown.
At that time, Kirk had been at leasst ten ycars older than his youthful counter—
par‘t »

Spock called on Flaviusg' thoughts sgein. They told him very little. Thula
had hated Flavius, and he had never known why - but he roturned the hatred with
full measure.

And...she had exhibited that same viclous hatred towards the prisoners
Flavius had wondered why. It was o personal loathing of the young Humen, not
duty, that had sint her fingor pressing down on the button that controlled the
neural bracelets — a curious action that should be investigated...and would be,
when the quostion of the spy had been settled. .
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The Vulecan found himself wondering whet Thula's carcer had been since thaoy
removed her from her ship.

The Prastor did not look kindly on any of his officers who was dofeateds
thet much was kunown. She would have lost her command, perhaps evemr her right
to command another starship ever agrin. Bubt this was clearly a job of some
responsibllity, small though this base almost certainly was. Buﬁ...a job shared
by Tal? Had he, also, been a victim of those cvents of twenty-tiree years ago?

Regponsibility. Porhops. Thoy were oh an enemy »nlanet where they were in
perpetual danger of discovery. It must indicate that they were at least trusted
still - or again. They werc not, could not be, solcly interrogators: Their
chances of capturing Vulecan officers -~ or even Humans based on Vulcan - wero
glight. Spock lot Flavius' memory surface again.

Ah. Their job .was also to monitor the loyalty of their own poople.

Charming! If thoe Praetor could not trust his own men...perhaps one day o
Pederatlon/ﬂomulan troaty might be possible hore, teo.

The opening door snapped off his train of thought. He watched with well~
conccaled anxiety as Jim was cscorted in.

Kirk wag pale, but clearly in full control of himscl?, wmoving with a guledb
dignity that was cloquunt with defiance.

Deapite the peril in which they stood Spock felt o surge of pride and
admiration £111 him. Thig wss the man his countermart had terrorised and abused
es. What might Kirk have done, what might he have achieved, if his Spock had
bsen worthy of him?

Dare he reach out to Kirk's mind?

He wanted -~ oh how he wanted - to reassure his friend; but could Jim
disguise his reliof 1L he felt the unexvected mind touch? It was probable; the
Human's control had improved tremendously in the three years they had beon
together. DBut noy it was bettor not to take the risk.

Jim was fastened into the chairy Spock stiffencd fractionally as Flavius'
momory/knowlcdgp told him what the metal bands were for. His mind worked Crant-
ically = he could not permit this interrogotion...yot how could he stop it?

Already Tal was beginning thce monotoncus, repetitive gquestionings to
every question Jim simply snswered, "I have nothing to say," then stiffened
glightly but noticenbly os Tal stabbed at the bubtton that sent agony coursing
through his body.

At least he's monaging to control it, block it to some oxtent, Spock
thought with & eick despair, For strong though Kirk's mind was, he was Humen, and
his control was limited. A mental probe told him that the others werc all
enjoying Jim!'s pain: although trying to bresk his resistance, they wers in fact
in no hurry to do so. It sickened him.

Abruptly he reached over ond stopped Tel's hand as it stabboed down once
MOTA,

"This accomplishces nothing.Y
"We have answors to get, for the good of the Dmpire."

"There arc more subtle ways." Spocl gpoke softly, knowing that thelr only
chance lay in his action during the next few minutes. He managed to counterfeid
a note of menace, the sight of Kirk's pale, perspiring face lcending conviciion
to hisg tone.

"Give me an hour alone with him. T doubt I will nesd so long. He has
been well conditioned by now."

"The sympathetic role is herdly your Stjlb, Flaviug," Thula commented, the
ice-cool voice filled with hatred.
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Flovius' memory informed him of her humilistion at Jim's hand yestérday.
"8till less is i% yours, Lady." He used the slightly mocking tone thai he inst—
inctively felt Flavius would empley. No, the years had not improved her, had
merely intensified %he burning ambition that had been in her...always, "We have
nothing to lose. 4nd I do have ane..advantage...none of you possess." Flavius
himself was bardly likely %o call it an advantege, he knew, but it was unlikely
that his colleagues realised that. .

"True," Vorgos admitted. "Very well -~ he is yours, Flavius."

Spock signalled the guards. "Take him..." Take him where? Not to Flavius'
room, though that would be the obvicus place. "...Back to his cell.”

They released the Human, who was staring at bim defiantly, and Spock was
compelled to drop his eyes to conceal the affection he knew he was revealing.
This was indeed the companion he had sought for so many weary years, self-aseured,
courageous...and oh, so loyal and loving.

Leaving the three Romulans, Spock followed the guards as they hustled Xirvk
out. As he went, he increased his sensitivity to his companions' thoughts, but
could read nothing but a combination of Ffear and hatred, a desperate atiempt to
maintain a shielding inadeguate because it was needed so seldom.

The guards did not appesr to share their superiors' dislike of the telepethic
Flaviuss perhops they had not been told of his ability, marginal though Svock
knev it to be. Their minds were unshielded, oven...and not particularly informeat-
ive to Spock.

One was desperatsly homesick, and terrified that his officers should discover
it. Plavius did know...but in 2 rare moment of sympathy had chosen to keep the
knowledge to himself, although he should have revorted the man's Weakness., The
memory teld Spock that other than the officers, the men é¢id not know that Flavius
wos telepathicy part of his duty was to monitor the men's thoughts, But ~
although he would report treasonsble or disloyal thoughts without a moment's hes-
itation, he was quite surprisingly sympathetic towards men like this, fiercely
loyal to the BEmpire =nd the Praetor, serving both with unguestioning obedience,
but never happy away from their homes. If his homesickness was discovered, the
man would be returned home...but in disgrace, his entire family shomed thet he
should be so weal. But he had fought his weakness so that he could serve the
Bmpire as he wished to do; and Flaviug, who did not wish to serve the ampire in
this fashion, hating everyone, himself not least, considered that the man's courage
was greater then his weakness.

The other guard was thinking rather of the more customary activities of the
soldiers. His winnings at rath last night were substantial...now if his luck only
lasted another night or two, he would have amagsed enough money to buy that bit of
land when his tour of duty ended... He'd get o good choice of wife, too...cn ex—
soldier with his own farm.,.

Speck ruther doubted it. Rath - Flavius! memory identified it as a gambling
game — was an uncertain way of gathering enough money for anything, and o fondness
for it virtually ensured that he'd lose the lot bafore long. It wasg this man's
perpetual ~ and impossible ~ dream. So far Flavius had done nothing, for there was
no treason in the man's thoughtss many of the soldiers hod similar fantasies.
But...he monitored these thoughts more closely than those of +he homesick one, for
that one had no thoughts of what would come after his discharge; he was intent on
hig duty. -

Bath men would be punished for what Spock planned to dos he felt sorry, but
Jin's safety was more important to him then that of an unknown enemy .

The guards marched Kirk into his cell. Spoék entered behind them, and once
safely inside reached for the wvulnerable shoulder nerves. The guards collapsed
soundlessly.

Kirk swung round as the grip of their hands eased, to see the interrogator
straightening.
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"Jimess Jim, are you all right?"
Kirk looked at the anxious eyes studying him. How could it be? Aund yet...

Spock could guess at his friends thoughts. Subjected to interrogation over
meny hours, of course he must be suspecting that this was a trick, an attempt vo
break his resisfance through kindness.

Very well, then. Uet Jim out of here first., Then check that he wag all
right.

He bent over the guards. It would probably moke little difference, but...
Spock - quickly stripped the uniform off the rath pluyer and gave it to Kirk. "Put
this on.., Come now," He took Kirk's arm and pulled him tc the door.

Spock checked that the corridor wag clear, and led the way
out. He turned away from the Romulan complex and moved guickly,
cautiously, along the corridor.

Kirk followed, his eyes bright with uncertainty. He still
could not understand how this could possibly be. Spock...
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Certainly no Romulen would be interested in helping him. It had to be Spockas.

It wos the Romulen lack of guards in the inner port of the oity that saved
them. They moved quickly along the corrigop; through = house snd into another
corridor, and onwards in the general direction of the oasis. Distant shouts
reached the Vulcan.

Suddenly they were at a gateway. Worried, Spock looked ot Kirk. "Can you
run?! :

"Yes." It was not the entire truth; Kirk knew that he might be able to
run for a short distance, but he certainly couldn't keep it up for long.

"Come."

They ren, Kirk as fost as he could, Spock keeping pace with him, for several
hundred yards before they resched a cluster of rocks. Spock, knowing thet Kirk
had reached alimost the limit of his present endurance, pulled his bondmate down
and urged him undsr an overhanging rock, rolling in beside him.

"The alarm is raised," Spock breathed, knowing thot Kirk's relatively less
sensitive ears would not have deteotod the shouting.

Xirk nodded.

"Are you all rTighte"

"Yes. ©Oh Spock, I'm sorryi"

"Sorry?"

"For worrying you...aod for doubting that it was you.!

Spock siipped his arm round Kirk's shoulders and held him close. "It wasn't
your fault," he murmured. '"And as for doubting...l'd have been more concerned if
you'd accepted without question that it was me. I've seen Flavius.”

Kirk relaxed trustingly against his friend, "Meld with me,"” he whispered.
It was the one sure way of wmaking amends for his doubt, little though Spock
appearad to worry about it.

Mot yet," Spoclk said. "Flavius - my double — is telepathically recoptives
he has 2 perscnal stake in finding us. I put folse memories into his mind —~ dHub
ne will have been told that 'he' was present at the interrogation, took you away..."

"Telepathically receptive? But Spock ~ when I saw him first I thought he was
you, and tried to reach his mind. He was comvletely unresponsive.!

"Possibly. He hates the ability — it merks him as different, and in o basic-
ally non~telepuathic soclety he hag always been feared for what he might rezd in
others! unshielded minds. It also ensured that the only osreer possible for him
wag ag a spy in the Romulan Security Force. Part of his job is to monitor the
loyalty of the soldicrs. He does it = and well — but while 'off the job! he prefers
to keep his ghislds raised to shut out stray reception. I do the same, Jim, out of
respect for ofhers' privacys; he does it for his own sake ~ for his own sanity ~
otherwise the fear and hatred directed =t him by those who know of his gift would
daestroy him."

Kirk was silent for a moment. "Poor Flavius,"
L MYam, M,

They fell silent and lay still, listening intently. After a while Kirk,
exhausted by the events of the last forty-cight hours, drifted into sleep despite
the uncertainty of their situstion. Spock was delighted to lesrn, then, that his
friend's mental shields still held.

