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. ctad, we met Commodore Spock, from another universe. Hig
¥irk had boen L'1?~d9 end Hpock, confused and unhappy, having discoversd the
existence of other universes, attenpied to find a replacement for his logt
friend. Iowever, he misinteryreted half-understood data transmitted to him
through his sensor equipment, and Kirk resented his attempt to 'rescue'! him:
when his ovn Snock arrived, he returned with him, leaving the Commodore doubly
alons.

We were concernsd over the plight of the Commodore, and wondered how he
might continue hig search., The Varistions on 2 Theme universe arose from ouxr
discussions on how he might do so, Ve must stress, however, that our universe
is in no way wvelated to the Kraith universe. (Anyone wanting to read the
story from whaich we ftook our 'inmspiration', it is 'Spock's Pilgrimage! in

Kraith Collected I¥; contact Margaret Draper, The lLodge, Wantage Road, Rowstock,
Didcot, OXON, who acts as UK, agent for it, or Debbie Goldstein, 11524 ¥ashville,

Detroit, T 48205, U.3.4.)

The gtery of Variatlons so far is as follows. His equipment imoroved,
Spock dete cued the existence of a Kirk who did need to be rescusd from zn
untenable sitvationy young, shy and sensitive, he was Pirst Officer tc o Spock
who had never adjusted to his Fuman blood znd vho had taken Kirk as o sexusl

artner in swite of the young Thaman's horror at being treated so.

Spock set out to rescue him. In the process, the Captain was killed, and
Spock remalned in that universe, taking his counterpart's place, and revuorning
he body to his own oxiginal universe. e then set out to rehabilitate Kiri,

<nfo=blnﬂu?73, the Captain had accidentally left a »rivate tape behind on
his last vigit to Vulcan, and Sarek had heard it. Ile helieved that Spock was
illtreating Kirk, and when the Vulcan went 'home! to visit 'his' family, Sarvek
tried to hLlT nim, They were forced to tell Sarek the twuth, and to theixr
surprise, found nhim mest understanding.

Shortly after that; Kirk's brother Sam, who had deserted him ag a child,
came aboard the nterprise as a crewnan. Once again he deserted his brother,
but this time Spock was there to help him.

1

the suggestion that he and Kirk bond; & relationship legal on Vulcan =lthou
rarely entered into. Wowever, they only formed a pariial bond at that timsz.

when Spocli's Tamily council decreed that he wusgt marry, Mceloy cams up with
"

When Meloy developed xenopolycythemia, Spock returned to his orizinal
universe to obtein the cure. VWhen he failed to return, ¥irk followed him ond
with the help of that universe's lcloy, rescued him,

The nterprise's next few missions were all politicelly orieﬂtated, with
snalogues of Farndise Syndrome, Wilaan of Troyius, Gelilec Seven, and Joureuny o
Rabel. And on one of thelr wissions, Kirk was tricked into taking =2 wife.

Varistions 2180 consists of episcde snelogues, this btime Plalo's &%
children and iliernstive Factor., Towever, we have an idea for io. 8 which will
return to foriginal' plotiing, vnrelated to any episode. Part of it will be
set in Scovipnd, and we are planning a short holiday in the area invelved in
order to vemeavch the geogravhy of the place. ¥e owe our ideas for Hao. S %o
comments made by several readers ~ thanks, girls - we think!




that is 1t that has drawn me to vou

In love and friendship true?

T, an emotionless Vulcan,

You a searching, feeling Fuman,

Mo—one knows how wmuch I need

You, how deep the greed

Flows to have you near nme.

I've never tcld you, but you must see

dow wuch my life depends on you,
efore, my loneliness grews

ﬁ-

But my heritage made me hide wy Strlfe.

Vere you lonely, like me?

Wrg it that which drew you to see

T this cold, unfeeling being could

And would,

With your gentle goading and teasing

- D

Show a glimmer of emotion? Your breezing

Laughter and customs intrigue my sensess
They have broken down the fences

Hiding wmy heart

From the world T long to bs a part

Cfe  Jomes Kirk, I thanl you

for everything wonderful and new.

pain of having no-one cub like a knife

Tow nave hroueht me happiness before unknown -

i Life and a friend of my own.

Flaine YWood

TEVADRL

“en I plotted with my menfelk

To trap mefumm:mh)mmmum

Tt was to escape a fearful destiny,

T had no 1lk1n“ fq wifehood to any man,
it Lt seemed to me this one called Yirk
JYould be preferable to amy mate

T would find among my own.

Then T discovered wmy mistake.

I had violated 2 true hond!

wven though unwittingly,

ind my Tear of a too wellmknown future was

Gomnared to the guilt T felt because
¥y manipulations should cowme to this.
For I never intended any harm

"o the gentle wmen I wed.

L only craved that frecdowm of choice
T did not have.

Gene Delapenis

feeble
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T owag
small pilece of myselfl
Pretending to be whole

(
A

A& shell of loneliness
Protecting a flicker of vain,

FouwessI 2t {nlmost) whole,
Tour golden laughter
Gomonssion, bright courage,

nds! delight joined in need
Half-hond hints fulfillment, coumpletion.

T need you,

CJould you wrisk so wuch,
Overcome past terrors,
(hence hard-won gains
¥or an unknown prize?

I could learn to accept, welolce in,

Tne knowledge that another - the woman -
Toves you, brings you the joy of & child,
Tren wmy Jealousy has not driven you away.
You have broughit so wmuch happiness.
Forgiven so many things

Done in love, in necessity,

rut gtill painful.

I have one sure comfori

o you always return to me.

Tn the moment of your triumph

e are tegether - by wvour cholce -
Confronting the world with our veality.
Surely one day T shall have wy dreams
L trae bond of your initiation,
fouching and touched, never and always,
Yerted from wme and yet a part of me.

I need you. You ars my life,

vooose M oan a nmoa
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A T oungrateful, yearning
vor yet more, the final zift,
wehange of self for self?

Tou have given me so much,
Treed me from hidescus slavery
And taught me to trust wyself.

You are wy safely, my joy,
Comfort and warmth, strength
Lredingt even the soul's ghosts.

Trae bondmate - lrrevocahle.
vobal commitment to life's ends
Y11 T oever bhe worthy?

M. Rooker



You have given me peaces

Your dark eyes saw g0 clearly

Vhere mine were clouded by remembered vpain,
iy fears preventied wme from seeing the truth,
And my insecurities found me guilty.

Tat you are rights

'The only crime is gelfishness,!

snd of that I am innocent.

Uhura. .. thank you,

ven though T will never tell youw why.

Gene Delapenia
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T Fragment
Silent shriek of pain
Tumbsghow of existence.
Tou Plaything
Victim of a2 madmants lust
(linging to ghards of sanity.
e nited
Scars lading as Journey ends
Safe harboured in each other's soul.

De Bookex



VARIATICOTS OF A

"Madam, can you specify the nature of the problem:" Spock leaned forward
in the command phtm_, focusing his attention on the wavering image on the screen.

"Alas, Commodore, there is so much... OCur equipment is wearing out...out
- eur wost urgent need is for a doctor. My husband's condition worsens by the
“hour, and...?

“”orq], gir, T've lost it." Uhura's hands flew over her bhoard. "their
tran%mltter seems to be giving out. I'wm having to boost their signal %o the
limit to maintain even this wuch contact. Try it now, sir."

1Commodorets ffhe blurred 1mage-re~formedaf-"Thank the Gods! Can vou
help ve?® '

"ty Chief ¥edical Officer is standing by, and perhaps my Communications
Cfficer can he of agsistance”™

e yould be grateful.n

"The nterprise will reach your planet within® the hour. T will beam down - o
Spock hesitated., Across the link he sensed his bondmate's amused reproof, e
sighed resignedly. "My First 0fficer, Captain Kirk, will beam down - with your
permission - to assess your situation and prepare a report. Any assistance we
can render will he given.m '

)

"We will awalt your arrival, Commcdore. TForgive me, I must go - uy husband
calls,

The wsignal faded again. TUhura turned from her bhoard. PContact losgt, sin,©

Spock rose. Wilave Dr. MeCoy meet us in the brisfing room, Miss Thurs.
Give him what inforwation we have, then join us there. Mr, Sulu, you have the
con, Caplain VITA, a vord with you.”

Kirk followed his bondmate into the fturbolift, swiling slightly as he did
80. Shock never secmed to lose that note of quiet satisfaction when addressing
him as 'Ceploin ¥izk'. He had long siuce forgotten his early jealousy of his
counterpart; the title was Spock's gift to him, not an attemnt to create a
replacement for his long-dead friend. —

He knew whal he was to Spock: once, during ore of their melds, Kirk had
been shown g truth that had shaken him to the souls if at a word Spock could
restore his former Captain and lose his present companion, that word would not
he spoken.

Graduzlly, he had hecome...not used to the thought, exactly, but accepbing
of it, a reaction wade possible because for him his Vulcan bondmate was the
single most important factor in his life; his 1oya1ty to Spotk far ocutweighed
any commitment he felt to Starfleet or to Farth.

The 1ii't slowed, stopped, and the doors slid open to admnit two crewnewbers.
Assistant lngineer Macleod murmured an sbsent-minded greeting, and immediztely
buried her nose in the sheaf of specifications she carried; Cary Mitchell nodded
respectiully to Spock, grinned broadly at Kirk, and settled down to study his
two senlors with all the tactful discretion of a child eyeing a jar of sweets.

There was no malice in the scrutiny, only an intense. curiosity, The Fformal
anpnouncenent of the bonding between Kirk and Spock, occasioned by their Joint
promotion and subesquent dependency posiing, had come as something of a surprise
to the crew.  They had all known that their shy, popular First Qfficer never
became ipvolved with any of the women on the ship who made their interest plaing
when he had let it be known that he was bonded to a Vulean they had all assumad
that hig wife was a member of Spock's family, an assumpiion apparently horne
out by the closeness between the twe men.
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The declaration of the true gtate of affairs, made by Spock at his most
impassive, had for the most part produced one of three reactions. The ma jority
of the cwew had heen surprised, slightly curious, had wished them well but
clearly congidered thelr private lives not to be their business: the few same-
sex couples on board had been ovenly envious of their legally recosmnised stotus
- althoush there ware no regulations against homosexusl liaisons, and reguests
for dependency posiings on those grounds were treated sympathetically, it was
still not possible under Terran law for such couples to form a legal unions
and 2 few - a very few ~ of the crew were openly disapproving.

Gary ¥itchell -~ typically, Kirk thought wryly - fell into none of those
categories. He had not dared to say anything to Spock, but had waited for s
moment when he was slone with ¥irk to offer joking but sincere congratulations ~
and had immediately passed on to outrageous speculstions as to what form the
ceremony had taken, and how they had spent what he referred to slyly as theiv
honeymoon,

Desplte his ewbarrassment, Kirk couldn't help being amused. GCary might
have learned vespect for his senior officers, but he certainiy wasn't about to
carry that respect to extremes. Teasing was as rotural to him as breathing,
the only diffevence now being that he had learned also when to stop. He was
still curious and lrreverent, but Kirk and Spock had won his loyalty, and he
was ag [fervent in his support of the Tirst Officer as he had once been in his
domination of the shy, esger-to-please young cadet.

Kirk remembered one evening, not long after Spock's announcement, Whei,
passing throuzh the shuttle bay, he had overheard litchell in conversation with
one of the new shuttle pilots, a man who openly and loudly condemned the
relationshiv between the Captain and the ¥irst Officer.

TTt's diggustingl" the man declared. ™We ought to lodge a complaint with
Sterfleet.”

Come of ' it, Jemnings," litchell grimmed. "You've never complained about
Hal and Towm, or those bwo girls in Life science.®

THut they're all Human,® Jennings argued. "The Commodore's z Vulecan. How
do we know Uirk's willing? You know what they say about Vulcans - he could he
foreing the First, making him submit. A Fuman and an alien - it's not naturel.t

Kixk had shivered, remembering - as he rarely did now - a Vulcan who had
raped hig wind and body for his own pleasure, forcing him into a 1life of
servitude thet disgusted him. So vivid was the wemory that ¥Witchell's Lovughter
startled him,

frot matural, huht  How do you know what's natural for Vulcans? And the
Comncdore's half Fuman, remeuwber -~ his wother was from Farth. And you've only
got to lcok at Capbain Xirk to see that he's happy. TLeave then alone, Jennings
- it's no business of ours, anyway."

But still, the Commodore and the (aptain...” Jennings was vnwilling to
Let the subject zest, "Why should Kirk get preferential treatment just because
he sleeps with the Commodore?"

"ihat preferential treatment?® Mitchell's voics took on a note of resl
anger. lir. Xivk takes his share of risks -~ move than his shave., Just ssk
Security, tri see if they think Kirk abuses his position.

"Anyway, what do you want to do? Torbid married couples serving togethen?
Captain April 1:? his wife under his command, so I've heard, and Shevas of the
Potemkin - his wife 1s his Chief Medical Officer. Wobedy sccuses them of playing
favourites - why assume Spock does? Kirk's the best First Officer in the Plect;
that wes sz2id of him even before he was bonded, and nothing's changed. Te's
damned good, and don't you forget it.h

iency him yourself, do you?" Jemnings sneered. 'pmazing the effect a
pretty face can have., You should try your luck with him...or maybe you alveady
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have. You knew him 2t the Academy, didn't youly™

"od, you've got a Ffilthy uindl® Mitchell snorted. "ot everyone's o
promiscuous as you are -~ Hirk certainly isa't, And if T did faney him - which
I don' - I have the sense to know that fooling sround vith o Vulean's bHondmate
is the surest route to a broken neck. Speaking of which, that's what you'll
get 1f Spock hears you talking like this ~ that is, if Kirk doesn't take you
apart first, If you don't like the set-up, Jennings, transfer off, thalt!s my
advice. You won't find many on the ¥nterprise who'll agree with you -~ and even
fewer who'll listen to that kind of talk about the Caplain and First Officer,"

Kirk bod smiled a little, warmed by Mitchell's unexpeciedly spivited
defence. The man had not known he was there, and could have taken the eassy wep
of agreeinyg with Jennings; instead he had gone out of his way to defend Kirk
and Spock. s loyelty, once won, was real and dependable.

Now, remenbering that defence, Kirk's smile was warm as he sghook his head
in mild ceproof., Mitchell grinned broadly, ruefully acknowledging his curiosity
and apologising for it. '

The turholift halted again, and ¥Xirk and Spock emerged, heading for the
briefing room, They were the first arrivals, and 9pock allowed himself to relax
slightly as the door closed behind then,

“Remain behind after the briefing, Jim,¥ the Vulcan requested, “There nay
be extra safeguards we can employ.®

BTTLL walt,Y Kirk nodded, adding in an undertone as the docr opened, “You
don't think T want to say goodbye in the transporter room, do you?'
lcCoy cane in, closely followed by Uhura and Charlene Masters. The group

took thelw pleces round the teble, and ¥irk slid into hig accustomed place at
Spock's gide.

What do we know about this planet?™ was Spock's first question.

flengor readings are uncertain, Coumodore," Wirk renlied crisply. “L'm not
sure whether the disforted readings sre the result of a natural phenomenon, on
if they have been deliberately caused - I'd suspect the former., There are
energy veadings, but very locslised, as if there's only one centre of populat:
on the pl te  Inomy Judgement, I'd gay ii's either o group of non-unative
forms, perhaps a snall colony, or the residue of an indigenous culture in 2
state of decline.”

Whank you, Captain. Dr. Meloy®?

iThe distortion of the sensors hasn't helped me any,” the doctor reporbed,
“but my observations tend to confirm Capbain Hirk's. The sentient life-Form
readings are concentrated into a very small area - a village, say - and I'm
reasomabl& Centain that they are humancid in wore than just asppesrance. Howe of
the readings are strange, but 1've bhased wy wedikit on a humanoid sirain until I
can get more lnformaiion on what . I'm dealing with."

er coordinates tally, Cevptain,” Charlene Mastows contributed.