The Vulcan strained his ears for any sound that would indicate the search
coming their way, but he could hear nothing. He was not fooled; the Romulans were
undoubtedly searching under threat of dire punishment if they failed to capiure
the escaped Humen and the man who had taken Flaviug' place. Spock suspected that
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Thula at least had realised who that man was, and, realising, had a double reason
for wanting them recaptured. At the sauwe time he doubted that she had confided
in the others. Unless...Tal knew him too from the past. Spock had not had a
high opinion of Tall's intelligence when he had encountered him aboard the Warbird,
but the Romulan had a certain animal cunning that had clearly served him as well.
Tal might a2lso have put %two and two together and come up with four. But Tal had
a less personal grudge against him = them. Their actions had left him in command
of the Warbird, at least femporarily. It was unlikely that he had been left in
command, Spock felt. Indeed, he would not be here now 1f he had been given the
command, for Starship Cuptaincy was one of the most prestigious positions avail-
able, to the RKomulans as well as to the Federation.

Spock turned his thoughts to the more productive pursuit of considering
their present position. -

If the search reached the oasis their equipment would almost certainly be
discovered, hidden though it was under the drooping leaves of & Shelter Cactus...
or would it? They had not dared to assume that a search from the Starbase would
miss the oasis, and they had camped there on the assumption that a sesrch would
pass that way. Perhaps...perhaps, after all, the Romulans, who did not dare
linger too long in the open lest a routine Federation patrol discover them, would
not find their camo.

Spock resolutely closed his mind to the problems that would arise if the
Romulans 4id discover their camp. Zven 1f they escaped recapture, the oasis was
their rendezvous with McCoy end Scott, and they must return to it. Spock did not
doubt that if the need arose, he could cover the fifty miles back to the Starbase
on foot within three dayss; in more hospitable texritory, he was confident that
Jim could have walked it too. But in this desert waste, he was not sure that Jim
could manage. It would not be for want of trying - Spock rememberad all too well
how Kirk had struzgled on, fighting the handicap of a badly injured leg, as he
attempted to crosg the Denevan Valley of Truth - but the Human lacked the stamina
to exist for three days in these waterless conditions, simply because he came from
a planet where water was plentiful. And if their shelter at the oasis had been
discovered, he could not leave Jim here alone, either. The Humen needed the
shelter and the moisture the oasis provided, or else...

Ko. He would not think of that.

Be positive. Be optimistic. Pessimism was bad. I%t could drain his will,
could weaken him. He could not afford weakness — Jim needed his strength.

He ¢till hesrd nothing, and cautiously opened his mental sensitivity, all
the while maintsining strict shielding over his own thoughts.

He could sense nothing.
He frowned, slightly puzzled. Nothing?
But the alarm had been raised... The Romulans must be scarcaing...

0f course. The buildings were shielded. They must be searching inside the
0ld city first.

Dared he waken Kirk and try to reach the oasis before the search reached
beyond the ruins and out to here? From one point of view it would be gafer than
waiting hore until nizht; but there was no shelber in the mile between here and
the oasis, nowhere they could hide if the Romulans expanded their search during
the half hour it would take them to cover the ground.

The danger of canture by the Romulans...%he danger from nocturnal predators,
in particular the le~matya. Which was the greater?

Spock sighed. He could hope to defend Jim from the predators, which
normally hunted singlys he could not hope to defend him from the Romulans.

They must walt.

Spock relaxeds keeping his mind shielded, he sank into a state of light
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meditation in which he was still alert to detect any hostile thoughts.

Slovly, very slowly, the hours passed.

After a while, Spock became aware of the confused jumble of thoughts, and
knew that the search had expanded into the desert. It was impossible to make out
any one individual wind, but he did manage to detect a Tew siray individual
thoughts.

Annoyance..,anger that the men should lose their off-duty time for this
gearch. Hmm. Their hearts were not wholly in the asgignment, but if they captured
the two fugitives they would show no mercy - rather, they would take the opport-
unity to vent their anger on their captives.

Mixed with the anger, some other thoughts., The soldiers did not particul-
arly like their officers; they were amused that they had been tricked, as well as
slightly puzzled ~ how had the trick been mansged?

The thoughts come nearer, and Spock wnressed closer into the shallow over—
hang that sheltsred them, hardly daring to breathe.

4 harsh Romulan voice spoke nearby, snd for a moment Spock thought they had
been discovered. Then the mesning of the guttersl words penetrated. '

"There's no shelter here. Besides, no-one would come into this hell-hole
without transport. They'll have flown away ages a.0. Let's get back to camp."

_ There was s rumble of asreement and the mental !'noise! diminished, ceasing
abruptly after a short while.

Spock remained motionless. Some conscientioussguard might still be waiching
from one of th» rure windows in the outer wall, alert for asny movement. Spock
preferred to wait until dark, and risk encountering = le-matya.

ihat would the Romulans do now? he wondered. And what was his own duty now?
Bvery instinct urged him to tuke Kirk away from here, back to his own universe
where he was sefe... He could say nothing, teke the cure for McCoy, and return...
But even as the thouzht crossed his mind two faces rose in his memory, MclCoy and
scotty, loyal still to the Vulcan they served... How could he betray them? The
Romulan presence on this Vulcan was a threat to their safety. 4nd Jim - what
would he think when he l.arned that his bondmate had sbandonsd the friends who had
risked so much? Instinctively, he knew that the Human would not buy his galety
at that prics.

There was no other choice. He must report tho presence of the Romulan base
to Sendak -~ how to do it without being arrested again was the only problem.
McCoy? Scott? No. He could not again involve his old friends. They held pos—
itions of importance - if it was discovered that they had helped an escaning
deserter, Starflect would be quick to charge them.

Jim, perhaps? But Jim's position was too ambivalent. He had no identity
here, end Sendalk was bound to want credentials Jim could not give.

No. Bomehow Spock himself would have to give Sendak the information — his
cousin would belleve him., Which meant that he would sgain have to risk an entry
to the Starbase, a basc now doubly on the alert...

Kirk stirred. "Spock?!
"Wag, Jim?"
"L thought..." He shivered.

"Tou're safe now, Jim. The Romulens have abandoned the search, assuming
that we had an aircar nearby. However, I think it more prudent to wait until dark
before we return to the casis.!

Kirk nodded, willing to accept without question Spock's iudgement in this,
"McCoy? What if he came and... ™
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"I left 2 messoge. I can only hope that if he came, he Tound it."

They fell silent again, content that they were together, confident that now
they were reunited nothing could defeat them. Slowly, the light began to fade.

At last Spock wmoved. "I think we can risk going on now," he murmured., Kirk
rolled ocut of the cramvped hollow after him and peered around.

"Spock, it's pitch dark," he protested.

"Fortunately, Vulcens have excellent night wvision; the starlight is suffic-
ient to let me see our way." Spock reached out and ‘took Kirk's arm. "This way,
Jim.M

They moved steadily scross the sand. Kirk's eyes kept being drawn to the
sky where the constellations glittered frostily - it gave him something to lock
at: the darkness surrounding them reminded him too vividly of the hours he had
spent in the darkness of the Romulan prison.

It was very cold, and Kirk begsn to wonder how badly Spock was sufferings
it was taking a2ll his self control to keep himself from shivering, and Spock was
less tolerant of the cold then he. It wasg impossible to walk fast encugh to keep
Waln.

Spock, in fact, barely felt the cold, His mind was so wholly occupied in
trying to detect any nearby minds, either intslligent - Romulan —~ or not ~ le-
matya - that he was almost obliviocus to everything else oxcept finding the way.

It took over half an hour to travel the mile to the oasis and a further ton
minutes for Spock to find the Shelter Cactus where their squipment was stored.
They groved their way into the inner 'cave'! where Spock hed left everything.

Here even Spock!s excellent rnight vision wes uscless for there was noi even
the brillisnt starlight to provide any illumination. They felt around them
blindly.

Kirk had just found one of their slesping bags when from » little way away
sounded the raucous, shrieking howl of a hunting le-matya. DBoth men stiffened in
the automatic fear reaction that was the main purpose of the cry, giving the
oreature a few valuable seconds to leap onto the faster, more agile wild warrak
that were its wain prey.

¥irk relaxed after o moment, confident that the carnivore would not come
under the fleshy leaves of the Shelter Cactus - he knew enough about le-matyas to
know that these most feared beasts were themselves terrified by having anything
above their heads - & reaciion akin to one Kirk had seen in some specles including
domesticated animals that were always kept out of doors and panicked if taken into
stable, barn or byre.

Then he realised that Spock was shaking uncontrollcobly -~ a combination of
cold and discovering how close they were to 2 le-maiya, he guessed, if hig own
pounding heart and frozen hands and feet were any guide.

"I've found one of the sleéping bag," he said., "You get into it, Spock -
you're colder than I am. It won't take me long to find the other one."

Spock made no protest. Xeaction had indeed set in, and he felt very tired.

He let Kirk pull his boots off and help him into the sleeping bag, and lay unable
to control his steady shivering while Kirk searched around for the other bag.

It took him only = few seconds to find it. He kicked his own boots off and
wriggled into the second bag, then rolled over to lis pressing close against
Spock. The Vulcan hesitated for a moment, then slipped an arm around Kirk.

"eep me warm," he murmured.

Kirk wrapped his srms around his bondmete. Slowly both men began to feel
warm again.
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In the morning thoy went cautiously around the oasis, finding nothing to
indicate either that the Romulans had searched this far, or that McCoy had been.
Spock's message to the doctor was still as he had left it. There was no sign
of movewment over by the ruined city either; they watched for some time before
moving back to their camp.

"Could they bhave moved out?'" Kirk asked dcubtfully.

"I don't Lnow," Snock said. "In their position... In their position, I'd
move. Not necessarily far, but I'd move before my presence was reported and the
authorities came locking for me. But the Romulans arsn'+t encouraged o think for
themselvess the Praetor has always discouraged initiative in his troops. And
it's always possible that they!ll assume that nobody on Vulean would believe a
Human who told such an unlikely story..."

"How would they explain you away? Someone so like one of their own men
that they were all fooled?!

I put into Plavius' wind the thought that he'd been taken ill. They might
think that he'd done it in a fever

Kirk looked deoubtful. "I don't think we can assume they're that stupid.®

"Neither do I," Spock admitted. "Seriously, Jim, I'd expect them to move,
though they can't leave the planet until a shiu comes for thew. They couldn't
keep one in orblt, even one masked by their closking device.!

"Cloaking devica®"

"In this universe, the Romulans developed an invisibility screen for their
ships. o had to capture one... We encountered Thula and Tal then, and outwitted
them - brought a cloaking device back. Thula was disgraced, of course...!

"Thula?!

"The woman you met. She undoubtedly recognised you, Jim - though your youth
must have puzzled her."

Kirk nodded. It explained quite a lot. Spock went on, "We must find a way
to report the Romulan presence.”

"Wes, of course." Kirk's smile as thelr eyes met fto0ld the Vulcan that his
bondmate undersiood his dilemma, and agresed with his conclusion. Thelr minds
touched briefly, and Spock acknowledged yet again how wuch he valued the develop-
ment of his latent powers -~ to have thig rapport with his companion, this instanit
understanding with no need of words, gave him & satisfaction he knew he would
never be able to take for granted.

Remaining concenled under the Shelter Cactus they settled down to wait for
McCoy.

It was aimost tweniy-four hours before anyone arrived.

The aircar came dovwn lightliy at the sdge of the oasis furthest from the
ruins. The two fugitives watched cauticusly ag Scotty jumped out and sirode into
the ocasis, looking round sesrchingly.

Kirk and Spock leoked at sach other, both instantly concerned, and ducked
into the open.

"Ah, there ye ars," Scotty grested them chesrfully, and one worry was dig-
pelled. "EcCoy thockt it'd be better if I cam! tae get ye. We werena' sure that
he wis bein' waltched, ye ken, bit Sendak wis gi'en him a fow odd looks as if he
wag beginnin' tae wonder =z bittockie..."

Tt wag probably wiser," Spock agreed, not compleiely sure what Scotty
meant but getting the gist of it. "We would not want to cause trouble for McCoy
- or for you."

"IT've tae tak' ye tae his hoose," Scotty went on. "He said he'd still tae
get gomedthin'® for yz, bul he thocht he'd be able tae get it by nicht.”
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"Ti1l 1% be safe for him?" Spock asked, "Surely strangers in his housc...”

"He gots plsndy of visitors. 1If onybody sces ye', ye're patients., He
disna' see that mony, so he can fit in & couwjsle extra eazsgily snough. Whaur's
yer kiten

"Under here." Kirk ducked back under the Shelter Cactus and came out with
the two sleeping bags and the box of other food and equivment. They fitted i%
into the back seat, Kirk and Spock squeezing in as well, while Scotty tock off.

He flew the aircar with the consummate skill that both men knew so well
from their different pasts. His passengers crouched down as the alrcar reached
the more populated area near the spaceport, and remained crouching ss Scotty
landed neatly in the grounds of HeCoy's house.

Scotty looked around carefully. "Nobody about," he said seftly. "Come."
They ran for the house.
It was emply. Scotty locked at them. "Hungry?"

Spock shook hig head. Xirk hesitated for a moment, thon said shyly, "It
not hungry, but I wouldn't say no tc some coffes.”

"Aye." Scotty vsnished, to return in a couple of minutes carrying a tray
with three cups of coffee. They were just finishing whern ths door opened and
HoCoy came in,

"Good, youlre here. T managed to get your little bom, Spock, but I hope
Sendak doesn't ge looking for it again for a fow days."

Spock murmured his thanks.

"Will you go straight back?" McCoy asked. There was a faintly wistful
note in his voice.

"We can't ~ 1% ig vitally necessary that T see Sendak before we go."
Concisely, Spock explained the situation, finishing, "Sendak knows me well
gnough to at leagt believe what T tell him - and it will serve to convince him
that a2lthough I could not explain, I did not violate my ocath.!

MHow do you propose to get in?" McCoy hesitated, then added, "I'1) help if
I can, of course, but the route we tool lagt {time is closed —~ Sendal has a guard
on it now, And everyone isg having to show a2 pass these days, oven when he's
known - even me, oven the Commodore himself.!

Kirk and Spock looked at cach other, and the Human chuckled. "If only
they knaew...!

"As I remember the base,” Spock sald slowly, "the records building and some
of the routine computer rooms overlocked the desert.”

"They still do," ¥cCoy assured him. "There hasn't been any expansion on
that side

"That part of the base was never patrolled as fully as the rest," Scotty
ramemberad, '

"Correct, Mr. Scott. The Vulcan Starbase was always considered the most
socure — no Vulean would bedray his world, his trust, his belicfs: and the
desert was considercvd sufficient safeguard against any potential traitor from
of fwoxrid .M

"You think you could get in from there?" McCoy asked.

"I+ would appear to be our one pogsible means of entry," Spock agrecd.
"The Spaceport entrance was always well-guarded, as was the Main Gate...most of
the rest of the base was subiect to patrol, several times a week. If we choose
our woment, on a day when a patrol is not due, we bhmuld be sble to gain entry
from the descrt side. There is this, too, in our favour - the sentries are
Vulcans, conscientioug but wiimaginative. It would not be logilcal for us, having
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gons to so much trouble to escape from the base, to return to it. Jim, will
you come with we? T may need you."

HOf course.!

HcCoy and Scotty exchanged glances. "What can we do to help?" the doctor
askad.

"It would perhaps be best if neither of you was inveolved again,' the
Vulcan saild thoughtfully. "So far you have avolded direct suspicion, but...!

"Look, we want tae help." Scotty leened forward, emphasising his words.
"Ye've worked out how tae get intac the base — but yelve still tae get oot "

"That is where I will need Jim. During my interrogation I was in Sendak's
office several times, and observed his routine - T do not think he will have
changed it. I will go to his office and sce him, while Jim - somehow - must gain
sontrol of his sircar, which is always waiting nearby. When I have spoken with
Sendak, I will stun him and leave - we sheould have time to luave the base befors
the alarm is raised, as the guards will recognise the Commcdore's car,”

"Then what?" Meloy demanded.
"o will abandon the car, and roturn to our own universe."

"Look, you can be pretty sure that the alarm will be ralsed fagt -~ the car
might be traced bolore you can deo that., Better if we rendezvous somevhere, lsave
the car, and I take you...back toc the oasisg, say. That will give you a breathing
space if you have any difficulty.”

"Good thinking, Loonard," Scotty agreed. "You mset them - you ken Vulcsn
better than I do anyway - and I'll stay on the bese, sst up an alibi for us. I'1l

hae & word wi' that assistant o' yours -~ he's a bright lad, and if we both swear
blind you were wi' us..."

"That's it settlod," MeCoy said triwmphently.

"I can only say, thank you, my friends," Spock said quietly. "McCoy, you
gaid you had the roburn mechanism?"

"Here." 1IleCoy handed over the small box. "I took everything I could see,
but as you fearad, it's in pieces.!

Spock examined the delicate mechanism, then looked up. "Several components
are missing," he said. "However, 1f you can obtain the other from the cellar, I
am certain I can repair it.! '

"Leave it to me," HceCoy grinned confidently,., "I kanow Sendak will be busy
this afternoon - I can get into the cellar easily., BScotty, you fly Spock and Jim
to the base, and fix the rendezvous with them. I kaow Sendak has no appointments
for the noxt couple of days, Spock -~ you should find him in his office when you're
ready, or at least he won't be far away. Get going now ~ I'll see you later.”

Scotty landed his aircar behind the rocks a mile or go from the starbase.
For a moment or so they lingered, making sure that both Syock and Scoity knew
the co-ordinates for the rendewvous where lMeCoy would meet them, then the engincer
sighed reluctantly.

"Ah'd best be off," he said gquietly, "or Ah'll no' be zble tas let ye go
at all. Spock -~ the best o' luck tas ye - and dinna tell me '"luck is not
logical! ! ;

"I would not dream of it, Mr. Scott. TYour appesarcnce here when we had

such necd of you has alwost convinced me of ths existence of that curious
phenomenon.”

YAt least AL lived tae hear that!"™ Scotty turned to Kirk, his face soft-—
ening. "Jim ~ remember whit Ak told ye. Be happy, lad.” ‘
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"Thank you, Scobtty." Kirk locked at him stsadily for =z moment, thon threw
his arms arcund the clder man and hugged him. "Goodbye - and thank you. Don't
forget me.V

"Wae chance o' that." BScotty returned the hug for a moment, then pulled
away and swung himself back into the aircar: with a final wave he was gone.

Kirk and Spock watched the car out of sight, then Spock turned to his
companion.

"Come, Jim - we have mueh still to do.V

At first, Kirk and Spock thought they would have difficulty getting into the
starbgse. The old-fashioned wall that surrounded it was designed more to keep out
marauding predators then trespsssing humenoids, but even so it was clear that any
attennt to climb over it would be detected very rapidly. They moved cautlously
around it, romaining o little distance from the wall, studying it.

About a third oftthe way round, Kirk caught Spock's arm. MLook!"
"T do not see anything untoward."
"That mound of earth ~ something's been digging thers.”

Spock studied the small mound for some wmowments before replying. "You could
be correct. Let's check it.Y

Something had indeod burrowed under the wall, and fairly recently too, or the
hole would have been discovered in ths routine check of the outside of the wall,
carried out — ag Spock remembercd - every three days. The hole was not large, but,
Speck cgtimated, large onough. Bubl was the wild sehlat ~ gsmaller than his domos-
ticated cousin and dangorously vicious — still nocar?

"I'11 go first," he sald quietly.

"No, Spnoci," Xirk said. "I'1l go. If therc are sentries in sight inside
H & H > 5 H
I'm not in danger of belng arrcsted for desertion — 'my' death in this universe
is well established."

"True - but T forbid it, Jim. The creaturc that dug this hole may bo near -
Lknow how to combet it, you do not.M

"You forbid me? ¥irk was startled, and slightly annoyed.

"As your Captain, yes. No srguments, Jim." Spock waited a second, then
turned and dropped to the ground, vanishing into the tunnel: @& year later his
voice come through, sounding faintly heollow. "A1l right — come through, Jim."

Kirk knew a moment of near panic as he committed himself to the tunnel. What
if it was not wide snough? Spock, after all, wag thinner than he... But he wrigg—
led through safely and joined the equally earth-stained Vulcan on the other side.

The burnel could have beern dug to meet thelr specific requiremenis.

They were hidden from the main courtyard of the starbase by the long, low
building that Spock romemberaed housed much of the communications equipment. This
outer wall, facing the south as it did, was windowless to give the often delicate
machinery inside some added protection from Vulcan's fiery heat. The main building
that they sought was relatively near, and the communications building would shield
them for most of their short journmey %o it. 3But even so Kirk felt peculiarly
naked as they went quickly along to the end of the building nearest theix
destination.