[

life form readings correspond to the sourse of the transuission

Pranenor
fThe enersy en
frow Platorniug.

t
sl
L

Mo you heve any observations on the transmission, Miss Thura?® Soock iuw
to the Commumications Officer.

e digtortion of the sensor scansg does not seem to be affeeting commin-
icaticns, =i ne interference there is certainiy due o eguipment fallure.
I foreszee iculty in repalring the transmitter.?

BT gee. Hiss Masters, will the distortion affect the use of the transpol .er?s
W, siv. Tt's zafe to bean down,’t

"Wery well, Captain, you will besn down with Miss Uhura and Dr. VieCov.



Thig is primarily a medical enmergency alt this stage, but while the Liecutensnt
is engaged in wepairing their transmitier, you may be able to learn something
of the planet's culture. Stay in resular contact with the fmterprise, and ¥ias

HMasters, molotzin a fix on the landing party at all times.™

“that could be a problem, sir. I think we'll need communicator confirmation
for safe Leaw-up. However, T should be able to keep track of their location,

"o the best you can,”

5

Spock wose, bringing the briefing to an end. As the rest of the group filed
out, ¥irk ceme to pewrch on the edge of the table, eyeing his bondmate wiy Ly

"1l take care,” he promised, forestalling the Vulcan's warning.

I
Spock smiled briefly. 97T wish I could believe that. Jim...T am concernad
about this distortion., It may be natural...it may not." His hand lifted 4o ihe
fuman's temples ¥Will you leave the bond=link open? 1 would feel..ecosior, 0.7

"I never close it off,*" Kirk replied simply. "Spock - is everything all
right? You look...tizved.®

"It ds nothing ~ do not be concerned. And before you aslk, t'hy'ls, 1 have

already consulted Dr, MeCoy. T am merely a little 'vun down' as he puts it, IF
it vere anything wore serious,; do vou think he would have left me in command’?

“L suppose not." Kirk grinned. "what you need is a good long leave.
Perhzps after this mission we'll get one. ITt's strange to think that cux
children are negrly a year old, and we haven't seen them veb."

"Would you wish to return to Vulecan® Spock asked idly.

-

Well, T'd like to go home for a while, but you know, I'd really like in
visit ¥arth again. Tt's been years since I've heen there.t

e will tall of it latew.? Spock rose, extending his hand in the sesturs
of affection he often used with Kirk., "Come, . MeCoy and Misg Uhura will be
walting. b

mne

They walked tegether to the transporter room, and Spock watched asg the
three Tigures shimmered and were gone. He was pereming almost as accomnlished

a2 liar as Xirk, he thought guiltily, and under much the same cirvoumstances -
when it came to someone else's welfare. ile had spoken to MeCoy, bult as a Friend,

not as a doctor; and he could not bring himgelf to tell Kivk the real rosson.
As time passed the half-formed bond ached more and more for completion « the

Commander hed werned hiwm it would be so should he ever bond. Kivk had offerad
the full bond wmore than once, but Spock felt instinetively that it was not veu

u

4

time to allow such a total commitment. For hig own part he was ready - nonc
than ready - but he still wondered 1if he had the risht to permit himself s
Tinal and absolute hold on Kirk, The bond-to-death was a great deal for €
fuman to give, when he bad already had so much stolen from him.

uch o
e

MeCoy 's advice had been brief and sensible. "let Jim decide.! Tirk mew
all that wes involved, had considered all the implications. If he offered the
full bond again it would be becsuse he wonted it.

Spock had agreeds He would walt until Jim was ready. Put, as he watched
bis bondwate beam down yel again into an unknown situation, he wighed, illoxical
though he kaew it to be, that they were fully linked.

L L U VY
: ek

N R G

"Isn't this peavtiful, NDoctor?" Uhura glanced round apprecistively as the
landing varty wmeterizlised at the given coordinates.

"Wery much so," MeCoy nodded in agreement. "here's an aurs of tranguillity
here..,it certoinly secems peaceful.”

Kirk gzlenced sharply at his two companions, but made no comment. The cool
marble hall in which they found themselves did indeed have a ceriain susbere
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beauty, bvut to him it seemed coid, sterile. As for the ftranquillity that had
impressed Mcloy, he could not sense ity rather it seemed to hiw that there was
tension in the atmosyhere - no direct menace, bMat...something that raised the
hairs on the baclk of his neck, BSpock had told him that their repeated melds had
sensitised the Human so that he was far more aware ithan was usual of nuances in
the atmogphere, as though he picked up mental emanations from others without
really being aware of it, but it was an awareness of feeling and emotion, not of
thought -~ he knew instinctively if his companions were sad, happy, depressed or
nervous, but not what had caused those feelings. This place produced in him a
negative reactiong beautiful though it was, it was cold, with no sense of life
of joy about it. Automatically he raised his shields in an instinctive gesture
of defenco,

"Welcome o Platonius, star-travllers. T am Alexander, here to serve you,®

A young man, dressed in a tunic and sandals vaguely reminiscent of Warthfs
anclent Creece, appeared through the towering doors at the dnd of the room and
came wuickly towards them., Uhura's eyes widened, and Kirk had to suppress an
understending chuckle =~ pglexander was one of the handsomest humancid males he
had ever seen, and Uhura obviously agreed with the assessment.

Tenk you, Alexamder, T am Captain James Kirk of the - M

Kirkt's voice faded as Alexander reached them, and for a moment he could not
continue. ¥verything about the men seemed normal, even his unusual good looks
belng a matier of degres, but do Kirk it was as though all his mental alsrms
began ringing 2t once. He met the wide blue eyes, and could not restrain a
shudder - the clecr depths of those eyes held an expression of shame and terror
that was all too familiar to him, for he had seen it in the mirror many times
during the vesrs of his pessession by the Caplain.,

i~ U,5.8. ¥nterprise,” he continued at last, after a pause that was in
reality wvery short. "ay I introduce my companions, Dr. Leonard McCoy and
Lt. Thura.h

"You are 2ll wmost welcome, but do not think me discourteous if I beg you to
hurry. Pormea grows worse, and the Lady Philana bade me bring you to her at once.”

L

Moeton?®  Kirk was willing to defer to McCoy in a medisal emergency, and the
pause gave him time to bring hisg sense of revulsion under conftrol. ¥He had no
evidence that anything was wrong here, only his own impressions, and he did not
want to worry Soeck until he had sowme positive facts to offer.

Alexender led them along a wide corrider lined with towering statues of
ure vhite marble, until they came to an crmate door that swung open as the party
approached. Thelr gulde ushered them in, and bowed.

iThe physiclsn ig here, my lady.”

ifhank the Codsd  You must help my husband, I beg you. I think he is dying.

Tt was the woman they had seen on the viewscreen, bul as she rose and cane
towards them they saw what the screen had hiddeni beautiful, stately, with an
innate look of commznd, she was almost eight feet tgll, and built in gracelul
proportion to her height. BReside her, Kirk, McCoy, Uhura and Alexander had the
appearance of bhelng midgets.

Foxr Hcloy, this was a mere detall, '"May I examine your husband, da'an?® he
asked.

BOT course. (Come with me,” She led thewm through into ancther room, where
a man lay tossing in delirium on & bed. "ihis is Parmen, my husband.”

McCoy carefully drew back the hedcover, and his scammer whirred zs he passed
it over the huge frame. “How long hag he been like this?"

Wila hog been 111 for several days now, but the sickness grows worse. Ve
can do nothing.h
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"hut Li's dncrediblel™  MeCoy straightened with a look of disbelief on hig
face, “Youj hugband. is gravely 111, but it all stems from a simple cut on hig
lege A couxse of antibiotics would have cleared the infection in hours. Surely
your doctors : '

there are no doctors here," Thilana answered. "There has been no illness
on Platonius for centuries, and any minor injuries we heal ourselves. In Parmen's
case, 1t geemz that the fever destroyed his control, and so he grew worse, (on
you save him, Noctor?s

#T should think
is similar encugh to |

wn

0, " McCoy grunted, opening his medikit. "Hig metabolis
Human for this to work... Let's see, a iarger do%99 T thn&...‘

i

As VicGoy leened over his patient the man surged frantically on the bed. &
flailing amw caught the doctor, knocking him aside, and suddenly 1t seewned that
every loose object in the room was hurtling through the air to smash sgainst the
walls - ever a heavy gtone bench lurched from its base to crash o the floowr.

e does not understend - he thinks you mean to harm him." Philans darted
forward, to cabtoh the tossing head in her hands. 5Tt ig I, my husband," ghe
murmured.,  “There is nothing to feaw - this wan will help you. Let him anpracch,

Slowly the storm subsided and Philana nodded to FMeCoy. "He undersiands pow
- it isg smF for you to apprcach him,®

ticCoy came forward warily, but there was no further violent demonstiration.
The hypo hissed azainst Parmen's shoulder, and the doctor gighed in reliefl.

That should do it. Perhaps, Ma'am, we should leave him %o rest. He will
sleep now Yor geveral hours, but when he wskes you will find him greatliy
improved., Can vou arrange for someone to git with him?®

that will not be necessary.” Philana touched her forehead. 9T am,..sware
of my husbend -~ L will know when he wakes. Come, let me welcome you properly e
to Platonius.t

They followed their hostess back into the other room, where two men draessed
in long robes were walting for them. There was no sign of Alexander. Philaons
seated hersell on o throne-like chaix and waved a hands at her gesture o tTrny
of wine cups rose from a table and floated across to hover before each in tuin.

Telekinetic powers, and possibly some form of telepathy, Kirk noted as he
took one of the CUDE . I'd better watch my step Uptll I find out Jjust wihat ]
range is, aad whet EQOlr ﬂapabllltl Y.

e responded courteously to Philana's formal spesch of welcome, then swiled
at hers ¥Is there any other way in which we can help vou?" he asked. “Vou wmen-
tioned & problem with your cowmunications equipment — Lt. Uhura has o great deal
of experience in these matters, and she will he only too pleased to do what she
can. Then if yiu wish to let we inspect the vrest of your equipment, I can
prepare o vevort for your Chief Wogineer as to what further work is requirad,

"vie would be wmost grateful. Bilonyd will conduct vou round our sebtlenant,
Philans indicated the younger man, "and Braclitus will show the Tieutensnt ou
cowmmmications centre.’

“Periaps you would begin at once, Miss Uhura." As he spoke Kirk caught
MeCoy's eye and glanced quickly st the woman.

1,

Taking the hint, MeCoy set down his wine cup. "I you have no objection,
Captain, T'11 go with Uhura. Tooks like you'wre going to be husy for a while,
and I don' went o be too far from my patient.w

“Let me know if you need any further assistence, Miss Thura, and repors bo
me when you have finished.® ¥irk watched as ¥raclitus escorted his compenions
out, then turned to smile agein at Philana. "I should report to the Commodore,®
he said evenly. “Will you excuse meil
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"Of course, Captain,®
Kirk puiled out his communicateor, "Zirk to ¥nterprise.”
Tnterprige  Spock here,®

TA preliminary report, Commodore.
We have mgde contzet, and have been
recelved with grest courtesy.® Asg he
spoke, Kirk opensd the tight channel of
the bond~link fully, making sure that
the rest of his mind was fully shielded.
Ho known telepathic race could monitor
the bond-link, or even detact its use
- he hoped that the Platonians could
not, elther, vut it was a risk he had
to take. //Spockt//

"Thet is well, Fpotaln. Fow is Jim, is something wrong?/’
? g (] .
the Nocltoxts patient?
“¥cCoy has hegun treatment, and //I'm not sure, Spock., I could be
expects a full recovery.© Jumping at shadows, but I don't think

s0. ook, this is going to sound crazy,
but is there any way you can shield the
Interprise from any telekinetic inter-
ference from the planet? And can you
shield the crew trow any telepathic

influence?//
*T am vlessed 1o hear it. VYhat //T can alter the frequency of the
Drogress are you wmaking with the huil ghields, and take the ship ocut to
technical asgsigtance?d maximam orbit. That will mindiwmize any

telekinetic effects, Countering tele-
pathic influence directed inst the
crew will be more difficult, bul T can
shield them, for & btime at lsast. Do
you suspect treachery Jim?//

"L, Thure has begun work on the //Ttm not ready to go that far ~
communications eutuipment, and I am yeb, But there's definitely something...
about to begln conpliling wmy report on ‘wrong here., T can feel it. Be careful,
what Turther assistance is needed.® . Spock = and don't let anyone else beawm

down, //

hen you have completed your //Jim, you must also take cave.
report we will begin talks with the ¥ir, Xyle reports thet he cannot medntaln
Platonisns and ingtitute normal first a transporter fix on you, and although T
contact procedures, Please emphasise can monitor your position through the
te them that cur assistance now is bond, I cannot do 1t for Miss Uhura ow
wnconditicnal, hut they may wish to for McCoy. Also, the concentration
know wmore of the Pederaiion hefore needed to shield the crew will weaken

we leave,’ my control of the bond~link. T su:
that you close it dowin from your oﬂd
unless end until you need me; I w1?}
remain open to you so that no time is
lost in establishing the link./.

Wery well, Commodore. Kirk out.® J//I'1L be careful, t'hy'la./’

Kirk weploced his commanicator and turned back to Philansz. WWould it be

convenient for me to begin at oncet™

0L course, Cepntain. Dionyd, see that our guest has whatever he requires,
I will wmeke arrsngements for your accomodation, Captain Eirk - T hope you and
your companions will be our guestbg.Y
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fifetd he honoured, Ma'am." Kirk bowed slightly and followed Dicaoyd frdm
the roow, unglinging his tricorder asg he went.
W1 don't koow where o start,¥ the Flatonian said a3 they headed down the
y al

corridor; as they walked he shortened his stride to accomodate the smaller
Human. *Perhaps in our generating station?®

O

o]
e

Tihat will de,™ Kirk azreed.

As They continued on their way, several Platonians, both male and female,
greeted them, Kirk noted that zll were as tall as those he had already wmet - by
the standards of his society, Alexander was indeed a midget. Now he knew, too,
one of the things thatl had bothered him when he had first beamed down ~ the
prepertions of the bhuildings, the doors and decorations, were all on a scale
suitable to his hosts, which had made him reslise that gsomething was odd,
although he had not realised that until now.

"Your people aren't natives of this planet, are you?" he asked cesually as
he scanned the mechinery displayed to him, noting that although it wag alien in
construction he was familiar with its operation.

Fo.  Oux people came originally from Sandars. When our sun went nova, it
was necessaxy lox g o find new homes., PRarth was one of the vlanets we conside
ered, but rejected to avoid a clash with its superstitious natives. During our
survey, Parmen, our leader. was iwpressed by the teschings of the philosopher
Platoy he determined to found the perfect Platonic republic. We getitled hewre
almogt g thousand years ago, and our society has remained sgecret and peaceful
ever since, Unfortunately, we did not take into account thaot although we wvere
perfect, our equipment was nots as you know, we now need assistance, since gll
our technical knowledge has been forgoiten - we depend %otally on the technology
we brought with usg, but have lost the ability to maintain that technology @

fSurely your ancestors made provision for eventual breakdown?®™ Kirk ssked.

tur ancestors®  Captain, ve are the original settlers. I was...let me
$eG404116 vhen T loft Sandara, and that, as T said, was about a thousand years
ago.  We are a perfect society - we do not age, we do not stagnate, For wmillania
our race has been bred for intelligence, longevity: the mistake we made vas o
forget that our nachines are not as advanced as we "

Tand yet you reguired a votor,® Kirk said absently, concentrating on hisg
tricorder as he spoke. "You have none of your own.®

“ihey have rot been needed. Our gugenics prograune gave us perfect health,
but with ne illness we lost our resistarce to infection,  Parmen's injury was
the result of o scratceh suslained in 2 fall - a sivple matter, but the infection
vas beyond our contrel. Fow we realise that we have need of - o Dionyd broke
of I suddenly, glancing at Kirk, but seeing the Fuman aprarently absorbed in the
readings of hig tricorder, he relaxed.