"The simplest method would be to walk straight in," Spock murmured.
"Unfortunataly, as I have already discovered, my face is still too well-known here
for that to be possible.M

"A Human is as consplcuous," Kirk agreed.

"We must waif until dark," Spock decided. "Once the day shift has gone off
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duty, the place will be half deserted. It should then be possible to reach Sendak's
office unseen."

Kirk nodded. "It was getting late when I got here -~ there weren't too many
people about.”" He still found it difficult to accept how casy it had been to leave
the base.

They' sank down to lie half-hidden by the tufty vegetation that here, in this
seldom~considered strip of ground, had managed to gain = foothold. By muiual
consent they remained silent, both aware that anyone pasgsing by who happened to
hear voices might well decide to investigate. They were so close to safety now -
indeed, had it not been for the Romulans they could have remained safely in HcCoy's
house until -ho brought Spock the missing components. For a moment Spock wondered
if he should simply have tried to reach the cellar himself after warning Sendalk,
but he knew that it would be safer to put as much distance as possible between
himself and the base as quickly as possible. If he was not known to have left the
base, the place would be pulled to pieces - metaphorically spesking - in the
search for him. Under those circumstances, the cellar would not remain undiscovered
long enough for him to repailr the return mechanism.

Although there was shill so much they wanted to say to each other, there
would be plenty of time for that later - provided Masters had managed to cover up
for them satisfactorily. And for each of them, there was unbounded reassurance in
the silent presence of the other. No, speech was not necossary just then,

It was very hot.

Fortunatesly, they were shislded from the direct rays of the sun by the wall,
but even in the shadow the ground sosked in the scorching heat of the air. Heat
reflected from the walls of the communications building too, and even the shaded
outer wall on which the sun never sghone directly was warmm to the touch.

It had not been so hot at the oasis.

. But at the casis the shede was provided by living plants which it seemed
could absort the heat. At the oasis there had been water...

Remembrance of the water made Kirk feel thirsty, but there was nothing he
could do about it. Fortunaitely his metabolism seemed %o require less liquid than
many Humans' often did. He would undoubtedly be suffering from dehydration before
night, but not so badly, he thought, as to handicap him. He licked salt from his
lips where sweat had dried.

Spock also was well aware of the dangers of dehydration his Humsn companion
faced, but took comfort from the realisation that Kirk did not yet seem distressed.
3pock himgelf was in no discomfort yet, but knew he would be glad when night fell,
The evening chill would refresh both of thew, although Jim wust be given liquid as
soon ag any was available - and salt. They should have timed their arrival for
late afternoon, instead of so early in the day.

Time pagsed slowly, but neither man was bored. Both had wuch to think about,
and each drew comfort from the occasional encouraging glance they exchanged.
Spock extended his hand, after a while, silently asking permission to touch Kirxk's
wind, and the Human nodded consent; they took advapbage of their private mesans of
communicaticon to finalise the detalls of the delicately-timed plan they had
improvised. The bond~link would serve.them well in this venture, for they might
need contact urgently in a situation where no communicators were available, and
they could not risk using them 1f they had been.

The vatch of chade shrank as the sun travelled towards the west: although
it was sinking lower in the sky, it was still high enough for its direct rays to
gtrike them for & little while, then the building provided a growing shadew, And
the sky began to darken.

With the twilight came the cold. Spock shivered.

"Dare we movae yetp" Kirk breathed.
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"Half an nour," Spock repiied as softly. "lhe night securiﬁy staff will
have completed their first round by then, and will be revorting."

For the first time that day, the minutes dragg:d. Finally Spock murmured,
"Come."

They moved cautiously round the end of the communications building. Ahead
lay the Administration Centre, the courtysrd before it deserted; Sendak's aircar
stood in readincss a few ¥ards from the door. As they had hoped, 1t was
unatiended .

Tor an instant they touched handsg, each asking and giving resssurance; then
they moved gquickly forwards, Kirk heading for the aircar, Spock for the entrance
to the administration building.

Commodore Sendak was a sorely-pervlexed man as he made his way back to his
office after the short bresk he had allowed himself for his evening meal. Spock's
mysterious appearances and disappearances were rapidly taking cn all the qualities
of a nightmare. Zven now he found it difficult to believe Spock a traitor...yet
what other explanation could there be?

Although he had refused to give any account of his whereabouts during the
last few years, he had firmly denicd that he had betrayed either Vulcan or the
Tederation, and illogical though it was, Sendak was inclined to believe him. Nob
that his belief would interfere with hisg duty, of course...

Meanwhile, where wes the man? A1l ships leaving Vulcan since his escape had
been thoroughly searched - he had not left the planet. Without help, he could not
have got far... Perhops he should guestion McCoy agaln, privately - the two men
had served btogether years ago, and it was just possible that misguided loyalty to a
Former commander had persuaded the doctor to forget his Starfleet oath. Scarcely
likely, though — a Vulcan would be unlikely %o have inspired so much loyalty in a
Human, and besides, a discreet watch had been kept on thoe dootor aince the coscape,
and he had made no suspicious moves. An equally discreet investigation of Spock's
former associates had begun, but it would take time since Starfleet had no wish %o
cause a scandals; all he could do was wait...

Absorbed in the problem, Sendak pressed the door relsase and stepped into his
office, only to freeze as a Firm hand clamped down between his neck and shoulder.

"7 advise you not to struggle, Sendak - I have no wish to cause you harm.!

Deliberately, Sendak relaxed tensed muscles - it was illogical to gltruggle
when he knew he could nct escepe that relentless grip.

"Why have you reburned?" he asked at last.

"Recause I owe a duby to Vulecan, and to Starfleet., I ask for your word that
you will not raise the alarm until you have heard what T have 3o say. In return, I
give you my word that I will do nothing you would count as treachery."

Sendak considered for a moment. "You have my word,” he said at last.

MPhank vou." The nold relaxed, and Sondak turned to meet Spock's expression-
y k] A
less eyes, .

"Well, what do you wish to say to me?"

"In the ruined city of Sas-a-Shar is a Romulan base." Spock bvriefly gave
the Tacts as he had learned them, saying nothing of Xirk's involvement. "I was
unzble to learn their purpose,” he ended, "but whatever their intentions, a
Romulan base on Vulcan can only be dangerous."

There was ho question in Sendak's mind that Spock was lying - there was no
roason for inventing such an easily disproved charge. "If they know thenasclves
discovered, surcly they will withdraw?" '

"I think not. & Romulan ship equipped with a closking device might be able



63
to elude detection for a short tima, but onc remaining in orbit would soon be
deteoted. ITthis my belisf that they have summoned & ship to evacupte the base ~
and in the meantime have retreated deeper into the ruins. They may have hoved my

report would not be believed. You must find them, Sendak, for the safety of
Vuloan."

"I will do so," Sendak promised. "Cousin -~ this act of yours confirms my
belief that you are no traitor. Will you not explain?®

"I cannot, Sendalc." Spoék shook his head regretfully. "The only thing I cen
tell you is that in my new life I serve Vulcan end Starflect still. Soon, I will
return to...where I have been, and you will never see me again.!

"It is, of course, my duty to prevent your escape," Sendak pointed out calmly.

"Of course - as it is mine to succeed." Spock reached out and touched his
cousin's face lightly. "Sendsk, you will walk with me to your aircar, which I must
borrow for a timae. You will then return hers and give orders for the search for
the Romulan base. It will be impossible for you to teke any action against me for
one hour., Come, let us go!

To his utter astonishment, Sendak found himself turning to follow his cousin
into the corridor. His body refused to obey the commands of his brain - it was
unprecedgnted! There was nothing he could do but obey.

Spock had cstablished the contrel reluctantly, and held it as lightly as he
dared, During his training he had absorbed something of Commander Spock's distaste
for an enforced link, but for Kirk's sake he would do much more than this. He was
surprised, though, at the strength of Sendak's resistance - truly remarkable for a
non-telepath, Part of his mind filed the information away for consideration at a
later date - partial confirmation of his tentative theory that the Vulcans of his
world had indeed been telepathic once, but had lost the ability.

A patrolling guard glanced across, rogistered the presence of Commodore Sendsk,
and continued on his way: Spock raised a hand.

"I leave you here," he said quietly. "I am pleased, cousin, that while you
do not know the full stowry, you at least know that I am not a traitor."

"The name of our house is untarnished, Spock." Sendak inclined his head.
"Since I find myself unable to prevent your departure, go in peace. Live long
and prosper."

"Live long, Sendalk." Without a backward glance Spock turned towards the
waiting aircar.,

It was lucky that the controls of this alrcar were so similar to those of a
shuttlecraft, Kirk reflected as he waited, listcning intently to the gentle purring
of the engine as it warmed up, smiling wryly at the irony of 'warming up' an engine
in this furnace., Was 1t his imagination, or was this Vulcan really hotter than the
other one? But they dared leave nothing to chance. No matter how they justified
it, Spock was a deserter from the Starfleet of this univorse — strange that the
realisation had never dawned on either of them before this ~ even though he was
still serving Starflect in a different oney and indeed he was probably of more
value in his adopted universe, Kirk thought, for not only was he a better command-
ing officer than the Captain had been -~ and he had beon excellent - he had helped
Kirk to become & wmuch better officer too. In addition, without his knowledge of
this universe, Bones would have no chance of living...automatically Kirk checked
that the precious tape this Mcloy had given him was safe.

Movemoente..

Two Tigures appearcd in the docrway; Spock and Sendak., Kirk still found it
difficult to roconcile what he had been told of this man with the one he knew in
his own universe - and yet, were they so very different? The one, motivated by
hatred, the other by duty. Either one of them was no friend to Spock.
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The two men were talking quietly: then Spock turned and began to wall to~
wards the aircar, ’

Watching his bondmate, Kirk caught the flicker of movement in the corner
of his eyes Sendak was reaching for the alarm beside the door, albelt slowly,
as if he was fighting to complete the motion.

//Spock!//

Kirk's warning cry through the bond carried with it the precise danger.
with a speed that words could not have managed. Spock whirled, raised a hand to
hig cousin's shoulder and presscd, then caught Sendak as he slumped and lowered
him gently %o the ground.

//A dangerous miscaloulationi// Spock flashed the thought as he ran for the
aircar. //I had hoped to buy us a little more time, but he threw off my
control... : '

//Never mind that - just hurry!// Kirk threw the Goor open, and Spock
gsorambled in. 4s he sank into the passenger seat, Kirk noticed Sendak beginning
to stir, to sit up, eand knew that there was no time o lose. He released the
brakes and apnlicd power, 1lifting the little craft barsly clear of the ground.
It would teke precise piloting, but he did not think there was time to wasic in
gaining helght. -

It was almost too easy.

The aircar flashed past the unprepared guard at the exit; it took the men
a moment to realise that the Base Commander was not in it, but was rumming -
running! - after it. Illogical!

It scemed that Sendak thought so too, for he slowed to a Lrisk walk as the
aircar, still flying too near the ground for safely, disappesred behind a cluster
of rociksy its soft purr gwiftly faded into silence.

Sendak gtopped beside the guard, who glanced at him wneasily. "I apologise,
sir. T did not realiso.,.”

"No, of course you did not," Sendak answered shortly. "Who would expect
my aircar to be stolen ~ horrowed," he corrected himself, remembering his cougints
words. Who had the other been, he wondered - the unseen men who had piloted the
thorrowed! craft. Spock must have great faith in his skiil.

"Shall I orgenise pursuit, sir?" the guard continucd.

"Wog," Sendak murmured. "Although I would doubb..."

”SiI’?”

"Nothing. Wait, we cannot pursue them yeot - therc is another matter..."
Pirst, the Romulan base must be investigated; another man might have contrived

that story to delsy pursuit, but one thing Sendak knew for certain -~ Spock had
not been lying. "Call the guard commander.”

"Yeg, sir."

Kirk was still flying bare f.ot above the ground when he approached the
pre—~arranged rendezvous with McCoy. The surgeon's alrcar was thers, resting on
a ledge of solid rock, and Kirk smiled slightly; there wonld be nothing to
jndicate that they had flown from here in another vehicle. He brought Sendak's
aircar down ncatly beside McCoy's.

The surgeon was arinaing as he jumped down from his own wvekicle. He moved
to its rear and opened the back door.

"Heln me with this," he asked. .

"Mhis! was & cloth~wrapped object. HMeCoy pulled the ends of the cloth open
and Kirk swallowed.
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He was looking at something he had hoped never to sce again - the Captain's
-bod.yo

Agonisod, he met the surgeon's gyes, afroaid to face the accusation he knew
must be there -~ McCoy must be aware that this man had not died a natural dcath.
He was aware that Spock had moved to his side, and was grateful for the implied
support, but to his astonishment the still-dblue cyes werce gentle.

"Fhatover it was, it doesn't matter," McCoy seid quietly.

They helped McCoy to 1ift the body into Sendek's aircar, settling it in the
piletts seat; MeCoy dropped the little knife onto the floor, and it wag not
until then that Kirk realised that McCoy was woaring gloves., EKirk took one last
look at the body, and sew then that kMcCoy had also obtained a Captain's ghirt
from somewhere and put it on the dead.man.

"That should confuse things nicely," HceCoy grunted. He glanced round, check-
ing the ground, then nodded. "Okay - get in."

They obeyed. This was a larger vehicle than Sendak's, and there was plenty
of room for them both. MNcCoy took off.

He also stayed close to th: ground, but his speed was wmuch less than Kirk's
had beeny despite thot, Spock scemed more tense than he had been in the
Commodore's car. :

They landed once more at the oasis. "“Seemed the bost place,” Meloy grunted.
"Tou'll have water and shelter at least while you fix that gedget of yours., Just
remomber that you told Sendak sbout the Romulan base over at the ruins. Doa't
let yourself be seen.”

Spock looked at MoCoy and half smiled. "Yes, it is & good choice," he saild
quietly. U"And Doctor ~ your piloting skill has improved."

McCoy grinned back. "I'm planet-~based now, remember," he replied. "I'm in
practice. On the Enterprise, what chance did I ever set to pilot anything?!

They climbed out of the aircar, but McCoy left the engine rumning. "I won't
heng about,' he said gquietly. "Scotty is holding the fort, but the sooner I get
back and establish my alibi, the better."

Kirk nodded. Time was passing too swiftly, and every day lessened his
McCoy's chances of recovery - and increased their chances of having been found
out - although it might prove difficult for any Court of Enquiry to establish
that they had disappeored for some time, since they were on the Enterprise when it
left the Sterbasc and no shuttlecraft had been in use...s0 how could they have got
off the ship?

"Of course," Spock answered MoCoy. "You and Mr. Scott must guard yourselves.!
He hesitated. "McCoy — threc yesrs ago...do you think I did the right thing? The
charge against me...it was justified... I did dessrt, although it never occurred
to me until I was arrested that I had. M

"You did what you had to do," McCoy answered instanily. "You continued to
serve & Starflect which was making better use of your abilitices than this one did,
the last few yoars. I don't call that desertion.! He looked at XKirk. "I do
understand, Spock; if I had been in your shoes that day, I would have done oxactly
what you did. I envy you...beving Jim agzin.”

"Though you may never see us again," Spock said quietly, "remember - in
another universe we are alive and well,..and even across time and space, you are
our friend."

It was time. They shook McCoy's hand - long, firm handclasps that comforted
him in the sudden loneliness that threatensd to  ovgrwhelm him.

He monaged to find a smile. "Good luck; both of you."
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"Thanks, Bones - for everything," Kirk said quistly.

Spock simply murmured, "Pesce, my frisnd." Then they were gone, swallowed
up by the spreading branches of the Shelter Coctus as they turned on the last lap
of their way back to the other universe, Spoclk carefully carrying two bags ~ one
containing the incomplete mechanism, the ofther, the pleces of the one McCoy had
retrisved from the cellar.

MeCoy remained there for a moment, then, as everything remained quiet, he
took off and, maintaining a low sltitude, headed back towards the Starbase. He
hoped fervently that Scotty had a bottle of his favourite beverage in his luggage
- several bottles. Tonight, it would be = good idea to get drunk.

Kirk watched nervously as Spock worked on the mechonism of the little box
that was their return ticket to safety. He no longer feared capture; he was
confident thet, given time, Spock would solve the prohlem of their return.

But time was the one thing they did not have in 2bundance. Or rather, it
wag what Dr. Leonavd MeCoy, suffering from xenopolycethemia in the other universe,
did not have. And the longer their return was delayed, the greater the chance
that Starfleet would discover they were missing ~ and then they would be caught in
a trayy the same trap that had enmeshed Spock here. The ability to cross the
barriers between universes, deliberately, was potentially far too dangerous for
the knowliedge of how it was done to be revealed.

Well, they would cross that bridge when - if -~ they came to it.

The Vulcan worked steadily, refusing to admit even vo. himself how tired he
was getting. He had been living under considerable strain for many dayss; his
concentration hod several times been stretched to the utmeost; and now this
delicate jobk, which not even Kirk, trained scientist though he was, could help
him with, was demanding a degree of care and attention of which he was barely
capable. His fingers slipped, and a tiny component fell., He stared blankly down-
wards, aware of what had happened, his mind suddenly refusing to co-operate.

Kirk wes on his knees beside his friend in a wmoment, head bent, eyes
seeking.

"ihat fell?" he asked, not knowing just what he was looking for.

"The screw that makes the final connection," Spock replied, his voice dezd.
"Without it...the mechanism will not operate...and it is very small."

He made to join Kirk, but the Humon stopved him. "Wo - don't move. If you
move you might stand on 1t, tip some sand over it..."

Spock accevted Tthe logic of Kirk's words, and remained stationary, frantic-
ally worried and trying not to show it, not to trouble his friend; and he was,
in adédition, grateful for the momentary rest.

Kirk carefully avoided touching the soft dry sand as he searched, eyes
straining, for the ftiny component. Such a litdle thing... Hiz eyes had covered
the entire arez in front of Spock, in vain. It had to be there... He began to
look agein.

Lhs..thereess A tiny dimple in the otherwise smooth sand. He bent closer.

Yes. Something flashed in the sunlight. Kirk carefully scooped up a hond-
ful of sand, let it trickle slowly, slowly through his fingers. For a moment he
thouszht he had been mistalken, that whatever had flashed had been simply a grain of
shining stuff in the sand, and then the tiny hesd of the screw came into c¢lear
gight.

Spock forgot restralnt and breathed & sgingle sigh of pure and unashomed
reiief. Very carefully, Kirk brushed the scresw clesr of =zand, glad that every-
thing was so dry - even a trace of moisture could meke 2 single grain stick - and
thaet might be snough to throw then hopelessly astray, materialise them someplace
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from where they could never find their way howme. Iven his skin was completely
dry, the sweat all evaporated by the merciless heat.

Spock reached out for the screw., His hand was trembling uncontrollably,
and he drew bhacl.

"Reat a minute," Kirk wmurmured. "I know we want to get homs ag quickly as
possible now, but another minute won't make that much difference."

"Ho," Spock agreed. "hnother minute...won't make that much difference.

He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, concentrating on a basic relaxing
exercise. Fox a moment he thought that it was going to fall, then tense muscles
loogened. He opened his eyes.

"I am all right now," he said gquietly, and took the screw. Surely, this
time, he fitted it into place, tightening it gquickly. "Ready,"

Kirk stood. "How does it work for two?"

"Put your arms round me.M

Kirk obeyed, feeling Spock's arms tighten around his shoulders.
Wothing hopnened.

Spock tried again. Nothing.

Wihat! s wrong?" Xirk asked anxiously.

"I don't koow. I must have missed connecting one of the damaged links.!
Spock looked ot the unit, 2n almosi defeated droop to his shoulders.

"Rest for o while," Kirk advised. "You know how tired you are. Toul'll get
on fasber in the long run if you teke a break now."

"Woulre right, of course." Spock glanced at the sky. "But it will soon be
too dark to see to do such delicate work, If I stop now, I won't be 2ble to do
anything wmors until morning."

"Then we'll just have to wait t11l morning," Kirk replied firmly.

Speck put the unit eerefully into the cave of the Shelter Cactus that had
been half hiding them and lay back, relaxing. Kirk waitched him for some minubtes,
then moved off to gother some of the barely edible succulent that was knowmn as the
Survival Plant. The only one of Vulcan's edible desert plants that could be
horvested without risk of possible serious injury from sharp, often barbed needles,
and. often growing far from surfoce water, 1t provided a source of liquild for
desert-bound travellers: when found at an ocasis, it produced & spongy pulp that
staved off the worst hunger pangs. Away from an oasis, the pulp was so sparse
that i% was berely worth harvesting, and only the liquid reservoir was workh
tapping.