TALL this ds out of date, but repairable," Kirk said thoughtfully, #0f
course, our engineers will need to manufacture some of the replacement DO TE o 0 0
T'm sorry, wionyd, you were saying?t ‘

dfetihing of iwmportance, Captein. Have you finished hers?s

Yes, I bave a2ll I need. It will take we a little time to gitudy these
results - is Tthere somewhere I can work?w

ALlow we to sghow you to your quarters. Your companions will Jjoin vou when
they have Tinished.®

The rooms to which Kirk was shown were large and ormate, decorated in the
sane semi--classical style as the rest of the buildings he had seen., To his
relief ths furnis ' had besn scaled down fto muit ¥uman dimensions. Kin

hing
wondered whe had thought of it - not Philana, he was sure.

"y

There was no sign of MeCoy or Uhura, so he settled down to prepare his report.
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As he worked part of his mind was husy with the little he had learned. TL
sinply be that an enclosed society like the Platonians' was wary of sﬁraﬁgefé;
even when they came to help, but that did not explain the look of terror in

hAlexendexr's eyes. iad MeCoy seen 1t? he wondered. Of course, the doctor had
been busy with his paitient.

-

Once he hed worn that look of terror, and there had been no-one to help
him; whatever the rights and wrongs of Platonian society, no man should ba
compelled Lo live with that fear, and Kirk's own experience wade him determine
to do whatever he could to help, to bring Alexander the comfort he had longed
for, but hod not recelved...until Spock came to him., fThe first Thing was to

Tind Alexender, telk fo him alone, persuade the wan that he was to be trusted...
B, Jim,

Kirk's inhoughts were interrupted as HcCoy and Uhura entered. Te furned
with a smile. UHi, Bones. How did it zo, Unura?h

The wownan shrugged. "I've patched up the equipment as best I eun, and we
can communicate clearly with the ¥nterprise now, but the whole console xeally
neads to he steipped down and rebuilt. Tt'll take me a couple of days, but it
really shouvld be done if the transmitier is ‘o work properly -~ I don't sugrantee
my repalr for very long.”

T see, Fow about Parmen, Fones?!

"1 looked in on him just before T came back here. Fe's westing well, and
waking a wvemarkable recovery. Jim, I learned something which could be interest.-
ing. I took weadings from Parmen, and also from FRraclitus ~ well, I needed the
readings Srom 2 healthy Platonian to know what the resulits should be, Doth of
them have o very high concentration of kironide in thelr hodies.”

Wiconidel That could be what's affecting the sensor readings. T wondeb..."
ile broke off as o quielt volce came from behind him,

fxcuse me, Caplain Hirk. Is there anything you need? Are you comfortable

e

Mhig ig fine, Alexander." Kirk tuwned with a reassuring smile.

1 was to tell you that it will soon be time for the evening meal ~ you are
3 ly Fhilans and the Platonians,” His message deliverved, Alex-

. 'IT there is anything you need, you have only to ask,® he said

with the air of someone searching for a reason to remain.

Acting on instinet, ¥irk sat down on one of the bhenches and smiled
"I expect you'tre curious sbout us,¥ he said easily. YWe don't mind answve
questions, you know,?

Alexonder subjected Kirk to a long, searching scrutiny, then fturned to study

MeCoy and Uhura, Wou take it all so calmly,” he said at last.
Frake what calmly?" Kirk was puzzled.
¥ ;

Tthat you awre freaks...nidgets...like me. And yet vour master must trust
vou, Lo allow you to come here.b
PlFresks) laster? I don't understaend... Alexander, do you mean heczuse

we are smeller than the Platonians?h
PG course, You must be deformed, liks we -~ but you don't seem to mind,®

Mhere agre meny waces in the Pederation,® Kirk said. 9YSome zre a8 tall as
the Pletonians, others are to us as we ave 40 thew. 8ize is no indicstion of
intelligence -~ the wisest wan I ever heard of is an Andorizn vho would scarcely
reach my walst. By the standards of his own race, he ig a midget -~ Mt he is
the most revered of his people.?

But Permen told me thalt because T did net grow...because wmy mind cannct
contain the gift of power, I am useless - a ool and 2 slave.®
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“They tre lying,” Kirk said flatly., %and T cen prove it., Tones, scan
Alexander.v

MeCoy moved Torward, his tricorder whirring. "Actually, your intelligence
level is o couple of points higher than Parmen's,% he said, studying the screen,
"He has certaln breinwave patterms that you don't... What you said ghout power
- do you have the telskinetic ability +oo?®

"o, T donlt,"

"hen that's it ~ the only differerce.?

"I am 2s intelligent as Parmen?" Alexander sounded disbelieving.

"81ightly wore so ~ and a lot wore intelligent than Hraclitus, T might add.”

put Pormen salde.. He lied?n

At FeCoy's nod the alien drew a shuddering breath. "Yet T am o focl, for
I believed hims*® His face hardened with resolution, and he turnsd to Kivk,
grasping the Human's shoulders. "Captain, vou must leave., Take your peonle
and retura to your ship at once,®

Thre we in danger hera?" Kirk asked.

-

Mlore thon you know. TPlease, Capltain, you must..." Alexander broke off
abruptly, his body stiffening. Then, as though at some unspoken command, he
turmed acd began to move jerkily towards the doow.

"Mhates. % FeCoy started forward, then he too suddenly stiffened and
begon to follow the alien; Thura opened her mouth as though to speak, then she
also, held in some unseen control, began to move with the others.

Kirk wetched for a few seconds in bewilderment, then he gasped aloud as
something touched his sensitive shields, a mentsl command to go with his COMNHTI
lons, Outraged, he gathered his defences to regist, then instinet made him
pause. Hig hest defence would be in fact o pretend that he had no defence, o
obey the commands. To someone trained by Spock the compulsion was easy o
breal, Though to McCoy and Mura it oust be irresistables he would learn just
how strong the Platonians were before he allowed them to know that he could defy
them,

The decision occupied only a split second. Without relaxing hig sghields he
allowed the sense of the cowmand to reach him, and obeyed it, walking out inio
the corridow a8 though he vwas as deeply enthralled as the others.

The compulsion led them into a large hall, %he Platonisns szt on henches
eround the walls s bhough preparing to watch an entertaimnent - and per
they were. P2
the room: 4

ALt
e, Philana by his side; sat enthroned on a dails at one end of
v little pale he seemed to have vecovered fully from the
illness that hed prostrated him only a few hours earlier.

S

LA

As ¥ixk balted beside his companions, Parmen's attention was alrendy Tixed
on the cowering Alexander. . :

ou talk too wuch, slave. Are you simply = thoughtless, chattering fool,
or do you wezn o bebray those who gave you life” Mo matter; we will keen you
out of the way while we speak with our...guests.?

Permen waved his hand negligently, and Alexander Tlew through the air, o
hang as though pinced by unseen hands against the far wall., The spectacle
seemed to amise the Platonians, for Parmen had te call for silence and wait for
the lavghter to die down before he began to address the Mmterprise officers.

¥Dhr, lMeCoy, we of Platonius owe you a debt of gratibtude, not only for my
life but for shovwing vs that we are vulnerzbie. Ve must have a healer, and T
have chosen you to remain with us.”

MeCoy frownad., "I am pleased to see you recovered, Parmen, but it is
imposgible for me to ramain here.”
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About to echo MeCoy's refussl, ¥irk reslised that he and TUhurs were still
being held by the compulsion that had broupht them here., He could have broken
it essily, bul resmained gilent for the moment,

TYou can'l keep me hewe,™ MeCoy said flatly. "0ur ship will not leave
without ug,*

FAn, but it wills  you see..." Parmen broke off as a muffled explosion
echoad through the woom. Y4 trifle early, but no matter. You are now dead,
Doctor,; you and your companions. We sacrificed an unused building in a good
causc. Hoon T will contact your ship on our restored transmitter and inform
your commandey - with every appearance of regret - of the unfortunate explosion
in our enginceving section that killed our most gallant saviours. There will
be no bodies, of course... Have no fear - your stay will be comfortable and
vleasant, and vhere will be much for you to do. Although we need little medical
attention, & healer way perhaps solve the curse of sterility that plagues ug...

As for your companions...” Parmen gazed thoughtfully at Kirk and Thurs.
e had intended to keep only you, but when Commodore Spock go obliginsly sent
us o male and o female, how could we refuse such a handsome gift? As a Sclence
Officexr, Capi rk will be of use to us, and from such a handsome couple we
can breed & new race of servenis ~ fAlexander is a feool, and bores us all,”

0o

"You'lze crazyl® MeCoy took a step frrward, but came to an abrupt halt as
Paxmen held up his hand, "what wmakes you think I'11 cooperste? Or that Jim and
Uhura will®H

PThey will cooperate because they must, in the same way that they were
forced to come here now. You we cannot coerce, for your mind must be free o
serve us, put they will be the hostages for your obedience. Dionyd, show our
friend.?

The Platonizn rose to his feet and moved forward, facing Thura. ¥He roised

hig hand as though throwing something, and from thin air a knife flashed past
her hea'd, Lo clatber against the wall behind her. Another followed, and another,
fagter than the eye could follow, a rain of lethal steel that missed Thure by a
hoirte~hresdth each time,

Hnou Peemen: raised his hand agsin and Dionyd returned to his nlace,
“An effective dewnonsteation, but perhaps a little...final, if concentra

should wever., 1% is possible, however, to inflict the most severe punis
with no hexme Woteh again.®

Fe nodded tovards Kirk, and instently a sheet of fire rose up round the
Toman's feet, enfolding him in flames, MeCoy could feel the heat from where he
gtood; and he watched in horror as the slender figure was alternately revenls
and concealed by the hungry flames, It had to be an illusion, he told himsal
Parmen would not destroy one of hig veluable hostages mercly as a demonstration...

itV

And thon HKirk scresmed.

“Stop itl ftop it, damm youl"™ Me(oy cursed the power that held hiwm abill
as he fought to go o his friend. He could see Uhura's eves wide with shock ag
she too sinred in anguish at the tortured wen.

“Rut of covrse.®  Parmen waved his hand, and ingtantly the fire died: Xirk
sank to his ‘nees; sobbing, hugging himself as though aszsinst some unendurable
Pain, but he was uwnmarked by the fire — not even his clothes were scorchel,

o bo hdwm,' Parmen zald indulgently. "Satisfy yourself that he iz unhearmed
- physicelly. "he flames were an illusion, of course = the pain was not. Ther
think to yourself, loctor, how often such torment can be repeated without zny
damzge to the victim., This and more is wvhat your friends will suffer if vou
refuse we, Kirki®

1 Rirk's head jerked up, and he watched Parmen blankly,

At The cowm

“YOU. 5 1

Berve me, do you not?’ the Platenisn ssked smoothly,
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Tngtontly the golden hesd was bowed. VI am your slave, my loxd, he whispered.
Command we, and I will obey in all things.®

HeCoy's heart sank. For a wmoment he had dared to hope that Xirk had somehow
managed to resist Parmen's control; knowing the man as he did; he had been sure
that Kirk'y wind was his own...but knowing also what ¥ivk had suffered in the
past, he was also certain that Zirk could never have submitted himself willingly
to sueh a gesture of humiliztion,

Theturn to your guarters," Pamen said. #Talk with Alexander — he will be
able to tell you wore of what it means to defy me, I give you thig night, vhile
my friends and T celebrate my recovery, to consider what I have said to You,
fut before vou oe.." He gestured, and their communicators and rhasers glipved
from their belts to float through the air and land at Parmen's feet. %It would
not do for you to attempt to contact your ship, would it? Co, and consider what
T have gald.H

Parmen weturned to his place, and as he did so the invisible supports hold-
ing Alexander were removed; the men crumpled heavily %o the floor, but after a
moment he rose to his feet and limped over,

Let me help you," he vhispered as MeCoy lifted s trembling Kirk to his
feet, ‘*lome, let's get out of here.® ¥e put his awm round Uhura's shouldér and
led her to the door, following MeCoy and Kirk: he wes leaning on her as mich as
leading bhex, fox his leg clearly was hurting.

Ag the heavy door swung closed behind them, they could hear the light,
mnocking langhter of the Platonians, and Parmen's voice raised in a toast. 7o

ouT new silaves, wy friendgly

i

OO T AL L A L
L 23 TS P ol I

On the wwrise, Lt. Palmer turned from the Communications console, Hh
transmission frowm Platonive, sir. It's King Parmen.n

TOn audio, Tieutenant,” Spock turned to face the screen. "1 am
see that you have recovered, sir,” he sald formslly.
b g

"L an indeed racovered, thanks to vour doctor." Iz
"However, I brii

clenged

e,

rmen's volce wag grave.
v unhappy news, Commodore. Your officers are dead,®

Thexre was o sharp intske of breath from someone on the bridge, but Hpock
only bowed his head over his steepled fingers. Miay T ask how, sir?™ he said
¥ £ & 9
quietly.

ey were inspecting one of our generating stations, The equipment was
more danzerous than we knew - we have lost 211 our understanding of such things,
There was an explosion... Ve were unable to recover the bodies.

“Commodore, I am desolate. They came to aid us, and died in our service.
They will lons be remembered and honoured on Flatonius. If there is anything T
can doeae ¥

fihere is nothing, T ask you to excuse me, sir - I must inform the cwvev,
and we megl wmourn our dead.®

0 couvrzse. T understand. When you are ready to telk again I will be here.t

Palmew cut the screen as the transmission ended, and swung round in hew
chalr to gaze at the Commodores everyone on the bridge was locoking in the sane
direction, ut only Charlene Masters left her post to stand by the cowmmond chair,

FOOWmn0doT Gy o o

UE ag

i Fasters, if you are aboul to express your sympathy or condolences,
pleagse do not.™  The quiet volce was very calm. "Captain ¥irk ie slive.s The
dark eyes lifted to her troubled face, then passed on to Palmer, to Chekov wh
had taken over Kirk's wmonitors, to Sulu at the heln and Mitchell at navigation -

and surely theve were tears on more than one face? fHe swiled slightly, snd vhen
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ne spoke hig veolce was £illed with assurance.

“hvery Vulcan knows beyond doubt the moment of his bondmate's death. Parmen
says that he ie dead -~ and Parmen lies. I wonder why?®

i8iress”  Charlene hesitated. "You can only he sure of Ceptain Kirk.
ahout Uhuwea and Fodoy i

Wihe (antain and T are not in direct contact at the moment, but the aurae
]

F the llpn g mndisturbed, #e could not hide his grief frow me if they were
de i ens, you have the con. T will be in my quarters.v e paused,
thmn conpceding that the clrcumsitances allowed and required an explanation he
would not noweelly have given, added shyly, "It is easiest for us %o communicate
in private. As soon ag it is safe to do so, the Captain will contact me with

an explanation ~ I wish to be ready to respond.¥ He paused again, then continued,
T sensed your grief fox the Captain, and for me. Thank vou, ny friends.d

The turbolift door had closed hehind the Vulcan before Gary Mitchell
an avureciative chuckle. "Sounds like a handy thing, that bond-link.® I
winked outrageously at Lt. Palmer. "hetter watch out, Caroline - you and
could find yourselves out of a job if it catches on.®

S L L LN >, =L
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b

Deliberately, Xizrs hung back & little, allowing McCoy and Uhura 4o move
anead - ho gensed that Alexander would talk wmore freely in g direct exchange,
rather then te an sudience,

"Parmen gold you'd explain what It means to defy him," he prompted.

flexander halted, studied Kirk for a moment, then indicated a low door they
were just pessing "shall we go %o wy room, Capiain? We can talk more freely

1., -
tnere b

Firk nocdeds H0f courss. And Alexander = wy friends czll me Jim.©
turned te call ‘o Weloy. Zones, see if Unura's all right - T'11 be along soon,n

MeCoy nodded and continued along the corridors Kirk watched him Leova,
then turned to follow Alexander through the doorway.

The woom in w

the furnid

ndch he found himself was of normal Humen proportions -- even
had been scaled down., Kirk sizhed with relief ag he sank inte o

chair. ts vetter,” he grinned. "I was beginning to feel overvhelmaod,.!
Mexander nodded,  “That's Dart]y why 1 decided to live here, he confessad, -
“The ofhexns never come here - 1i's too cramped for them., T built all the

furniture wysell,” he added proudly. ™day I offer i you some wine,..JinTs

fho wine, thacks, bub perhaps some fruit juice, if yvou have it0H

Alexander husied hingelf at o side table, and returned holding iwo cups.
Handing one to Hirk, he sat down o To te hime ®rhey drink a lot, and sometimes
they force me to hecome drunk with the so T never touch alcohol when T'm on
my own.®

Kirk nodded gympathetically. “It's an unplessant feeling, isn't it Aloxe
ender, we way not hove much time, so T'11 get wight down to business., Parmen

and the othas can they read wmindsTh

e b5 ks - . *
me, and they cen meve objiects around pretty much at will, but they can't ead

our thoushy

reiiel, at any wate " Firk sipped his juice. UBut Parmen knew

"There are wonitors all round the paloce, relics of the old days. Only
Pormen bnovs ho to nee them - thatl's how hels hung onto power for so long.
knows 10 any of the others try to plot against him. ITt'e all rig hu,‘.1¢ acaded,
observing g gudden nervous glance ab the walls, “mﬂoco aren't any in heve.

e

L
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After all; vho'd plot with mess

8o d1t's wiger to assume that anyvhere else we could be overhesrd,
e

sald, thoughtfully, “Hmn, that could complicate matters... stiil, u011 we wh
you can for now. Heve they always had these powers, for instance?"

Mot originally, except in very vare cases, but when they began theix
programme of genetic engineering, that was one of the characteristics that was
bred for, until by the time of the destruction of Sandara it was a universal
talent. Az you know, this group settled on Platonius, At first they amused
themselves ploying at setting up their so-called ideal state - Parmen had made
a hobby of studying your planet's ancient Greecce,!

"ot very good alt it was he? Kirk grinned.

Llexender stared as though Kirk had uitered rank heregy, "What do vou mezn,
Jim?  Parmen iz an acknowledged expert - "

PHo.T o Kiwk ghook his head firmly., UHe's a debbler, thal's all., Take those
statues out there - even a rank amateur knows that the Greeku painted their
statues in vivid colours - it's only the passage of time that has left those
surviving specinens as vhite. And no sericus student would dresm of setting
up this perversion of Plato's republic.”

3o he doesn't know everything...” Alexander looked thoughtful, considering
this new ides. Siui get back to the history of Platonius, after a while
Parmen decided %o increase the size of the colony, and they began o breeding
programnes I vas a disaster. =Every child boirn was...like mes weak, undersized,
gickly, and with no trwco of mental ability, Parmen declared that he would not
permit such vgliness fo exist in his perfect world, and so all the children were
¥illedsos Tlve often thought that they were the foLtuﬂ&te onaes, "

i
Ittty Parm
”Wheir hodles
oneone like
tue Plateniens

en and the others whe are ugly,® ¥irk said with quiet snger.

: perfect, but their winds and hearts are hideous. T once knes
t - he was heautiful to look at, but he had no heart, BuE ~
led all the children, Alexa nder, now did you escapeid

VI wag alloved to live = they wanbted a sample to study. 4 p001mo“. i
time they thewsht they'd solved the problem they'd try again, and each time
failed. The,..foulty children were destTOJﬁd. &t last they SLHDLY stoppad
trying., rmen was golng e get rid of me then, hut Fraclitus persuaded
Reap me.s.for wy tentertainnent value!, he said. 7 becams (ourt Jester,
the butt of their humouﬂ T play tﬁclr games, and I lose...oh yes, T lose. H
locked at Kivk, alsery in his eyes. 7And now they'll do that to you, wake wvou
their slave., O'w goryy, Jim. TF I'd warned you at once, you might have bhesn
able to escane.,.put T was too afreid. This is 2ll I've known, all wy life..,

£

There's no escape from Parmen -~ for any of us.v

Fihaet chout your parents? Didn't they at least try to protect yourd
Protect wev  Alexander lavghed hitterly, 9Jim, Parmen and Phils

' .
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cuhing Kirk could think of to say. ¥e had known misery in his

B least the Captzin had come to him as a stranger; his shylye.
offered friendshin had been used and betraved, but there had been no blood—iic
between then. g memorles of hig own parvents, though few and distant, were
filled with warmth and love. Te tried to imagine how it wust have been For
Aexander to endure such torment at the hands of the very people whe should bove
cared fow Fiw, and. recolled from the thought with revulsion. At last he
realiged Llexender was 51111 speaking.

Tou must remsber that I've never seen any other people. 1 thought Parmen
wos right, that @Vﬁryone was like him  and the others, beauntiful, clever end
cruel. T usod to grateful that they allowed me to live at all, monster thatl
T was.s..and that L was permltted to serve them. Tt was only as T grew olden
and turned vo the old tapes for cowpany, that I learned to understand what they
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were really like,

Time pﬂsso?, and over the canturies much tnowledge was lost. Oh, it's
there in the old pecoxds, if you know where to look for ity but I don't think
any of them aeven memember that, now. The machinery dgcavod broke down, and
they began to speak of oontactlnﬂ other races to seek help, but they were afraid
of what would havppen to their private playground, and so they did nothing., "Then
Parmen bacame 111, and Philana called for help. Your ship answered. While they
walted for you to reach Platonius, Dionyd guggested this plan to obtala the help

they wanted and to avoeid interfevﬂnoe. Wren you apneared as well, and with o

woman of your own race, irsclitus saw the chance to breed slaves, more victinms
for thein amusement., They can make you ohey, as I do,®

They won't win, Alexander,' Kirk gaid firmly. "We'll get out of hers -
and you'll come with us. That's a prom 2,0

Mhatts what I'm trying to make vou understand, Jim -~ thers ig no escape,

Your shin is safe only because Parmen can't break through its shiélds, znd he
can't reach uh@ minds of your crew — perhaps it's just too far away. Jut the
minuto your Commodore lowers the shields, Parmen will have the ghip - he!ll wmake

it crash into the atmospghere, or take other people from her...he can do ag he
likes. #vea if you could signal your comrades, they'd have to lower the ghields
to teke you abosrd, wouldn't they? Unless you want to see more of your Friends
in this position, you'd better hope thab they leave quickly. After all, they
think you're dead,

Hhad even 1f by some miracle you did escape, how can I go with you? vVoultve
seen only a soell port of what Paruoen has made me. There's no place for me in
your world, Jim...,nowhere to run to..."

Alexenden's voice faded and he bowed his head, covering hig face with ghakin
hands, K:rk h sitoted, then moved to sit on the couch beside him, slipning his
arm round the 1 mped shoulders.

”A?Qtepder, listen %o me.” Kirk's voice wes very quiet., "You think 714
despise you fov whal you did to stay alive? T've done worse — much WOUER, ™

TYoust  Alexander looked up, his syes wide with disbelief,

ew, mes 1 was young, shy and very lonelyy I was zood at wy Jjob, but T
wag nervous with other peorle, had no friends, Yhen friendship was : to
ne § recchad ovt for it, only to find that I'd Teen tricked. T apent 3 s
the povwer of & sadist who used ny nind and body for his pleasure, con

Pormen contols vou. Then OOWmodore Spock found we, and freed me,
mey nelped we, until T was fit to be his companion., I owe him wy life and wy
uwnlty...nmd a cebt T can never repay. You can be helped, ag I was helped - and
yvou will be,:

Alexander amiled sadly. U7 alwost believe you, Jime But you'll never get

gyvizy Trom Nele, S0...9

He auptly and sprang to his feet, his hody rigid, % om called,®
he ssid foreing the words out as he bogan to move towards the door, oF

have no ohOLc\ =~ and nelther will you.w

o

Kirk sat for o moment as the door closed behind Alexandern, He shounld get

back to FeCoy and Uhura as quickly as possible, but first he would take
of the privacy hers to contact gnock. He knew that sometimes his face ve

nis emotions when they communicated through the hond, and while he coulh tolerate
¥eCoy seeins him th n9 it was too personal a thing to revesl cven to oowecn@ 2.5
discreet as Tauva. Teaning back in his sceat he resdied his mind, and then

opened the channel of the bond-linlk.

D AL S ] A8
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As he mode his way to his cabin, hurrying withous seeming to hurry, Spock
found himself reflecting on what he had szid on the bridge. 'My friends' he had
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czlled them, and had felt no embarrassment at doing so. In the other vniverse
only Kirk and }McCoy had come close to being friends - the crew of the nterprise
had respected him, but there had heen none of the very real affection and
personal loyalty he sensed from this crew. Jim had given him that. In reaching
out to the desperate young Human he had relessed sz caring that had refused to be
buried again; the crew had felt his concern for their welfare, and responded t-
it. He weuld never have the first Kirk's easy charm, but in his own quiet way
he had won the same respect from his crew that his dead friend had done.

Tt haed been surprisingly easy, too, to show an interest - no open displays
of emotion or feeling, which would have been both painful and difficult with
anyone but Jim, but a quiet word of apprecistion, praise for s Job well done,
concerned advice when needed, had all won a response that made so much easier
that task with which, in the other universe, he had never felt comfortable, the
command of Kirk's ship. Here he had moved slowly at first, =zo as not to create
too great a contrast between his methods and those of his sadistic counterpart,
but he was confident now and sure that no-one remembersd the celd, aloof men who
had once held the command.

Jim had taught him so much, had given him 20 Much.e.. dpock frowned as he
let himself into his cabin and activated the privacy lock, It seemed...selfish
to wish for wore, The longing for a full bond was almost a physical ache now, a
nagging hunger that usually was eased by his brother's physical presence. 7This
parting, with its added burden of worry for Jim's safety, made it much more
difficult to bear.

Slowly, Speck sank down to sit cross-legged before the flickering flame of
the fire shrine. He opened his wmind fully, ready for his bondmate's call, and
quickly brought the need to reach out under strict control - Jim must not sense
that hunger in him, for the bond - if and when it came - must come only Trom
the Buman's need, not his,

Then, suddenly, Kirk was there, a warm presence. e ciung to his brother's
mind in a guick, welcoming ewbrace.

Trhytla® // ‘there was affectionate conc ern 1n Kirk? a thought. /J“ s all
b i =) :
well with you ﬁ/

//8611 is well - now,// Spock responded contentedly.

B Y R A
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MeCoy was alone when Kirk returned to the room they had been given. “Where's
Uhura? he asked spxicusly, afraid that Parmen might have summoned her.

"Fixing some food = we found a kitchen through there.? MeCoy indicatbed
oane of the inner doors. "Somehow Parmen got sidetracked on the dinner invitation,
remember. $till, it seems we're not supposed to starve. As prisons g0, this
one's pretly luxurious.®

FIt's still a prison," ¥irk commented. "Hey, what ave you doing™® he added
ag McCoy came forward with his scanner at the rceady.

"Jugt mating sure, after that little display of Parmen's," FeCoy srunted.
“Hem, no physical damage. Those flames looked real encugh to me. Fow do Fou
feel?w

"I'n okay, but would you mind taking another look at my ankle® Tihts o
sore after that twist T gave it just before we beamed down.™ ¥irk snoke casually,
]

but he held hig breath, praying that McCoy wouldn't ask him what he wes felking
about.
The doctor nerely shot him a suspicious look, however, and knelt dewn 4o
draw off{ his boot, carefully wmanipulating the ankle. "How's that®" he asked.
“Hore.t  Kirk allowed his hand to rest on MeCoy's head, hoping as he did
so that Spock was right and that his wind was now strong enough to reach out o
another, e had told himself that he would never contact anyone but his bondmate,
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bt given the existence of Permen's wonitors, this was the only way to commun-
icate safely with V¥eCoy. As soon as he gained entrance to his friend's mind he
took control of the gpeech centre, then made his presence known.

//Bones://

[/Jimi/’ ththout the power of speech McCoy's thought was the mental
equivaient of & shout. //What's going ont//

//Sorwy ¥ couldn't ask permission ~ Parmen has monitors all over this place
and I dont't waot him To know I can do this. T just wanted to warn you to be
cagreful what you say, and to tell you not to give up hope = he doesn't control
me. I can block his commands and sug<estions, hulb it's safer if he dossn't
realise that until I'm ready. Just try not to worry too much, huh? Sorry, ['ve
Zot to get out now - I'm not really used to this.//

[/3imaaa// At the anxiety in MeCoy's wind Kirk lingered reluctantly,
reflecting as he did so how unlike a2 contact with Spock this was, It was a
congiderable effort to leave his bondmate's mind, but eloy, good friend thoush
he wag, held none of the open welcome he was used to = though it might simply
have been hecause contact on this level was extremely limited, being wmore silent
conversation than the exchange of thought and feeling he shared with Spock.

Unaware of his friend's train of thought, McCoy asked hesitantly, //I
suppose you couldn't...contact Uhura like this? She's as scared as I am, though
she'll not show it. If you could just reassure her...?//

/7L try,// Kirk promised. //Tust remember the monitors, Bones, and if
you really need to 'talk' to me again like thisg, try to find some excuss for me
to put my hends on your head. Now I really must go.//

#irk allowed his hand to slip from MeCoy's head. As he did so the doctor
looked up and grinned. "o demage, just a nasty wrench. The manipulation
should help, but let me know if it still troubles you." fe rose, and strebched.
Wonder where Thura's got to with that food?h

"Coming wight up.® As 1if on cue, Uhura entered with a laden tray. ©“It's
a cold meal, but that's probably just as well -~ I don't guarantee my cooking.®

"Looks great to wme," FeCoy sald appreciatively as Thura set the tray down
on a table and joined the wmen, "How about yvou, Jim?"

"This is fine, Uhura. Thanks.” ¥Wirk smiled at her, noting with apvroval
thet despite the tTreace of fear in her eyes, her voice was calm, her hands stezdy,

Hictoy and Thura carvied on an 1dle conversation as they ate. Kirk was
grateful for thet, since it gave him time to think how best to reach Thurs as
YMceCGoy had asked. He had considered talling both his cownpanions about his wecent
contact with Svock, but decided against it ~ should Parmen bhecome suspilcious,
and order then b0 tell him what they knew of any escape abtbtempt, they would not
be able to refuse. e was sorry aboub that, wealising that for all Mcloy knov
they were isclated here - the doctor was not aware that the bond=link now
funotionad over ship-to-planet distance. ‘ .

It wan going o be difficult, he reflected. Without communicators, MeCoy
and Thurse counld not be located by the transporter, and while Spock could trzce
him through the bond-link, 1t would be necessary for them all to be together if
21l three were to be rescued. ALl four, he corrected himselfy he would not
leave Platoriug without Alexander.

Then thare was the problem of the Bnterprise. Parmen might not have aban-
doned hig intention of stealing other subjects from the ship., Vhile the
transporter could nommlly operzte through the shields, the distortion caused
by the kironide made that a hazardous gaumble; yel 1f the shields were Jowered,
their protection was lost.

Yirk eighed. Tt looked asg though he'd have to play a waiting game, and ity
to pick hisg moment to move. Bpoclk was fully alert, and ready for his signsil,
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but Kirk hopad he would not have to wait too long; he was already concerned
about hiz bondmatets health, and this additional strain must bhe affecting him,
even though he denied it.

Seeing that the others had finished eating, ¥irk rose. "Looks like you'wve
got landed with the washing up. Bones. Cave for a walk, Thura? We haven't sesen
the garden yet.”