The thought of eating the slightly bitter flesh did not appeal, but he had
not expected it to; his system had not yet recovered from the abuse he had
suffered while he was held prisoner. He snapped off complete leaves from several
plants, careful not to harvest plants growing too close together, and ignoring
the sap chember which they did not need. Within a very short time the leaf scars
would dry, and it would be alwmost impossible to tell Jjust when the leaves had
been broken off,

At length he returned to where Spock lay and sanlk down beside him, "How do
you feel?®

"Pired," Spock admitted. "And you?

"Tired," Kirk agreed. It was not the best description for his drained
feeling, dbut it would serve. He glanced up at the sun. It was still several
degrees above the horizon - why, then, was he feeling shivery? "Let's have some-
thing to eat, then find a shelter for the night,"



They ate the juiocy .leaves guickly, then crawled into. the dark inner chamber
of the Shelter Cactus. Since they had no blankets they hwddled together for
warmth, and soon fell asleep.

Despite the urgency of locating the Romulan bése in Sag-a-Shar, routine
security patrols were not relaxed ~ and to these patrols had gone the order %o
f£ind Commodore Sendak's aircar at all costs, and to detain its passengers.

Sooner thon might have been expected, a patrol returning from their assigned
survey just as it was gotting dark reported thaotb they believed they had located
the missing aircar landed on the rock of a sizeable lavae flow, and that they
interded to land and investigate.

The three Vulcans approeched the car cautiously, wondering at the absolute
immobility of the figure in the pilot'e seatb.

Sandor jerked the door open, sbunner raised., "Out!! he snapped. Thea
pilot did not move.
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Sandor reached forward to grasp the man's shoulder. "It is not..,." he
began, and stopped, startled by the utter rigidity of the shoulder under his
hand. There was a dark stain on the gide of +the pilot's neck that looked like
dried blood, toc... BSandor leaned closer, peering in the half light, and caught
his breath.

"Better call the Sccurity Chief," he said at last. "This mon is dead."

Kirk woke an hour or two later to discover that he was shivering. The
night seemed excessively cold. He would have moved away from Spock to keep
from disturbing hims only the realisation thot if he did they would both feel
the cold more kept him from doing so.

"Tim?"  Spock's voice was very soft.
"Cold, isn't it?" he answered.

They huddled closcr, unable to get back to sleep, exhausted and misercble.
In addition to the cold Kirk was beginning to feel physically uncomfortable. It
burt slightly whoen he breathed, but he guessed that all that was wrong was that
his muscles were protesting at being held tightly agesinst the cold. Academically
he knew that he would be better to relaxz, but he found himself completscly uneble
to do sc. FEvon Spock's higher body heat didn't seem to be helping him much.

Slowly the night passed, aond the first grey light of dawn gleamed faintly
under the edge of the drooping shelter leaves. They crawled out, to discover
thet the ground outside was white.

"Frost?" Kirk said blankly.

"It can happen," Spock replied. "The night—time temperature is lower than
that of the day, of course, but it rarely drops to freszing. It was,..unfortunate
« oo that last night weas one of the nights when it did. However, the sun will soon
warm us,"

Bure encugh, the slanting rays of the rising sun were beginning to melit the
hoar frost. Spock rubbed his hands briskly together.

"Ag moon os I sm a little warmer I will begin work on the return mechanism.!

Kirk nodded. His chest was increasingly tight, and he could only hope that
as the sun warmed the air he would fesl betier. He was determined not to betray
his weakness to Snock, however - the Vulcan had enough fo worry about.

Commodore Sendak was quietly pleased with the results of the investigation
of the ruins of Sas-a-Shar., As Spock had predicted, the Romulans had retired
deep into the winding passages of the ¢ity, but the Security ferces, proceeding
slowly and wmethodically, wers gradually cutting off their retreat -~ it wag simply
a matter of time until the last of them were capbtured.

Starn, the Security Chief, had reported ithe discovery of the wmissing aircar,
and the death of its pilots; he had mentioned only one body, though - was it
Spock's, or that of his unidentified accomplice? Mobtivated by & curiosity he
would not hove admitted, Sendak f£lew ocut to the grounded aircar to see for himself.

It was carly morning. Starn came to meet him, and Sendak wag instontly
struck by the Security Chief's tense attitude. Did Starn expect him to be so
upset by the death of a cousin - one, morsover who, whatever his motives, hod
deserted his post for three full years?

"3ir...bthe pilot of the aircar...Commodorec Spocke.."
"Iy dead. Yesy; I was informed."
"Bir - did you not receive Dr. S'ela's report?!

Mo,
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"He estimates that Commodore Spock has been dead for fully three years.

"Whati?

"Killed by & knife wound to the neck. The knife im there as well, sir,
Bub..."

HBu-t?ﬂ

"I tested the knife cnd the aircar for fingerprints, eliminating yours and
those of your regular pilot. I found those of the dead mon in the aircar...and
the prints of asnother man, mostly on the Imife and the controls. The fingerprints
heve been identified as those of o Human, James Kirk."

The nsme seemed vaguely familiar, "Hes this James Kirk been traced?h

Starn swallowed, clearly shaken, YSir — James Kirk died...almost twonty
years ago.h

It was nearly midday before Spock raised his head from the mechanism. NI
think it is now operating,™ he said.

Xirk put his arms sround the Vulcan again. Spock!s arms tightoned around
his shoulders. He felt a movement, then everything shimmered... He closed his
gyes against the sudden dizziness...

e+ «Chill air struck him, and he opencd his eyes quickly, surc that something
had gone wrong, that they hod transferred to 2 world of snow and ice...to find
hinself in the equipment-~filled cobin he had loft...n century ago.

"ie'ro home," he whispered. "But why is it so cold?"

Spock gmiled. '"Only by comparison."

"But you always hove the heating turned up."

"Yes, but not as high as Vulcan norm, or I would Find the temperature in the
rest of the ship uncomfortebly lows I keep it low enough so that I remsin to some
degree acclimatised to Humrn temperature requirsments. But remember - welve heen
in the Sas~a-Shor Desert, where it is even hotter than Vulec:n norm. Your own
cabin will seem even colder then this until you adjust. But it's interesting,

Jim - the obther Vulecan docs seem warmer than ours. I nover reslised it before.!

Kirk checked once more for the tape the other MeCoy had given him. Miet's
get this to Bonmes right sway.!

"No, wait, Jim. We can't just suddenly walk out of here after being off
duty for so long. What story has Miss Mesters told to account for our absence?
We must speak to her first."

Kirk nodded. "Yes, of coursc." Stifling & sudden urge to cough he boegan to
cross to the intercom. He never reached it. :

Spock moved with bresthless haste asg his bondmate collapsed, the link tell~
ing him that the Human was - at best - only semi-conscious.

The heat in Kirk's skin startled and horrified him - Kirk felt almost as
warm as & Vulcan, instead of being several dogress cooler.

Spock turned fo the intercom. A4s he reached for i% he hesitated - what
tale had Mestors told? - then he pressed the switchs he dared not delay.

"Spock Yo sickbay."
"M!Bengo herel !

"Where is Dr. McGoy®!
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"In his cabin, Captain., He was unwell ~ I persusded him to rest. Shall
I calles.?" : '
"No. Come to my gquarters immedistcly. Mr. Kirk hes o high fever.!

"On wy way, sir."

In fact it wes Cherlene lMasters who .reached Spock's cabin first, called -
she afterwards told him -~ by Tamura, whose help she had in part enlisted.

"Were you succesaful?" she asked as she entered.
"Yes," said Spock. "But J...Mr. Kirk..."

Bhe suddenly realised thot Kirk wag lying limp on Spock's bed. "Whatts
wrong with him?"

The door slid open ond Dr. M'Bengs entered, Murse Tamura at his heels.
"What ig itpv

"He has a hisgh fever," Spodk repested, answering both at once.
=) b P J 9 gk

M'Benga bent over the limp figure, checking his conditions he seemed o
little uncertain ~ even in his concern for his bondmete Spock noticed it.

"It looks like pneumonia," ths Africon said at last. "But I don't see how...
Sir, porhaps you should call Dr. McCoy."

"Not™ The faint whisper from the bed halted Spock as he reached for the
intercom. He bent lower so that he could hear the half-delirious, but insistent
plea.

"o, Spock. Rones first...promise mell
3
NIt e

"Promise..." Kirk's hend closed tightly round Spock's wrist, and’at laost
the Vulcan nodded reluctontliy, taling the tape the Humon wog holding.

"Vory well, Jim - I promise." Turning to M'Benga he continusd, "Do what you
can,; Doctor. I will gee Dr, McCoy myself.®

"As you wish, Captoin.” M'Benga moved to the intoercom. "K'Benga to sickbay.
Get o med table to the Captain's cobin immedintely. Tamura, go and get o hypo
prepared ~ 10ccs streptocillin.”

"es, Doctor.,™

Spock follawed her into the corridor, keeping poce @g she hurried along.
MMurse, will you be attending Mr. Kirk?"

"Normally yes, Captain, but with Dr. McCoy unwell, and Dr. ¥'Benga in chaorge
of the case, as senior nurse I will he on call in sickbay."

"Ezeellent. I will shortly bring Dr. McCoy to sickbay. Your assisbonce -~
and your echsolute discretion - will be requizod.V

"es,; Captein." She watched, puzzled, os he halted oubside McCoy's door,
then remewboring her last orders, she hurricd on.

laptain!!" Masters' low-volced call halted Spock os he was cbout %o press
the buzzer.

Fear chilled the Vulean. YJimp"

"Yo news yot, sir. Dr. M'Benga hosn't got him to sickbay yet, aftor all.
1 just wanted to say - it's good to see you bhack, sir."

"Thank you, Miss Masters." Spock indicated the door. "How is Dr. MeCoy?!

She shook her hend. ™"Not good. It's nsychological rather than physical,
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Dr. M'Benga gays - Dr. MceCoy told him about it when the sympltoms intensified.
But...he's very depressed, sir. He agreed that you were ill whon I explained

the situation to him — he helped me cover up for you and agreed that no-one
should be allowsd to visit you while you were fevered, but he accepted the story
. about research withoul any question — I don't think he even realises that you
were actually off the ship. He's been very...well, detoched, almost uninterested
in what you were doing. As if he didn't care, had stopped considering what any-
one d¢id as being of any relevance to him. It made covering up for you %o him
that much easier - but it's not been nice, seeing him so indifferent to evexry—
thing.™"

Spock =aid slowly, "It is possible thot even subconsciously he feels that
we should have delayed any personal resesrch until he was off the ships that we
should have stayed available to help him over the psychological shock of
declaring his own death sentence."