Thura glanced up, surprised at Kizk's suggestlion, but she guickly realised
that he had hig reasons. She tock his hand as she rose. "Thattll be nice, Jim.
Fraclitus told me they're 1it tc be bveautiful by night as well as by day.v

Kirk took her arm as they wallked out into the garden. "The generators are
on their last legs,™ he remarked, nodding towards the ornamentzl lights. @It
shouldn't take us long to overhaul them, though."

"You'lre resigned to staying here, Jim?"

ide'd hetter face it, Uhura, we way not have any choice. Ag far as the
nterprise is concerned; we're desd, and Spock is ftoo practical to waste time
lcoking for bodies that've been blown to pieces. It wouldn't be logical -~ now,
would it-#

Thara glanced at him uncertainly. Wwas that a hint? Spock had already
shown himgelf to be anything but loglcal where his hondmate's welfare was
concerned. “You think we should cocperate with Parment" she asked.

"It does seem the sensible thing to do. Ve know he can make us obey -
what's the polnt in suffering for nothing? It's no use fighting when you know
you can't win.® He paused bsside a recesged seat, and slipped an arm round her
wailst. Tlet's sit down for a moment.”

Thurs nodded to herself ag she went with him. Jim was ftrying to tell her
gomething., She'd known that a passive acceplance was not typical of the young
Pirgt 0fflcer she had learned to respect.

Alerted Ty that, she showed no surprise when he drew her close, and bhent
his head %0 kiss her. Her arms slid round his neck, holding him in a close
embrace, If proof were needed, this was 1t - Jim rarely touched any of his
companions, he never made advances to any wmenber of the crew, and absolutely
would not behave like fthis in such = hazardous situation...unless of couvrse he
was belng controlled...

wen as the thought occurred fto hery, she felt the touch of Kirk's mind,

//Uhuxa®//

//Jimt vhat.e.// Her lips trapped by his kiss, she could only formulate
the thought.

//T ask forgiveness,// he sald formally. //Under the circumstances it was
impossible to ask consent. Now atbtend, for T have 1little time. Parmen doszg not
control me. There's got to be a way out of thisg, and I'll find it somehow. Just
be careful when you say - this whole place is bugged. Tf you need to 'talk! to
me, get we alone and...ond...//

//and kiss you?// Thura chuckled.

¥irk was already withdrawing his mind, bot he caught her final theought,
//That!ll be no hawrdship.// He drew back, looking down into her face, feeling
slightly dizzy at the reslisation that he had enjoyed kissing Uhura. Uncongciouge
1y his amms tightened, pzlling her soft warmth even closer, coclouring as he
folt the first flush of arcusal. Pandom thoughis tumbled throuwgh his mind; with
Tavara he had learasd that he could function aa a norwal male; Uhurs had moie
than once indicated discreetly that if he was interested, she was willings
despite the monitors they could have privacy — Alexander wouldn't mind thew
using hisg wooms it would be...pleasant to weke love to Thura, and she would
seek no comnitment from him:; 1t would be fun to make love with a willing,
responsive partner - and he would prove himself fully a man at last...



21

Fis thoughts came to an abrupt halt. Wo commitment? But he had already

made one = hig honding vow to ¢pock. The Vulcan would never hold him to his

vow of fidelity, but he had made it, meaning every word., With Tavara he had
not known whalt he woas doings was hig word worth so little that he would bhreak
2, solemn vow a2t the first tTemptation? 8Spock might not demand fidelity of him,
but he demanded it of himself. He was Spock's bondmate; they had never shared
a physical relationship, and the Vulcan's impotence ensured that they never
would, but he would not dishonour his mate. Tt was all so simple that he almost
chuckled - he didn't want to. He could have affairs 1if he wished, but to
protect his privacy Spock would withdraw a2 littles It just wasn't worth it.

¥irk smiled faintly and stood, pulling Uhura to her feet. M"let's get back
and see how fones ig getting on," he said cheerfully.

hurs, sensing that her chance had come and gone, gave a faint sigh of
acceptance. She had been aware of Kirk's arvousal, and had wvondered...
Tisappointed, bui not really surprised, she grinned back at Wirk., VI dontt know
about you, but I could use some gleep," she sald.

’
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The following moxrning, none of the Platonizns ceme near them - perhaps
they were bLeing given a chance to consider Parmen's warning. Kirk decided to
use the time to learn as much azs he could of the state of the Platonians! techw
nology - the knowledge would prove useful whichever way things turned out.. He
departed after breakfasgt, taking Uhura with himg MceCoy elected to remain behind
to begin a preliminary study of the readings he had taken of Parmen, FThilana
and the others.

Ho-one hindered thelr work, although Kirk beceme aware that Dionyd began
to shadow them at a discreet distance, intervening only to shepherd them care-
fully away frowm the communications centre. Te made no attempt to interfers
with their use of the tricorders, from which Kirk deduced that the FPlatonisn
vas avare of thelr function. B

They were so absorbed in their task that it was early afterncon before Kiwk
turned to Vhure with a grin of apology.

"ormy - yvou must be ready for something to drink., Let's go back and have
Junch with Boneg - wa can finigh this iater.”

Meloy was pacling the room anxiocusly. Fe swung round as they cams in.
njiml Thenk Godl T didn't know where you'd gone, and nene of these people
would tell wme.?

"Whatts wrong, Honesiy

Too unset to congider the effect of his words, or to attewmpt to soften the

hlow, ¥eCov blurted out, Yif you were hoving for any last-minute rescue fromn
£ < 9
the Enterprise, forget ite Sha's gonel®

Mol 1 don't helieve itl" Kirk sat down heavily on the couch, siaring
at the doctor,

STty truaes T osaw Spock myself M
"You mow himt  Put...®

ahout an hour alter you left, Parmen called we. 8pock was already on
screen. He told Parmen the Fnterprise had been urgently called away — gome sord
of emergency. Poruwen asked if he'd be back, and Spock said no ~ they'd alveady
transmitted full details of the Federation, aend if the Platonians ever wanted
to talk about joining, they could contact the Pederation Council direct, An
ambassador would be sent, but it would probably be some other ship. I tried as
hard as I could to call ocut, to let Spock know I wasg there, but Parmen had ne
frozen. I'un sorry, Jim."

"There was nothing you could have done, ¥Kirk said dully. He buried his
face in kis hands. "You'wre sure she's gonei®
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"I watched her leave., The Platonians' sensors aren't all that poweriul,
tut they were able to track her out of orbit,.n

TAnything else? How was Spock?®

¥eCoy considered lying, hut knew Kirk would not believe him, "He looked
like hell," he seid frankly. "Even Parmen noticed it - he asked me why, later -
couldn't understand why a2 commander should be so distressed by the deaths of
three underlings. I'm afraid T told him that you were Spock's adopted brother,®

"I understand.” Kirk realised that by telling part of the truth, MeCoy had
menaged to hide 2 more valuable secret, that of the bond-link.

5o what happens now?" McCoy asked,

"How? Mothing." Kirk laughed bitterly. "Parmen's won., All we can do is
make the best of it. Welcome tc slavery, Bones,"

MeCoy shook his head doubtfully. This was not the Xirk he had come o lmow,
but it was, he suddenly realised, the passive, obedient Kirk of a few years 280.
Perhaps it was only the shock...maybe when he had absorbed the full implicztions
of the departure of the Fnterprise, his courage and obgtinacy would return, ..

Iemembering what Kirk had raid the previous day, McCoy knelt down. “Let me
have & look at that ankle again,” he said gruffly. "It certainly won't help if
you lame yourself.v

Understanding what MeCoy wanted, Kirk rested his hand on the doctorts head

and opened his mind. TUnused to mental contact, his friend was already in full
flow,

//...cam’t give up yet - there must be something we can do! I know you
were relying on the bond; if Spock had bheamed down you might have been able to
reach him, But we've got to fend for ourselves now. iHe really dces beliesve
you dead. We'll make it, Jim -~ somehow. Just don't give up."

Kirk fought down the longing to reassure his friend. MeCoy had managed to
avoid mention ¢f the bond by mere chance -~ in regponse to a direct question he
might betbray 1%, and it was better to assume that Parmen would understend the
meaning of such a link, Better for MeCoy to suffer a few hours of uncertainty,
rather than allow him fo betray their one hope...

//1113 try, Bones,// he began, then suddenly exclaimed aloud, "where's
Uhurg " :

Mhattt MeCoy sprang to his feet. "Parmen must have called her while we
were talking, Come on, Jim - we've got to find her..." He started across the
room, only to stop short as though he had hit an invisible barrier.

"What's wreong® Kirk followed, and was careful to halt at the same distances
"A barrier -- looks like they don't want us to find her.”

TThere's no use fighting them - T told you." Kirk allowed his shoulders to
slump., ‘Tones, I'm sure they won't harm her ~ she's too valuasble to them,®

BT hope you're right,” PeCoy grunted as he allowed Kirk to lead him back
into the roowm. I sure hope you're wvight.n
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For several hours the two men remsined imprisoned in their quarters, each
alone with his thoughts. MeCoy, despite his encouragement of Xirk, was almost
in despair. e had been relying so much on the bond-link between his friends,
had been so cevtain thet Spock would know that Kirk was still alive...but that
hope was gone with the Interprise — she would not return, had no reason to, znd
there would be no miraculous rescue this time. His heart ached for Kirk, rescued
once from a life of degradation, and ahout to face once more the whims of =
tyrants it wowrled him that Hirk seemed o passive, as though already resigned
to his fate, and he feared for his gentle friend's sanity.
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Firk was swars of MeCoy's mood and longed to reassure him, but did not
dare. Thelr one hope wag his link with Spock - that, he must conceal from
Parmen whatever the cost. He was certain, as he had sald, that thuras was safe -
she was far too valuable to the Platonians for them fo pisk harming her - and
this separation was probably only intended +o play on their nerves, meke then
more vulnerable, TFor her sake, as well ag MeCoy's, he wished he could end
this fiasco now, but he dared not act until Spock was ready.

At last the uneasy silence was broken as Mcloy got slowly 4o his feet.
"Jime. " he sald unsteadily.

fA summons ¥

Mes. ’ i

"You'ld bhetier go - don't & and fight it."
) :

With » despairing look al his friend, McCoy Telt himself drawn from the
YOO,
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The summons faded as he entered a room surrounded on three sides by raised
alcoves resembling boxes at a theatre. They were empty as he halted in the
centre of the floox, but gradually filled up with laughing, chattering Platonians.

AfYer what seemed szn eternity, Parmen and Philane entered, %0 take their
seats on a raised dais at one end of the room. DParmen bowed %o him mockingly.

”GI‘@G'tiI}(’S '.E':f‘ealer. Soon the en tertainmen b be&z il’lS . Wi 11 ou not Wel come
fe s | S .
our 1(’-‘,&(111’13' map’s

411 eyes were fixed on the doorway behind him. eCoy turned reluctantly,
his eyes widening as Kirk came slowly into the room.

He was...beautifvl, o other word fitted. He might have been one of the
classic statues brought to life as he walked across the floor, drsssed in a
short, Grecian-style tunic, thonged sendals on his feet, vine-leaves in his

air. Slowly, his eyes lowered, he walked scross to stand at McCoy's side.

The chattering Platonians fell silent, their eyes watching the two men with
avid anticipation. Parmen leaned forward in his chair.

"My friends, tonight we celebrale the arrival of our new servants, o fresh
source of entevtainnent after yvears of boredom. They are not yet resigned to
serving, but they will be... Healer, come and sit here. Watch and learn,
Parmen indlconted 2 stool at hig feet.

#eCoy shook his head stubbornly, remaining beside Kirvk. ®We've not your
sleves, Parmen. We never will be." But even as he gpoke he felt the futility
of his words.

"You think not*® Philona's voice was sweetly malicious. "You will Lonrn,
foolish one.® She gestured, and an ornate long-bladed dagger flew through the
air to land at MeCoy's feet. "Pick up the knife.v

Aelnlesaly, rficCoy cheyed, unable to resist even when Philana commonded him
to turn and 1ift the knife to Kirk's face. His friend's hazel eyes lJooked back
at him, wide with apprehension, but incredibly he was smiling.

"Tt's all wight, Tones," he said softly. "7 know she's making you do thig.n

"Will you be so forgiving if I command him to rip out your eyesv® Thilansz
mockeds Choose, Wefoy. Serve us, or leam Just how much guffering vour friend
can endure - ot your hands. (Choogeld

Mistress, 1 beg you, do not do this!¥ Inseen until new, Alexander appearaed
frowm behind Permen and threw himself at Philsna's feet. "They came to helbees
they do net deserve such cruelty.?

"he silent, you misbegotten fresk! To think that vou were born of wy flesh
«eomust T otesen you agein that I am not to be defied?® Philana's lip curled
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in dusgust,

Alexander rose slowly te his feet. "I worshipred you," he said quietly.
"You were beautiful, snd wise, and powerful...I was not worthy to live amnong
you. It was enough for me to be allowed to serve you. Put now I see you for
vhat you are, and I am ashamed that there is any part of you in me. How can
FOUsas?

Alexander's words died into a choking moan as his body convulsed, twisting
in agony, writhing to the movement of Philana's hand. Kirk, gensing that his
control had heen relaxed for the woment, rushed forward to catch the swaying
figure in hig aims. As soon as he touched the Platonian he felt the waves of
pain searing through his own flesh, and bit back a cry of sgony.

"liold on,® he murmured, blocking as best he could for both of them., "Fold
on, Alexanden®

"Enoughl®  Parmen, who had been watching with interest, tock control again,
"Philana, do not be too hasty. It is tme they have much to learn, but first
let vs enjoy the entertainment. To your places, slavesiv

As he spoke, McCoy was drawn away to the stool Parmen had originally
indicated, Alexander to an empiy seat at the side of the room. 4 harp floated
through the air into his hands, and he began to play it, a slow, haunting tune
that reminded Kirk so vividly of Spock that his longing for his bondmate found
expression in en urgent, irrvesistable mental cry that produced an instant
response,

//T am n

//Soock,
mean to do tha

P

e, trthy'la.//

Tt sorry.// ¥irk's thought was tinged with guilt. //I didn't
te Tt's Just...these people are vilel//

//Have you changed your mind, Jim? You have only to call me when you are
all together, end T will beam you up.// '

//No,// ¥irk veplied slowly. /Me'll give them their chance - T don'%
think T could live with myself if we didn't.//

[/1 ¥now.// The affection in Spock!'s mind shaded into determination. //T
require o few wmore minutes, Jim, but I will be ready when you summon me, Leave
the link open, znd allow Parmen to direct your actions as much as you think
safe. fhrough your mind I can judge the strength of his, and make the final
adjustments.//

/AT willy// ¥irk promised. //Spock, are you sure you're 311 right? You
feel...different, //

//T awm werely a little tirved,// Spock reassured his bondmate.

J/Ckay, 1111 accept that for now, but when this is over you and I are golng
to have a tallk,// ¥irk told bim. Then he added urgently, //Back off fox now -
something's about to happen.//

4

Parmen had rigen to address the Platonians. "My friends, our company is
not yet complete. Tet us welcome the mother of ocur new race of servants,.t
he spoke he indicated the arched doorway, and the wowan whe had just crossed
the threshold,

Thure wes wearing a long, flowing gown of richly-embroidered silk, Hew
hair was piled high on her head; gems f{lashed at her throat, on her hands, in
her halr, and a8 shescrossed the room she walked like a queen.

Kirk had been go used to looking on Uhura as a friend and collesgue that
he had glmost forvgotten what a bhesubtiful woman she was. He gazed in frank
aduiration, zand even the Platonians paid silent tribute to her loveliness and
£race.

The respite losted only s moment. 4 low couch slid across the floor, and
in obedience to Poarmen's will she sank down 3o recline against the soft cushions.
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"Behold your bride, James Kirk," gaid Parmen mockingly. "4 prize for sny
man to value. Will you not greet her fittinglyts

With an effort Kirk allowed his shields to fall just enough to experience
the Platonian's command. Ve walked across to stand looking down into her ey es,
then slowly bent his head to kiss her lips. Uhura's arms rose to encircle him,
and at the touch of her mouth he knew that in another place, under differvent
circumstonces, he could indeed enjoy making love with this warm, lovely womala..
but he knew alsc that he never would. Now fidelity to his bonding was no
longer a physical necessity but a conscious, willing choice, He would Temain
faithful o Spock not hecause he must, but becsuse he wished to o 80...2nd
triumph filled him as he raised his head 1o smile reassuringly into Thura's
anxious eyes. : ‘

Wery pretiy,” Parmeﬁ applauded. "But you must not keep the lady waiting,
Capiain. Show us how a Terran makes love.,"

The Platonians laughed edpectantly, and Kirk waited until silence fell
again before he took a step away from the couch and lifted his head to look
Parmen in the eva,

Mo, he said guietly.

Parmen's foce darkened with anger and surprise. "Obey mel!" he snarled,
launching s mentel command which Kirk parried easily.

TYou do not cowmmand me, Parmen," Kirk said without raising his veoice, but
allowing o note of mockery to enter his tone. "Vou think yourselfl all-powerful;
try to bend we bo your will.®

He had barely finished speaking when Parmen launched hig attack, s Flarry
of commands that rebounded easily from the Human's shield. Unable $o believe
that such resistance was possible, he switched his approach from the mental %o
the physical, using his telekinetic powers to hurl an ornate vase at this
defiant upstart. Tor the firet time Kirk retaliated, reaching out to jar Parmen's
mental patterns so that his control was lost, and the vase fell to shatter havme
lessly on the flooxr. A second nudge from Kirk sent the Platonian backwards sc
that he sat down clumsily in his chair,

//Spock, wowl// ¥irk raised his voice, spesking rapidly to keep Parmen's
attention, #You think yourselves so powerful,” he said with contempt. "There
are races in the galexy whose povers make you seem like ineffectual children.
Like all children, you must be taught. The lesson begins now.n

The Llow hum of the transporter filled the room, and Parmen leaned Forwnid
in his chair as Spock materislised heside Kirk, #Commodore Spock! Hut vour
ship leftesed

An eyebrow arched sardonically. "You should not believe all that you are
told, Parmen.® Spock moved closer to Kirk, his hand outstretched in the witual
greeting. "I have wissed you, t'hy'la," he added softly for his bondmstels
ears alonea,

Kirk swiled zs the touch of their hands opened the link fully, but theve
vas no time for any further greeting. "Bones, Uhura, come here, and stay closel™
he snapped, taking advantage of the fzet that Parmen's bewilderment had lost
him control of the Humans.

Responding to the tone of command McCoy and Uhurs obeyed; as they drew
closer the combined shield of the two bondmates expanded to cover their minds
also, protecting them from any outside influence.

Mell, Platonians®’ Kirk said challengingly. "Surely such powerful beings
) £ingly : -
can overcome a mere Two opponents? Or will you admit that you are butl children,
helplegs in the presence of adulteg®®

ingered by his patronising tone, the Flatonians responded to the challenge,
directing the full force of their minds against the two who defied theu.
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Kirk swmiled as he and Spock parried the atlacks; the one thing he had been
afrald of wag that the Platonians would unite %o overcome them, hut as he had
suspected, they were too individual, too jealcus of each other, to cooperate
aven when it would best gserve thelr ends., Had he been alone, sheer welzht of
numbers would eventually have defeated him, but with Spock at his side it was
necessary only to block and deflect the direct attacks, to jan the brainwave

1

patterns thet controlled their kinebic ability.

[

1
]
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Parmen, watching the strugglie, frowned worriedly. Inecraedible ss it seemed,
hig people were losing. The two aliens seemed able to sense each attack on them
and counter it before 1T wag launched. Fach attack? Yes - each direct altitackes.
is he gamed frantically around, Parmen's eyes fell on his las®t wWeapohs s.

Alexendeax, crouched beside the wall, sobbed aloud as he felt the familiaw
tug of his master's mind. He began to move forward slowly, ceutiously, picking
wp a long jazged shard of the shattered vass as he passed. Parmen's orders vere
hideously clear in hisg wind. Intent on thelr struggle, the aliens had forgotten
him. Xill one of then, break their concentration; allow Parmen one lasgt chance
at the other. Kill one? Jim was nearest...tim, whe had been his friend...who
had been kind... Dut the hablt of a lifetime was hard to bresk...

Prom somewhere, Alexander found the strength to do what he must, Trembling
with the effort of holding hack, he somehow choked ocut the one word, "Jim}®

It was enough. Kirk glanced at him, saw the agonised face, the improvised
dagoer clutched in one shaking hand ~ gnd smiled.

Thenes,Y he sald softly, and before anvone could reaslise what wag havpening,
before Parmen could thinlk te praevent it, MeCoy had darted forward and pulled
the helpless Alexander into the shelter of the wind shield.

Kirk and Spock exchanged a thought, and reached their decislon. It was
time. Their linked minds struck out, impacting on the undefended wminds of the
Platonians with stuaning force, Alive, but helpless, they all dropped where
they stood, unable to move a musclz as they waited for the death they were sure
veuld follow,

[y
~

Spock Lifted his communicator, "MEnergise, Mr. Kyle,? he said calwly,

Meloy and Uhura watched as & gecurity team, led by Chekov, materialised
in the roow, Hithout wailiing for owders the guards began to move among the

Platoniansg, fastening a metal band to the wrist of each.

gpock Look o tricroder from Chekov znd studied the readings. is the guards
finished thelr task and stepped back, the Vulcan nodded in satisfaction.

"ihat toas drawn thelr Tangs for the moment," he observed with a vindictive-
ness the doctor had never hesrd before in the guiet voice. With eyes only for
hig bonduste, the Yulcan continued, "Itrust you are uwnharmed, Miss Uhura? And
you, Doclor?H

o harm done, except to wmy pride,® MceCoy said meefully., 91 dont't like
being a puppet. Hpock, what did you do to them?" e indicated the semni-
conscious Platonians.

e pentel sguivalent of a phaser stun -~ they will recover shortly.
bands contain a btransnitter to jam thelr brainwaves, There will be 0o inte

ary of our vpeople. Ye have yet to decide what o so about Parmen and hisg
friends, and T do not intend to expose my crew to any further rigk. The bands
can only be weleassed by me, and I do not believe the Platonians have the
technolosy o renove them.”

Spockls volce was as quiet and even as ususl, but Kirk looked at him
sharply.

iGpock, we'lre going back to the Interprise. No more nonsense sbout just
being tired -- you're on the verge of collapse.”
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Spock made no sttewmpt to argue. In & tone so low that only Xirk and MceCoy
heard, he replied teasingly, "Yes; Caplain.?

Kirk tourned toe the landing party. ‘WMr. Chekov, you're in charge down heve,
Uhura, would you show Chekov around? I'm sorry -~ I know you must be tired, but
I want thisg axrea secured before the Platonians have a chance %o start planning
anything.

#T1EL he all wight," Uhurs sssured him,

"Then, when you do beam up, bring Alexander with you -~ he'll be leaving
with us, Agk fulu to find him quarters, show him around..,you know the thing.®

#7111 be glad to," Uhura smiled.

"hlexander, s, Kirk smiled reassuringly. "You heard what I told Uhura.
I'm gorry I can't take you asboard myself, but I have...things to do. You'll like
sulu, though, and I'1l gee you later.?

"T understand, Jim," ®Por the first time there was hope in the sad eyes.
TThank you for remewbering your promige,™

EKirk swiled again, then turned to McCoy. “Come on, Pones. Let's get back
before this Tulcan passes out on me,”

"

Ne. b ar .
L - S YO

They wade it -~ Just. As the three men materialised on the transporter
platform, Snock sweyed, and would have fallen but for Kirk'!'s arm vound his
walst. ithout pausging to argue, the Human lifted his friend into his aruws,
and with a wry swmile of acknrnowledgenent for Kyle's bemused stare, led the wey
out of the transporter reom to sickbay,.

The Vulcan was fully conscious, however, when Kirk placed him gently on
the diagnostic bed, and a 1ifted hand halted McCoy's advance.

A wmoment, lones,Y he requested, eyeing the scamner resignedly. #Jim,
since our friend will keep me fully cocupied here for some time, do you fael
well encuszh to take overth

Pt fine," ¥irk asgsured him., "What do you want me to do?"

"Gontact Starfleet Commaznd, and advise them of the latest developments on
Platonivs, If they agree with my recommendstions, implement the instructions
you will find on the tape in wmy desk viewer. Would you also schedule a debrief-
ing session for the landing party in three hours time."

Kirk eyed him warily. "You're not fit..." he began,

T will meke you a promise, Jim, o ease your mind. T am confident that
MeCoy will sgree that T am fully L@pable of completing our task here, 17 he does,
you will cease to worry aboub me, and we will positpone digcussion of ouras.
personal concermns until the matier of Platonius hag been settled.!

o

find LF Dones doesn't agree with you?" ¥irk asked susplciously.

iMihen I VLd? submit myself to his ministrations, snd leave the matter to wy
0ffice

First ¢

Mhatls o falr offer, Jim," MceCoy grimmed, Y"And Tt11 promize you that he
won't fool wme - if he walks out of here, 1t'1l be because he's it enough to
do so,m

Wihatls good enough for me." Kirk turned for the deor. "I'IL Te on the
bridge 1if you want me.”

T il s o

At the teasing note in the Vulcan's voice Kirk swung back, his eyes waly.
MY agth

SMizht 1 osusgest a detour via your cabin? Your present attire, although
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interesting, is scarcely accepiable Starflieet uniform.!

Firk glanced down at his bare legs. 9"I'd forgotten aboub that, T've Zot
2 reputation for eccentricity at Starfleet Command as it ig ~ no point in giving
them anything more to t2lk about. Thanks for rewinding me, Spock. I'11 he
back as soon as T can,t

fe tumed for the door again, missing the quickly-masked flash of paln in
the dark eyes. A slight tremoxr in the link almost made him hesitate, but he
carried on, He knew the cause, and everything would be settled as soon ag thev
had the time and the privacy to talk.

o w g . "
R R
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Carvying a Iresh uniform for Spock, Kirk emerged from the Vulcan'e cobi
wentally ticking off the list of instructions Spock had given him. The contact
with Btewefleet Commend had been satisfactorys Admiral Broome had had bime %o
consider Hpeok's assessment, and orn hearing Kirk's final report had declared
himself satisfied to leave the solution of the Platonians in the Vulcan's hands.

Frow the bridge Kirk had gone to the Commodore's guarters to view the log
tapes with a chucekle of approval for the elegantly simple solution hig bhondmate
had found, he had usel the intercom to issue the necessary orders to the medical,
engineering, communications, science and security sections - the arrangenents
vere complicated, but well within the capability of the interprise crew.

Fig owders given and the debriefing called, he had risen intending to retum
to slckbayy teling along a clean uniform had been a last-ninutbe inspiration,
prompled by the untroubled vibration of the link, indicating that Spock had not
found it necessary to argue with the determined doctor.

In the corridor Kirk paused, glencing undecidedly at a door halfway along.
As he waited, trying to decide, it opened and Uhura, back in uniform, emerged.

i, Jio.  fwerything a1l rightys

Piine, Uhuzra.' daking up his mind, he added quickly, "May I spesk tc you
for a fevw woments - privately?h

s

sure - coma on 1n.®  Shetturned back, the door opening at her aporoach.

Once inside, & trace of his old diffidence returned. “If you're bugy, I
could come back later,” he offered. :

"o, iU's okay.®  Uhura indicated the tape she was carvrying. ¥%[td just
finished @y weport, and was on my way to have a cup of coffee before the debrief-
ing. VWhet can I do for you, Jim?h

"lt's ebout what happened on Platonius.® He paused for a moment, gatheving
hig thoughts, then continued, “When we were...together down there, our winds
touched. You wust have seen that I was...attracted to you. Thura, you sre very
beautiful ~ mowe than that, you are warm, generous, and loving., To...shere with
yow would be g marvellous experience for any wan, It's...plesse forgive we if
Ltm presuming, 1 don't know how you feel aboul it... I don't want you to think
that what T...0elt night lead o sowething more... It won't...becouse T wonts
let 4t,®

"Because of gpock? Uhura asked quietlys he could not Judge her reaction,.

y necause of Spock. Although there's no divorce on Vulcan asg Terrons
understend it, he'd give wme my freedom if I asked him., FRui T won't asgk ~ I
don't want to ask., T made promises to him on Vulcan...and wore than anything
in 1ife ¥ went to keep those promises, no matter how great the temptation %o

bresk them. And you are great temptation, Uhura.¥

h's
"en
2,

a
Jim, Jim.®  Thura shook her head, half smiling. %1 never met o man as
painfully honest as you. T wonder if I can be as honest in return. Took, Tt11
admit that I {ind you attractive, that it'd be the easiest thing in the world
“to want an afifaiy with you. In fact, T do want one. But...it'd cost us boih
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too much., Wioat you and Spock have is...it's something I don't completely
understand, but it's btoo besutiful to be spoiled. 1 know where your heart
really lies. You'd be a mervellous lover -~ but I'd risk losing your friendship
and trust. That's too iwmporiant to we,®

"You have Spock's trust too, did you know that?" Kirk asked softly, “Spock
closged dovn the bonding link while we were together - he didn't want %o riask
your privacy. Usually a Vulcan will wmonitor any mental contact his hondmaie
has - he was there when I linked with Bones, for instance.

fthe other thing T wanted to say is that I'11l be telling Spock whatl T.e.
felt -~ T don't have any secrets from him - but neither of us will know what
you felt,.. I promise you, when I was in your mind I didn't allow uyselfl to
looke Tt w23 2...2 communications link only."

"Tust es well," Uhura commented lightly. "I doubt either of you would
appreciate my emotions intruding...' Yore seriocusly, she added, "Jim, I'm very
fond of you, and T think of you as a good friend. I'm not going to vpromise that
T won't sveculate about you as a lover, but I'm certainly not eating wy heart
out with unrequited love! That good enough?®

Miore than T deserve, I think. Thank you, Uhura." ¥irk smiled and
indicated the bundle of clothing he was carrying., ®iell, I'd better be on wy
way - 1 I know anything, there's an impatient Commodore fretting to get out of
silckbay "

SN welk part of the wey with you,® gald Uhura as they left the cabin
together. “7T'm gtill dying fox thatl cup of coffee -- have T got time before the
debriefing s

“Plenty, ¥irk sssured her. “I'm still not completely certain thatl Rones
will let hiwm out, you know."

"Yeah, take him away and stop cluttering up my sickbay!® MeCoy growled as
Kirk poked en enquiring head arocund his office door. "Give that uniform to one
of the nuxses, and come in for a minute - let the man get dressed in decent
Privacy .

Youtre sure he's all right to be out?’ Kirk asked as he obeyed the
ingtructions and perched on the edge of Meloy's desk.

"onestly, he's fine, TFor the moment. Just having you back on hoard will
help. Oh, T've orescrived a stimulant; and as soon as this is over T'am Iokins
you both off duty for a few days, but he can see thig Platonius affaixr through
quite safely. Go on - pick up your Vulcan snd get on with it - the sconer we've
away from here, the better I'1l like it.®

33 s w3
Alexandent's Diary

Sulv has told me about this custom of keeving a record of dey-to-day eventis,
I have decided to adopt it; so much has hapvened to me thaet T am afrsid thai
otherwise T shall forget « and I have so much no¥ that I wish to rememben.