"But you were successful?”
"YGS.”
"Then that's sll he needs. I'll be on the bridge, sir.”

As ghe hurried éway Spock pressed the buzmzer for sdmission. "Come.”" He
raised an eyebrow at the flat reply, but entered, to find McCoy in the act of
pulling & clesn shirt over hils head.

"Ch, so you've finally surfaced, have'you? Maybe you'll do me the honour
of explaining what you've been up to. Oh, never mind - it's none of my business
anyway." :

MicCoy..." Spock's tone was very gentle, but the doctor paid no attention.

"I supoaose you hecrd I've been dodging my duty shifts," he continued
defensively. "Well, you needn't worry — I've sorted myself out. Never thought
I'd fall vietin to self-pity... Still, I'm ready to return to duty now. A%
least I can go dut with some dignity."

"Bones, will you listen to me?" Spock caught the doctor's arms and shook
him gently. "You don't need to make excuses to me, you should know that. 4s for
dying, that's vhat T've come to tell you. It's not going to happen.”

McCoy smiled at Spock's use of the affcciionate niclkname Kirk had given
him. "I don't believe in miracles, Spock."

"No miracle, McCoy — a proven fact. The 'research' in which Jim and T were
engaged...wo didn't want to tell you beforchand in case things went wrong, but...
I rebuilt my !'tronsporter', and we returned to my universe."  He held out the
tave. "We went for this -~ 2 tested cure for xenopolycythemia."

MeCoy starsd at him. "A...cure?"
"Gusrantesd," Spock cgreed.

fcCoy swayed, ond Spock caught him, supported him $o the bed. He pent over
him, worried, but ofter 2 moment he opened his syes and stored up at the Vulcan,
hope showing clearly. "It's not...too late?"

"It shouldn't be ~ you diagnosed the condition quickly. But the sooner you
begin treatment, the better.m

YBut how? Where?..." MoCoy took the tnpe and stared at it blankly.

"Tn the other universe, KcCoy also contracted the disease., We discovered
a cure among the records of the Febrini. ¥hen we saw him, your counterpert will-
ingly gave me the formula, and a copy of his reseorch notes., It is fortunate
that woe still have much of this mission to complete — we will be hard pressed to
adapt the research notes to make it seem like your own work."

"T can't take credit for another men's discoveryl" MMeCoy protested.
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"In this case, you have no choice. e certainly cannot reveal the true
gource of the curse. Take comfort from oll the good you will be able to do."
"I cen't believe i%," MeCoy murmured.

"It is true, nevertheless. Come, MeCoy ~ there is no need for further
delay."

Together they walked to McCoy's office in sickbay, where the doctor slotted
the ftope into the viewer and studlied it intently.

"Tes, I can follow that..."  He scribbled a few notes on a pad. It was an
unusual mixture, he thought, whoever first discovered this cure must have had &
nind thot worked in o most unorthodox fashion.

"That scems to be i%," he grunted, pressing a button on his desk. Nurse
Tamura came in almost 2t once, and he handed her the pad. "Wurse, I have a
possible cure for xenopolycythemia. Gather together the requisite drugs immed—
iately, please."

"Yeg, Doctor.mh

They followed her into sickbay, and McCoy hoisted himself onto one of the
beds whil: she scurried rounds within o couple of minutcs she was stending
begide them agnin, the required items on a trolley.

Srock picked up a medical tricorder and operated it whils Tomurs mixed the
drugs to the required formula. She then fillsed & hypo, and advonced on McCoy,
who was looking Jjust o little tense. She injected him, then stepped back.

"How fast does ithis drug work?" McCoy whispered.

"Wery quickly,'" Svock told him. He consulfcd the tricorder again. "Ves.
Another 10ccs, urse.., Yes. That is suffieisnt. Doctor, your white corpuscle
count is improving rapidly...and the hasmoglobin count is also returning to
normal. The flow of oxygen to all the cells of your body is back to its cbund-
antly energetic level, and waste materials are sgoin being removed effectively.t

HeCoy sat up, luoking rather dazed. ™A curce, truly?!

"Truly," Spock confirmed. Asg Tamura, grinning broadly, whesled the $rolley
away, he continuved, "The condition could rascur, but & controlled diet will lossen
¥ s § 2
the wisk; oand if it does, the drugs will again be as effective."

MeCoy grinned, rather shakily. "Roesearch!" he accused, craning his neck to
study the pulsating indicators over the bed for = moment before he sank back onto
the pillows.

"One of my wore...satisfying projects, Doctor. Now, I suggest you get some
sleep., I will return loter "

He wos halfway to the door when & sudden exclamation halted him in mid
gtride. : ‘ :

"ait o sdinute!" HeCoy was sitting up in bed, frowning. "Where's Jim?"

"Resting, as you should be," Spock replied shortly. "The expericnce was...
very firing for him."

"ITg that sof" MeCoy swung his legs off the bed. "Don't lie to me," he
warned, stonding up shakily. "I know Jim - 1f he was agleep on his feet he'd
be in here aow. Where is he? What happencd to him?!

The Vulcan's shoulders slumped. "He is...very ill...unconscious. IHe
collapsed in wmy cobin as we returned through the '"transporter'. Dr. M'Bengs

diagnosed pneumonia... He has him in sickbay, but cannot account for his
condition...and I, of course, cannot explain..."

"You can to me." McCoy was already hending for the door. '"You suspect
he's been affected by the -~ uh - transporter?!

"It seems probable. T myself hove experienced grenter disturbances each
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time I used it - o Humen might be even more sensitive. Two crossings so close
together...it could be that..."

Minything else?"

"On Vulecan, he was interrogated by a group of Romulen spies ~ I will
explain later -~ ond he also ghortly - thercafter spent a full night in the
open, without wormbth or shelter, sove what my body heat could provide."

"Homm. Sounds bed, Spock.!

~ They hod reached the intensive care unit. M'Bengn straightened from the
bed, his dark face relaxing with relief =t the appecrconce of the Chief Medical
Officer.

"TH's 2ll right ~ I'il toke over now,"

Spock positioned himself on the other side of the bed, regolutely controll~
ing an incipicnt panic oz he gazed down ot the uncomscious mon.

Jim scarcely seemed to breathe; his long lashes cast an unwavering shodow
on the wsxen cheeks. OSpock renched out and touched the smeoth skin - so hotl -~
and raised his eyes in anguish to McCoy's foce.

"I don't kuow," HMeCoy cnswered the unspoken question. "I'11 do all I con
~ you know thot. Spock, you can't do anything here for the moment - why not go
back to the bridge? It...helps, sometimes, to keep busy."

"Tou are correct, of course. Uere I am only in the way. You will call
me ifoc-?ﬁ ’

"Ag soon ag there's any chonge," McCoy promised.

FPascinated, McCoy watched it happen, the deliberate donning of that calm
mask of utter detachment: the intense dark eyes were suddenly as remote os space
itself. Then, very quietly, the Vulcon walked %o the door, and was gone.

For a moment the doctor stood, uamoving, for only now did he realise the
price Jim - and Spock -~ had paid for his life. He wondered if the Vulcon
realised It yet.o..

"Doctor? Dr. McCoy?! M'Benga's respectful interruption broke into his
sombre thoughts, and he turned determinredly to the task in hond.

Spock's reappearance on the bridge produced welcoming glances, but no
surprise, the Vulcan noted with relief; Hasters hed indeed covered well. Tor o
time he found himself fully occupied in bringing himself up to date on the
ship's log for the pericd of his absence. TFor the first week Jim had skilfully
recorded his entries, subily conveying the impression that the decisions he had
token hod in foot been made in consultotion with the Captaing  thereafter the
sniries mado by Chorlcne Masters-conformed to the plan she hed worked out with
Kirk. Spock allowed himself to relax a little, ons worry dispelled; it seemed
that no-one suspected that the two senior officers had in frot heen off the ship.

The anssigned mission was proceeding smoothly, he noted. The medical check
of the last colony visited had been conducted without eny difficulty and the
Entervrise was on her way to the next port of call. Kirk had ordered thet the
crutsing time be used for routine overhaul and maintenance on the ghip's systens
~ despite the quiet nature of the trip, the bridge was o hive of activity.

Routine matters occupied Spock until the end of his duty shift. He
checked with sickbay, only to receive the expected answer, "Wo news," ate a
nurried meal, and wandered aimlessly back to his guorters, fighting the tempt-—
ation to zo to sickbay, where he knew he would only be in the way - if there was
anything he could do, McCoy would calil him.

To keep his mind occupied, as well as removing any focus for an extra-
universe transfer, Spock busied himself with dismantling the 'transporter!
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apparctus that £illed wost of his cabin., I% would not - he hoped -~ be nceded
agailn,.

The mechaonisn reduced to & neatly-arronged heap of unidentifiable varts,
he called Engincaring and srranged for a2 crovw to pick up the borrowed compon-—
ents and return them to sbore. He fancied that the dark-haired young women in
charge of ths squad locked at him a little oddly, but dismissed the notion
until, after the others had left, she approached him quietly.

MCaptein...I'm afraid I can't return this to store.”

*This! was 2 small bui complex unit he had been forced to borrow to control
the fine tuning needed to focus the 'transporter' — there had not been time to
puild what he needed. Delicate and ecxpensive, 1t wosg nommally kept under seal,
available only when needed to the Chief Engineocr, the First Officer or the
Captain, He had intended to return it himsslf, discreetly - and, inexcusably,
had forgotien,

"Thanle you, Miss...?"
"MelLeod, sir. Assistont BEngineer Mcleod.!
"I will inform Miss Masters that I have returned the component.!

She nodded and went out, leaving Spock fto stere blonkly round his cabin,
restored once more to.its accustomed neatness. Careless! Engineer Mcleod must
surely be wondering why the Captain had needed such 2 complex plece of equipment
for his own usc: she might mention it, rumours would start... Then he shrugged
fataligticallys she was just as likely to consider the incident unimportant,
none of her business, any further action on his part would only impress the
matter on her mind. It demonstrated, though, how his exhaustion and worry for
Jim had led him to neglect elementary precautions. Perhaps he should try and
restee.

Crossing to the b:d he lay down, but sleep refused to come - even the
customary successful relaxation exercises falled to loosen his taut muscles. An
attempt at meditation was a dismel failurse - his mind kept returning to Jim, his
bondmate, the friend he had loszt only to find once ngain, the one man in the
universe = in all the universes - who could fi1ll the empty void where for so
long his heart had been.