Trow belng an outcast and a freak, T find wmyself treated as norasl, fully
accepted by these friendly people. They do not know my full story - Jiw hasg
sald that T must decide how much I reveal, and to whomy they do know that
I was rejected by wmy own kindred, and guietly, unobtrusively, bul sincerely,
they have begun to teach me the joy of living. '

I have talked with the Vulcan Commodors, Spock., He is a wise, compassionste
man, and he has gpoken with wme at length, telling me wuch of this new life T
have entered, and the opportunities that will be open tc me., So many worlds,
go much that I can do, I who was onc® spurned =28 useless! FHe has promised to
help me declde wmy future, and I know that T can trust hiwm, It was sirange Towv

o



me to leain that he and Jim are life~mates ~ such a joining is unknown on
Platonius, but then we were a small commnity -~ but as T watched them toegethey
it puzzled we no longer, for they are perfectly situned. It is clear that he
adores Jim -~ (ig that the right word, I wonderi I must ask) = and Jim smiles
most often when the Vulecan is near.

I have spent considerable time with Dr, McCoy, answering questions, COOPET=
ating in tests, but most often simply talking. I was greatly surprised whan 1.
iearned that they still wish to sid the Platonians, but Meloy has made we
undergtand that they must have their chance, one last chance to learn, as I an
learning, to enter this new and wonderful galaxy.

More and wore I find myself drawn to the craft of healing. I nerved wmyself
to agk McCeoy 4if I could learn this art. He seems to think it possible, for
while it is tmue that I am much older than is usual for & medical student, wy
life-span is such that although I do not have Platonian longevity my life
expectation is much greater than a Human's, and I could still undertake ihe
courses of study. I will read the bocks he has lent me, talk further with hiwm,
with Spock, and with Jim.

Spock has just told wme that his preparations are complete, and we are about
to leave Platonius, There is to be one last communication with Parmen, and he
has asked 1f I widh to be present. I have refused. My new friends have tanzght
me not to hate, but I cannot yet forgive. I take nothing from Platonius but ,
many years of bitter memories; it is too soon to forget the past. The future
beckons wme, and for now it is all that T can zee.

B [ RN YA TR
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On Platonius Parmen fretted impotently as he paced the marble halls of his
palace. ilow much longer did these Starfleet vermin intend to remain® And what
were they doing, anyway? AlLl that cargo that had appeaved, hoxes and crates
and cylindersy all the technicians, all the crewmen — above all the red-shivted
gsecurity guards he was coming bto loathe %o *the point of madness. Large aveas of
his dowain were now out of bounds: the power plants, the communications centie,
the long-disused wedical wing crawled with the intruders ~ even uaused rooms had
been taken over, ¥Fo-one would answer his questions. The scientists and tech.
niclens were seen only at a distance, hurrying about their duties, while the
security guards politely but firmly refused to discuss what was going on.

If only he had the use of his mental powers - then he'd make them vesret
this humiliztion -- but the insufferably polite Chekov had deigned to exnlain
that the wysterious bands each of his pecple now wore rendered that impossivle,
and. even the simplest use of power was unsucgesaful.

Tt was all ¥irk's fault! Somehow the Human had bheen able to withstand the
mental domination. ¥ow how was that possible? His companions had been vulnerable.

MPancn,

if you will join the others in the assembly room, Commodore Spock
is ready to spesl

i to youl.n

"And 1T T do not choose to go?" Parmen cyed Chekov insolently. ¥ am no
siave, to xun alt kis bidding.”

Chekov shrugged. "Sult yourself, Your people have already gethercd; if
you do not wish to hear what the Commodore has 1o say..."

With 2 mufiled curse Parmen swung on his heel and stormed inte the TOCT,
from which tae Platonians had been barred a few hours previously. A1) was a8
it had been, save that a large viewing screen now dominated one wall, His people
were all in theilr accustomed placess as he took his sesnt beside Philsns he noted
that Traclitus was locking a little 1uffled =« the fool had attempted to attack
one of the red-shirted gusrds, and had been quickly and efficientiy rendeved
helpless... o--one else had wmade the same mistake,

As soon as Parmen was seated, s’ though at a signal the screen sprang into
life. Commodowe Hpock appesred, sitting at o table, Kirk to his elght, the



healer on his left,

Platonians, the Interprise will goon leave your planet, and we will not
return.,  This is my parting message to you.

e came in good faith, in answer to a plea for helpg your response was
to abduct and abuse three of my officers. However, the need for our help gtlll
remains, and we have given it ~ though it is for you %o decide what use you
will make of it., {aptain Kirkse

The young Fumen leaned forward. "Ye have inspected and repsired zll your
generators and pover plants," he said. VA sub-space radio has been installed,
and, you will nowbe able to contact our nesrest Starbase. In the east wing we
nave insivalled o tape library which will teach you how best to use all thet we
have given you, dow Dr. MeCoy has some vital information for you."

"You wished we to investigate and rectify the abnormal births among your
people since you came to Platonius. 1T have done so.” There was an intenss sade
negs in the blue eyes. "Those children were not fresks, not mutants. The
kironide on this planet over-rode the genetic engineering you relied on for
centuries - those unfortunate children whom you wantonly destroyed were the
original fomm of your race., The choice rests with you; either remain zs vou
are, a smell, sterile group, or raise children who will all revert to the form
of your ancestors. I can help you no further; there is no cure, for there ig
nothing to cure. FHowever, we have provided you with medical equipment and drugs
to treafmgny future injurieg,.t

Me do not interfere with other cultures." 'The Vulcan now leaned forwsnd,
e have given you the means to survive by repairing all your eguiprent, hut
the future of your people is in your own hands, The tapes we left will tell you
of the civilisetlons that lie beyond Platoniuss one day, if it is youw wish,
you may Jjoin ug. It will be s completely free choice. JRefore we leave, T will
remove the tronsmitiers which are inhibiting your mental powers ~ they are only
there for the protection of my people. When we hove gone you will be free to
study and discuss what we have told you, and decide what you wish to do with
your future,.

"Howevers s The deep voice took on o note of warning. Yo not think thai
you will trap others as you did us. This world has been quarantined, and a
warning beacon placed in orbit so that no ghips will come here innocently n~p we
did. Should you wish contact with the Federation, you need only use the sube
space radio, end an ambassador will be sent — but he will be a Vulcan, one of
wy pecple, and go invulnerable to your control.

"1 have no more Lo say to you. You will not be contacted agein unless and

vntil you vourselves express & wish to talk., 1t is now for you to decids.
Faterprise out.s

The seresn derkened, and with an eudible click the bands fell from thoir
wrists., Parmen looked around blankly, noting for the First time that the ved-
shirts had vanished. The Tnterprise had truly gone; they were alone.

A R R P PR VO VI
b T e B e

Tnink they'il make 2 go of 1%, Jim?" MeCoy asked as they rose from the
table.

y

Kirck she ads "Who knows? T hope 50, because I hate waste, but as
a8 Parmen ls concerned... Well, let's say T don't care too wmuch.h

oan't say I blame you. And where do you think you're going? he demanded,
cetehing Spockts elbow as the Vulcan rose.

#Py the bhridee, of course. T musht...®

Teeago to your quarters and get some rest - you and Jim are off duty foxr
the next three days, wemember? Off you go, both of you - or do you want we Lo
come and put you ho hed?w
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fe'lre golng, we're golngl® ¥irk said hastily. ‘Might as well give in,
Spock - he weans 1t.9

T oam awsre of that.™ The Vulean nodded, accepting defeat,

They wolled along in silence, parbing at their respective doors. Uik
Llooked up at his bondmate., "Co and pet ready for bed., 1'11 get us some wine,
and we'll heve o few quiet moments together before you get some sleep,” he

sald with a smile,
"That world be pleasant,” the Vulecan agreed.

In hig cabin Spock showered and chenged into a sleeping robe, then sank
dovm before Lne fire shrine to compose hls mind with a short periocd of meditation.
When he rogse to his feet again Kirk was just appearing through the connecting
door between thelr quarters. He too had changed into a Vulcan robe, and was
carrying two glasses of the light wine they both enjoyed.

UHere ~ come and sit down while you drink it." Kirk perched on the edge
of Bpock's bed and patted the cover beside him. "In fact, get into bed - 111
stay until you f2ll asleep.™

Spock obeyed willingly, and for a moment or two they 81nped theLv wine in
silence. “Then Xirk turned to look his bondmate in the ey es

“8pock, we're going to establish the full bonding as soon as possible,” he
said quietly.,

Mo, Jim, Tt iz not necessary...m

““uL 1% JS necessary, t'hy'la., VYou need it - you've needed it 211 along,
haven't you?

5Tt ds D"CONJHO...WOTQ and more necessary,’ Spock admitted reluctantly -
he could not iie to his bondmate. "Hut I can control the need,®

“And wmeke yourself 111, like now?" Kirk counitered gently. 9T won't gllow
its I'm wnot going to see you suffer for the need of something I can give,d

"ind T canmot accept something you would find painful,” Spock burst out
esperately. 9T will not take this from you. I will not gtrip you of your
1a5t defence,”

" Rirk sald with relief. "I have been wondering, you know,

use you didn't want...the ultimate intimacy. I thought thet
t\ﬁ to keep that last hit of privacy. Spock, didn't you know

's, Tor both of us? Ye have so wuch,..but T'm greedy. I've

alwayb known that there's just that 1little bit wore we've been denying uUfSU}VUuo
Besides, look at it this way." His tone grew thoughtful. "Platonius ha tanght
us that we'll one day need to fake that last step, to complete the bond. souldn't
it be betier if we both kﬂe¢ thet it was our own free cheoice, that we w”n_;j:it*"

BN
L

'Yed..a“ dnock's hand rose, fingers spread for the wmind touch azs he

silently aske pmidesions  "Rut T owust know that this is truly what you o fant.”

Kl
1T

igee A yourself, *'hy'la.” Kirk leaned forwsid, copying the gesture,
his wind opening i

At last gnock leaned hack, joy lighting the dark eyes.  "When chall 1t
he asked.

b 7

1 thowgkt..owhen we go back to Vulean. T1'd like it to be at home, somew

howeeo  He prased hopefully, "wWill 1t be...z2ll pight...if we walt i1l then?
Strictly speaking, we sghould have official Witnesses since we hgld hack last

time, and we wouldn't have to explain anything to Serek and T'Pau., Resides, I
would like oux parents to be there,®
"Of course.™  Spock extended hig hand o Kirk, closing sbout the cool

fingers asg They touched his. "You are here, and now that I am ceritain that you
wish to cowplete the bond, the sirain is eased. It was only...wishing for it...
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and wonderings . if we would ever share..."

e will," Kirk promised. He took away Spock's empty glass with his free
hand, then pushed the Vulcan back agaeinsgt the pillows. “low get some glesp.,n
9 kS (93 I3

e sat guietly watching the tranquil face until the deep, relaxed breathing
told him that Spock was asleep, then gently began to withdraw his hand froum the
Yulecan's clasp. Spock stirred restlessly, his fingers tightening, and Kirk

paused, & sulle of understanding crossing his face.

Well, the cabin was warm enocugh...and their bonding was well enough
established that none of the crew would be surprised if they learend that he had
spent the night in his bondmate's bed - although the more prurient-minded among
them would be surprised to learn how he had passed the time!

Carefully, woving quietly so as not to disturb his sleeping bondmate, Kixk
stretched cut on the bed, resting his head on Spock's shoulder. Fe was still
smiling at that lzst thousght as he fell asleep.

LA S QA aL AL My
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FPersonal Log -~ Coptain James T, Kirk

I'm glad that we've decided to complete the bonding link at last, and +that
it's because we hoth want it; not because we have been forced into it. It seens
strange¢ nov when 1 look back and remember how terrified T once was of mental
contact - and how much I hunger for it now. On the day of our bonding I offered
the full link, =and Spock refusedy I wasn't ready, and he knew it. HNow T am
ready, and it will be all the more gloricus becavse T have lost all trace of
fear,

Actually, it will be very difficult to wait for Vulcan. Still, it won'i
be long now -~ even 1f Starfleet sidetracks vs again on our way, they can't deny
us home leeve much longer. It will be good 1o see Sarek and T'Pau agnin - and
this time there will also be Tavara and the children. Guite a family I'w
collectingl

Tut wost lmwortant, there will be time for Spock and me. We'll complete

the bonding - then I'11 tzke him to Farth. I really must decide soon wbere T
want to zo, Spock has left the cholce to me, and I must admit, I've an idee

at the back of wiy mind.s. I must remember to have & word with Assistant Iglneer
Macleacd., .

Megalor
The vlanet was barely suitable for colonisation, but it was eminently
sultable for research.

It had passed through flourishing Devonian, Carboniferous, Permisn, Trissgsic
and Jurassic sres, an equally flourishing Cretaceous eva. Relatively advanced
plant 1life had once covered the entire land surface, abundant animel 1life had
enjoyed a rvelatively carefree envirorment., !'Qivilisation' had never arisen %o
speil the envirvonment...but evolution had, it appeared, reached s peak, then
devolution had set in. WFass - massive = extinctions had occurred, with the
higher animals and plants dying first, until finzally only a few hardy arasses
snd lichens were lefd, znd only a few sinple animal forms. Even the sea wag
empty now sove foxr o few tiny creatures that fed from the scanity vegetable
detritug washed into the brackish shallows by flood water.

The ground was rich in fosgils.

There was no obvious reason for life to have died out ~ the soil was
Texrtile, the climate world-wide was s1l1ll very comfortable, ranging as it did
Treom mild

semperate to warnm temperate,

Federstion sclontists felt that if they could discover why life had baocome
aimost exiinet here, on a world that locked so 1deally suited for life, it could
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be helpful to prevent anything similar hsppening on any well-populated Pederation
world — quite apert from solving the sixty-five-milliocn-year—-old mystery of what
killed of ¥ ¥apth's dinosaurs. But on Parth, other species had immedisiely filled
the gaps left oy the dinosaurs; here, nothing had.

A research station was sited here, manned by top scientists drawn from 21l
over the Federation. The bagse was commanded by Stonn of Vulcan.

The position suifed Stomm adwmirably., It was a prestigious position for an
ambitious solentist -~ and it was also a long way from Vulcan. Far enough f{rowm
the hostile Klingon Fapire to be relatively safe from attack, it was near enough
to Romulus to be patwollied -~ on the rare occasions it was patrolled ~ by =
Tomulan scoutshin: there was little chance of their ever belng vigited by
Captain Spock.

Stonn had never quite understood his secondary wife's dread of her ex-
betrothed, It seemed unlikely teo him that Captain Spock would seek vengesnce
for being refused by a wife he had not himself chogen, and with whom he had had
little contact, but MPring certainly feared him, and had not seemed to Lhink
Stonn's position as a top scientist - not that he had heen that then, of course,
but he had been well in line for promotion - would be any protection should the
Captein turn nasty.

Stonn wes given a completely free hand in the deployment of his personnel,
and decided almost immedistely to spread them over the entire world, reasoning
that in any given gite, half a dozen men could well discover zg much ag two
dozen, for the greater mumber could well end up getting in each other's way.