MeCoy wos safe — but Jim was dying because of it. Because he, Spock, had
besn so careless as to allow himself to be caught... He had recognised the
Security Guard asg he approasched - there had been time to turn aside, avold him
«vobut he had stood there, his brain refusing to give the command, wotching the
uncertainty in the Vulcon's eyes turn to recognition and determination.

And beczuse of that hesitation, Jim had come looking for him.
Had they saved MeCoy ot the cost of Jim'g Iife?

No. No., KNO!

MeCoy was alive, would liveg he had the skill to save Jim.

But...why wag Jim so i11? He had been very cold, shivering all night...
but he had not complained of feeling unwell.

Could it have been some complication caused by going through the inter-
universe barrier on =z return mechanism designed for one and possibly only
imperfectly repaired and adjusted for two?

For the moment, such questions were meaningless. All that mattcered was

that Mcloy repay the debt... Debt? That wasn't fair - the doctor had not asked
them to goeue

MeCoy was o good mon, a valusd and loyal friend, a skilled healer; his
life was worth much. DBut - and Spock shuddered -~ thisg price was more than he
would have heen willing to pay.
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The harsh signal of the intercom broke into hisg thoughts. "Sickboy
MeCoy here M

"Doctor?" The single word was on snguished plez the Human could not
refuse.

"o news, Spock. Can't sleep, huh? Neither can I... You might as well
come down and wailt here."

"4t once, Moloy."

The isolation ward wos dimly 1it, but Spock's night vision allowed him to
see clearly the still figure on the bed.

"He's quiet for the moment," McCoy whispered, "but he has spells of delir-
ium. Thoe fover remains high..., I've done everything I can, it all depends now
on hig own will to live.V '

"And on his strength,” Spock murmursd in reply. The hargh, tortured
breathing seemed to fill his mind with phantom pain. "If the shock of transfer
weakened hime..he might not have the strength to fight.!

"Spock! HWow don't go thinking that way. NWeither of you could have known
that a Human would be so quickly affected - you only experienced discomfort after
gseveral crossings,!

Spock made no reply. After a moment he said, "May I sit with him?"

"Don't see why not., Can't do any harw - and if he's aware of your presence,
it might help him."

"Thank you." BSpeculative oyes rested on the doctor!s face, awore of the
lines of exhaustion engraved there. "McCoy, go and rest.'

"T can't - the corisis could come at any time."

"Please. Asg you said, you can do nothing more for the moment. Later...
we may need you.'

"I guass you're right." MeCoy rubbed his jaw absently. M"I'1l go and lie
down on the couch in my office. But call me if there's any change, okay?"

"Of courseJt

Alone with his bondmate, Spock sat down and took one of Firk's hands -in his,
subconsciously registering the dry haat of the skin. Kirk looked thinner, the
harsh fever burning awey the flesh, leaving the fine bones of the face outlined
in sculptured detail.

The Vulcan leaned closer, his free hand hovering over the Human's face,
fingers spread for the mind tough that would lock them in deep meld. The
incomplede bond~link wos useless ~ Xirk's pain ond fever set up an impessable
barrier to the delicate thread — all day Spock had been compelled to keep his
shields firmly vetween himself and the confused jumble that was Kirk's conscious
mind.

A meld, though...with that desper contact he could breask through, touch
Jim's living cssence, comfort and strengthen the Human in his siruggle...and thet
was the one thing he must not do.

Jim had spoken the bonding vow to him, had shyly granted him the right of
entry ~ but his own words of so long ago forbade him to use his power.

"I will never touch your mind without your consent" - yet hs could not ask
that permission! :

For a moment Spock's hand wavered - force contact, break hig word...perhops
loge Jim's trust-- but save his life...or allow the Human to die? ~ then he
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withdrew it reluctantly. There was still time, the feover wmight break naturally...
but if it did not he would force the contact, and trust that Kirk would under-—
stand and forgive him...as surely he must, for his bondmate would know thaet he
could not face the prospect of being slone agnin.

Time crawled past on leaden feet, and still that harsh breathing laboured
in the dim-1it room, etill the unnatural heat of the hand he held sesred his
clutching fingers, =and Svock at last begen to know despair. Now he doubted that
even the meld would help...he had waited too long...Kirk would die, and he would
again be desolate, his life in ashes...

NOt

The time had come to use the meld; and if it failed... If it failed, he
would use every ounce of sirength he possessed to follow his companion.

The decision teken, it was surprising how calm he felt at 2 situation that
would have horrified Commender Swvock. Two of his Vulcan's strictest taboos
broken ~ z meld without consent, and the deliberate resignation of life.

Yet, remembering the gquiet joy in those determined eyes at the sight of
his lost Captain, somehow Spock did not think that his tutor would blome him
overmuch...

He leaned forward, closing his eyes, gathering the random thoughts and
bringing them under control to achieve the sereniiy he wished to possess when he
took his bondmatels mind for what wmight be the last time; then, extending his
hand, he fitted his fingertips precisely into position on Kirk's face.

It tock several ssconds for the significance of what he was experiencing
to filter into Spock's mind. The smooth skin under his fingers was slightly
damp...and cools the harsh, rasping breathing no longer grated painfully on
kis earg.

Spock swallowed cenvulsively — was this life, oPfe..?7

He raised his head, to see Kirk's chest rising and falling in the natural
rythm of breathing, and - more than he had dared hope - bright, clear eyes
watching him affectionately.

"Fimih

MY all right - just sleepy." Kirk gave an uncontrollable yown. "Did we
do it, Spock? Is McCoy...?"

"he oure was a complete success,! Spock assured him, clasping the Human's
fingers tightly. "But the price was almost... Jim, you must never risk crossing
< the barrier again."

, CMlgt's hope neither of us haos to." Kirk's free hand brushed Spock's face
for a moment. "Tou've been worrying, haven't you?"! he teased gently.

"Tndeed.! He wanted to say more, and could noty but his eyes spoke for
him, conveying & message that brought a smile to Kirk's lips. "Sleep, my...ny
friend," the Vulecan continued softly. "All is well."

Rising, Spock released the hand he held, and drew the cover up around
Kirk's shoulders. The Human was already asleep, the smile still lifting the
corners of his mouth.

It was quite some time before Spock reached for the intercom to place the
call to McCoy's office.

It was several days later. The three friends gathered in Spock's cabing
Kirk, discharged only thet morning from sickbay, and still pale, sat in his
accustomed place on the floor, leaning sgainst Spock's knee; dcCoy lounged
opposite, a gless in his hand. The atmosphere was relaxed, but all three men
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were conscious of a deep gratitude that their companionship was not, aftexr all,
%o be broken.

McCoy hod heard the whole story, and wos still trying to come to terms
with it all. Kirk and Snock were very casual about what they had done, treating
the whole thing as some sort of gsme they haod played, but McCoy was not fooled.

A1l I cen say is thank you," he said quistly. "I won't forget."

McCOY'S LOG

So I'm going %o live after all. I, still can't quite realise it.

But what I can realise are the appalling risks Jim and Spock took to get
this cure for me. They treated so mach of what happened as an enormous joke...
and that tells me more clearly then anything else how dangerous the whole
exploit was.

Strange how none of us ever realised that Spock was deserting when he
stayed here. It seemed so much the right thing for him to do... Bul from what
he said, his friemds in the other universe also think he 4id the right thing.

I feel very sorry for the other McCoy. How lonely he must be... TYet ho
did oll he could to get them back to me... Jim said very little cbout his meet-
ing with that Scotty - but somehow I sense thet he is no longer as troubled as
he was by the memory. A% least my counterpart hes Scotty. But it must have been
very bitter for him, when Spock said goodbye... I wonder how much of his own
Kirk he saw in Jim?

They refuse to accept any credit for the discovery of the cure, either.
They insiet that I claim to hove researched it, and have even offersd to help me
fake the evidence. However, I will insist that Jim, ot leas®, accepls some
credit for holping me with the research - og Science Officer, it would have been
natural for him %o have helped me. It will be harder o credit 3Speck, who in
this universe was never a scientiszt, and it may be that to avold suspicion he
must go uncredited.

T wonder how much else of value was destroyed when Captain Spock destroyed
Yonade here? Spock says that his Yonada was o treasurshouse, especially of
medical knowledge. I can understand - intellectually — why the Captain acted as
he did; it was a responsible decision, and one thot I believe Spock too could
meke if he was forced to - although I think thot Spock would have searched for
gsome way to save the lives of those few survivors of the plague that destroyed
Yonada end the lagt of the Febrini civilisation.

Perhaps if 1'd been on the ship at the time...but I wos away on a  ocourse.
411 I ever saw were the log entries of the Captnin's interview with the women -
¥atira, I think her name was - who led the survivors. It was not plensant viewe
ing; she had suffered from the plague but recovercd, and the raveges of the
disease had left their mark. She must have been a very lovely womdn, once...

Phere have been times when I've thought I wos getting too old for this
geme, felt I'd like to settle down somewhere, start a practice...tackle illness
rather thon injury, measles rather than Rigellien Fever. Now, however, I've been
given back years of life; there are plenty of doctors who heve never flowa in
space, never wented to. How can I abandon 2ll my years of space gxperience to
join them? Wo, this is my life. &4nd when I do get %oo o0ld for =sctive service,
7111 do what the other McCoy did; work in liason with a Starbuse - probably
Vulcen, heaven hely me! ~ and also help train young spsoe medics beyond the
basics they get at Starfieet Acndenmy.

I heve been given back my life; that seems as good o use as any to
moke of it.

R Gt s
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The 4Ldmiral looked up as his secretary entered in response to his call.

"Lieutenant, what Starships are reocsonably available at the moment? Are
there any that could be recalled within the next weel or two?!

The secretary looked thoughtful. "Yes, sir. The Yorktown is currently
on & gcilentific mission to the Gamma Drevi systems; the Potempkin is on & routine
survey of the Zeta Minorum gsystem: the Enterpyrise is on routine medical checks
of colony planets in the -~ M

"?he Enterprise," the Admiral cubt in. "If the colony doctors have not
called for help, there's nothing much wrong there. We can reassign one of the
other ships to finished the medical checks once their own wmissions are over.
And the Enterprise is a good ship -~ they've done well on diplomatic misgsions in
the past. Recall the Enterprise immediately, Lieutensnt. It could be a tricky
job, and I think they're probably best equipped to handle it. Yes, it's just
ag well," he mused as his secrstary went out, "that the Enterprise is on a mission
she .oan. be recalled from... Just as well..."