The wmain bose was sited in a relatively fertile part of the southern hemi-
sphere, the scatiered others where scans had shown a potentially heavy concen=
tration of fosegils,

The scienlists settled down to what they oxpected to bhe 2 rewarding sand
knew would be an sxtended, period of research, Since the Vulcans, of necessity,
had teken thelrn wives, many of the other races also apolied for their wives -
ory, in a few cases, hugbands - to join themy from there it was only a short
step to requesting that their children, too, be allowed to leave the custody of
grandparents ox vneles and sunts, and rejoin thelr parents. Supplies weve
initially fervied in at regular intervals, but a couple of non-scientific
husbands and ~ wife at one base; all of whom were interested in gardening snd
finding time hanging heavy on their hands, experimented with planting some
easily-grown vegetables, vhatever had killed off the higher plants in the past
wag certainly wo longer affecting such plants now - unless the different genetic
strain protvected them - for they grew rapidly and yvielded good results, (b
bases also tried, seeing in this s useful source of fresh vegetables as wall as
a more palatable preventive for scurvy than the vitamin pills supolied.

ar
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Time vasgsed; children were horn to some of the scientists. The births
were reported, Vhen the Federation did not object = which they could hove donme
gsince this was o research planet, not a colony ~ move of the personnel forgot
about contracention,

. had what amounted to o scilentific colony, with the planted arent
expanding while s%ill being kept as gardeng rather than farms., Some of the
wives who were nov interested in gardening developed thelr own interests, and

in time a 'barter store' was set up at each base where the non-scientific
personnel tiraded things they made or grew. When the supply of made articles -
enbroidery, mitwear, artwork, even woodwork - the wood brought in by the
regular supply ships - exceeded local demand, Stonn arvanged for the supply
ships to teke these back to Federation bases where they were sold, the resulting
income enabling the 'colony!' to become more and wmore self-sufficient and provide
itgelf with lwruries not included in regulation reguisition lists. Federsation
High Command wag pleaged at the initiative shown by Stemn's groupy when the
regsearch project terminated, there would already be 2 strong nucleus that
regorded the plece ag home for the agricultural/scientifio colony that would
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undoubtedly continue on Omegs Fornacis now that they knew the place wags fertile
and would grow plants from other worlds.

mut that day was still far in the future.
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The ground sheook viclently, suddenly and without warning., The research
personnel dropped to their kneeg where they were, unable to remain upright -
one or two, caught particularly off balance, measured their length on the floor.
Flame shot upwards, spreading rapidly as volatile fumes were ignited by the
naked flame of a test burner., Kodar, a scientist from an experimentally
colonised ocean planet where all the population lived on boats and whose sense
of vtalance was therefore excellent, managed to reach a fire extinguisher, while
his compatriot Veran lunged towards the burner; swearing in his own language
as the hot fuel tap scorched his fingers, he turned it off. The flames 1ied
down as the ground steadied,

While the lab orderlies began to tidy things up, the scientists studied
instrunents, seeking information on the quake.

"l can make no gense of these resdings, husband,™ T'Pring told Stonn.
"Whatever it was, it was not a standard earthquake, I+ appears to be =
completely unknown phenomenon.”

Stonn thought for a moment. "We must report this to the Vulecan Science
Academy; we may require further assistance." '

Vithin wmoments reports began coming in from the other bases. All had
experienced the same ifexplicable conditionsz.

"World wide," Stenn muttered, looking round his top men. "Worid wide.
Could we be experiencing a repeat of the conditions that led to the destruction
of 1ife on this planet™®

‘Tt scems unlikely," the Andorian Cheral commented. "Parthquakes alone
should not cause widespread destruction of both animal and vegetable 1Life,”

Mot all of the world has bases,? Wenitok of Terth put in. P"There are
vast stretches of ocesn... On Farth we are still, as you know, studying why
meny specles dies out suddenly millions of years ago, mostly animal - though
many plant species suffered too. Murth scientists have been studying for over
two hundred years the theory postulated in the twentieth century that a very
large meteor impacted with farth, causing harmful radiation. There was no
surface marlk to show where such an impact might have cccurred, but the most
likely possibility hes been suggested to be a point in the ocean. Might some-
thing similar not have happened here? This is an asteroid—rich system, and a
snall asteroid coming down over the ocean mighi well be unobserved.®

"Unlikely,® snapped Bex of Tellar in his abrupt manner,

His collieagues all knew by now that Tex did not intend rudenessy  the
Tellarites had o wholly undeserved reputation for irritability that was due
golely to thein physical makeup. Thelr mouths were not designed to cope wizh
the intricacies of speech common to most other races. As in all species, some
individusls were more shorttempered than others, but Rex was knowm throushout
Fegafor for the evenness of his temper. "There was no gplcentre. An asteroid
mzking contact would provide an epicentre.m

Wenitok, whose interests were biological rvather than gaological, shrugged,
"ou're xight, of couwrse, T was just putting an idea into the pot, so o speak.?

"t is a suggestion that could apply to the past,” Stonn put in, "although
as I understend it, for such an impact to have much ef fect, a vast smount of
dust would wequire to be thrown into the atmosphere. That slone makes such a
suggestion inapplicable to the present phenomenon." He looked round. “Yeo,
Kodartt

"Has no base reported increased vulcenismy?
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"Hone. In spite of the viclence of the occurrence, nct one active volcanc
- within the scanning area or any base - has erupted."

"ot even Stromboliv® Wenltok asked disbelievingly, referring to a velcano
named for the ferren one by a howesick Tialian whe had been in the first group
to reach Megalfor. His stay had been short: he had returned home within o Few
months, accepting vhat amounted to demotion rather than remain any lonser away
from his beloved Ttaly, and swearing that never again would he accept a position
awey from it, Tut although he was gone, the name he had given the mountain had
lasted, Stromboll svat out ask and dribbled lava almost non-stop.

"Moot even Stromboli," the Rowmlan Decius, whose base was closest to it,
replied. “fuite the opposite, in fact. Stromboli has 'dried up', and emitted
no lave a2t all since this happened." It was practically equivalent to saying
that the sun hzd risen in the west.

"Then has something happened deep inside the planet?" Cheral asked. ©4
magwa chamber under Stromboli perhaps drained into a deeper level?"

"That too would show an epicentre," Pex, the acknowledged expert on earthe-
quakes, put in,

"Then nobody can suggest anything positive to explain this?" Stonn ssked.
"e have only negatives - things it could net have heen™

There were reluctant nods from arocund the table.

"Then I suggest that each base assigns someone to examining all data
pertinent to the occurrence in the hope of finding something, however small,
that sppears positive. I will inform the Science Academy of our findings mean-
whiles end i1f we have a recurrence... If we still have not discovered anything,
I will have no option but to inform Starfleet and ask for additional help.®
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The shock that hit the Interprise was totally unexpected. It was almost
as though the ship had heen struck by an enormous tidal wave that tossed her
wildly, throwing everyone out of their seats into a confused pile of arms and
legs on the port side of the bridge. Tven Spock's lightning-fast reflexes
failed to react quickly encugh, and he ftco jeined the tumble of bodies. fThe
ship swaved, listing badly to starboard, and the helpless crew rolled 'downhill'.
Spock caught 2t the command chair and stopped himself, his mind scresming,

//3mL//

Kirk's answering thought felt vaguely breathless. //0.K., Spock. T'm
vedged. You all right?// Anxiocusly.

//Yes.//

The ship contimued to toss for a minute. (nce she was still, the crew b
to pick theumselves up. (ne or two remained prones mostly unconscious, Several
of those whe were able to vige had hroken bones.

Spoclk punched the intercom. “Damage reports!® //Fim?//

//on my way.// The three young ensigns Kirk had been testing could waid,
hard though it weeg on their nerves; the ship came fivst. Fe walked onte the
bridge before the first of the damsge reporits came in.

Carstoles, as Hirk's senior assistant, on duty on the bridge while Kirk
carried out the routine testing of young crewmen, snd slightly nervous of the
responsibility -+ Kirk ususlly took the science post himself when Spock was on
duty —= relinguished the pogition with a silent sigh of relisf, and Kirk bent
over the viewer.

Spock waited silently. Tinally ¥Kirk straightened, a look of complete

bafflement on hisg face. "rhere's nothing out there o account for this effect,
{ommodore &
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e Vican stared at him. A (fuman would almost certainly have repeated
"Nothing?' in a disbelieving voice; Spock was not even tempted to do go as Xirk
returned to the viewer.

Uhurs looked round. "All departments except engineering report no mejor
damage, sir, §Hickbay reports thirty five casualties, mostly fractures. io
report yet from engineering.!

The chair intercowm buzzed., Spock punched it, knowing that this wust be
engineering, knowing that it meant something wrong.

"Spock here.i

"Ingineering," came Masters' calm voice. "One of the dilithium crystals
is badly cracked. We'll have to replace it "

"The other crystals?® Spock asked.

One shows a hairline fracture that could spiit off no more than o sliver
and shouldn'i affect performance more than one percent., The other two are fine.!

"heplace both the cracked ones. You can keep the second for a reserve if
you're certain itts inside tolerance variability."

"It's that, sir. T'11 tool it down once we get it out and get rid of the
crack., We'll be about ten wminutes.” There was a click as the chammel closed,

"Mr. suln ~ sublight speed,”
”A.ye? gir.”

spock glenced back at Kirk, waiting patiently. His bondmaste would be aware
of the scrutinysg he did not need to spesk.

After o winute, Kirk straightened again., "“There are indications of =z
magnetic surge,” he said, almost hesitently, as if - unlikely as it seemed to
the Vulean - he was unsure of his facts. "There's nothing to indicate where it
came from. Bubt 2 surge of that intensity...even the Murasaki ®ffect wosn't
that viclent.” He bent over the viewer once more.

SN S R O

Message from Starfleet Command, Commodore," Uhura reported.
Things were now back to normal and had been for several hours.
"on the mein screen, Lieutenant.?

It wog Admiral Sentor. '"Commodors - you are aware of the magnetic surge
that affected this quadrant a few hours ago.Y

"Wes, Admiral.

fRepoxrts now indicate that it may be centred on Megafor, s small planet in
the Omegn Jornacis system where we have had a swell research station for the
past fifteen years. The planet has suffered several of these magnetic surges
over the past year, but this is the first one whose effect has been felt outwith
the planct'ﬂ gravitational field., The surges have been accompanied by eaxrth-
quakes on Megafor, but Scientist Stomm and his men have been able to waks no
senge of Lno readings they are obtaining. He has now asked for additionsl
sclentific sssistance.

“As the nearest Starship with a highly qualified Science Officer, you will
proceed o tegafor at top warp speed and place your 801ent1flc staff at Stonu's
disposal.®

Thcknowledged,® Spock said automatically. This diversion would delsy theilr
arrivael 2t Vulcan and thelr bonding by...far too long. But duty always came
first,

3entor out.t

~

The familiar yet ever-changing starfield reappeared on the scresen. Spock
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sat watching it for some moments before saying, “Mr. Chekov, compute course 4o
Cmega Fornacls.

Chelov had alrveady storted work, knowing that the order would bhe coming.
His fingers danced over the controls. "iaid in, sir.n

e, Selv -~ warp factor six,.®
HAve, aicv.”

Sentor had specified top warp speedy; but with only one Flawed dilithium
crystal in reserve, Spock knew that warp six was the fastest they dared go and
retain a saefety factor.

The Materprise swung onto her new course; Spock swung his chair round to
face his Science Officer. "Mr., Kirk - a word with you, please." iz rose and
headed for the turbolift, Kirk at his heels,

Tven in the privacy of the car, Spock maintained hig formal, expressionless
mesk, and Kirk, respecting his silence, also said nothing, realising that Svock
prreferred to wall for the additional privacy of his quarters before revealing
what was on his wmind. Bven the half Yond was clesed, and the Fuman 4id not
attempt to force it open, guessing that Spock was troubled - ag indeed he also
wag — by the vealisation that the completion of their bond wmust wait.

Onee in Spock's cabin, however, Kirk abandoned restrzint, "What's wrong,
Spock? This will delay cur bonding, of © course -~ bute.o" as he saw the - ves -
= Al .
worry in fpock's eves, "...there's more to it than that, isn't therets
o H y g

Our orders, Jiwe T am to put wy sclentific staff at Stomn's disposal.®
S0t Then memory cornected., Oh,W

gpock smiled slightly at the flat non-comment., "I that all you can say,
JimE

Mhanlk Ood you're you, and not the Captain.®

It ds ceritein that she should,” Spock agreed. "y betrothal wasg broien
amicably: frowm what vou told we, hers was not.w
"l\

Mo, Kixrk thought., The Captzin had not cared for P'ering; only his »xide
wag huirt wheo she rejected hiwm, repudiating the childhood betrothal when, =
twenty and considewred to have weached years of discretion, she was asked if she
asgreed to the wmatch arranged by her parents, saying that she wighed instead to
become the secondary wife of Stonn.

1
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Infortunately, Tonly! was not the applicable word.

The ilnsecure Caplain's pride was his most vulnerable part. Moxtally
ingulted by the slight, he had vowed vengeance, and the yenrs had not lessened
nis hatred for the woman whe had, he believed, so helittled him. The fact thaet
he had act wanted her, that his sexual vreference, even then, was for other males,
was unlmpowbent. He had not forgotien, could net, that she had dared reciprocate
his diglike with revulsicn,

He had been intelligent epough - or cunning enough -~ to reslise thot he
dared not scetively pursue her in vengeance; as long as she - and her husband ~
kept out of hig way, he was willing to let hig hatred fester; no-one more
patient than he vhen he congsidered it necessary. But if he had been sent to
Megafor, it was certain that he would heve seized his chance For revense.

BTa MPeing likely to be on Memafor? Kirk asked.
L) D (k)

"She ig," Spock replied. 7T wmade a point of discovering where she wasg,
quite some time ago - her knowledge of the Captain's character could have bheon o
danger to us.?

o you supposs they know yet which ship has been orvdered to thelr assistancery

Whay wight - but will they know that Spock ls on boazrd the Enterpriger
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PIE they do...I wonder how apprehensive they are," Kirk said softly., “And
we can't even weassure them without betraying ourselves...

ST LN 21 a4t Af. AL a4
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For a year, Stomn had been sending increasingly desperate messagos to
Starfleet, warning of soue possible but unpredictable disaster stemming frouw

the untraceanle hut violent wmagnetic surges that were gaining in freguency. e
had received nothing but routine acknovledgements of his messages, and susvectod
that those messages had been dismissed ag the panic reaction of a mere civilian.
However, in this he did Starfleet High Command an injustices note had been

taken of the reports, of their inereasing frequency, but Starfleet was in the
middle of one of its periodic disagreements with the Federation High Council
about funding, with the Council taking the view that Starfleet cestls were goaring
unnecessarily and that cuts and savings would have o be made.

("ow can those cloth-headed idealists at Pederation Offices justify telling
us te cut back our expensest™ one harassed Starfleet AdmirTal had exclaimed iv o
moment of exasperation. "rhey!'ll spend a fortune putiting fitted carpets into o
wvalting roowm but they won't authorise ten credits to repair a favliy warning
light that will save lives at a road crossing. They expect us to keep off the

'

Kliagons wi shivps patched up with string and sticky tape, but they'd be the
first to scweswm it the Klingons actually managed to get through to anywhere
important. 4is for these reports from Megalfor ~ they'll tell us to ignore them
until it's too late, then they'll wonder why we didn't act sooner. Politiciansg]®

The fdmizal's prediction had come true. The wmagnetic surge had affectad
even the wellwprotected planetoid where the figh Council met, and these august
personages had prompbly panicked. Starfleet was given instant permission to
spend whatover wes necessary to save the Pederation — for that read 'them! -
from instent destruction,)

Yot Stonn stered at the messege that had Just come through in response 1o
his last desgvernte cowmunication.

1

'Starshin interprise diverted to Omega Tornacis. Comodore Spock hag beaen
instructed to place his scientific staff at your disposal.!

Commodore Hnock,

T

How would M Pring react to this news? IFf onlv it had been any other shind
(]

S R R O TS
Gpock st M Pring gasped, her face white.

FltPring, 17 ag you fear Spock wished to harm you, he would surely have
done =0 long age. It is eighteen vears since you refused hin,.."

e have heen on Hegalor most of that time. Ie hasn't been nese here.
noWe.s  Jusband, T beg of you, send T'Su and the children to one of the othaer
bases, a2t lesstl., Hend them cut of reach of hig possible vengeance,” She shudd-
ered. ¥fe does not forget. “Yhen he was a child, one of my pet grlavathte bit
him. He wes handling 1%, but cluwsily, and it was afraid, so it gripped nis
Tinger with its teelbh to support itgelf, nothing more -~ tut it drew blood, There
vere adulis present, and he said nothing, bul on his next visity, a month later,
ne caught the grtavath and wrung its neck, and nothing I could say would ston
him. We said, 'T pernit nothing to injure me with impunity.' If he conld do
that for a bHite fwom an unintelligent pet, as a child,; what might he do now, as
an 2dult; 1o someone who wvejected marriage with him? Or %o the person whom she
chose instead’ He might well choose to stvike at us through the children.
hag no compassion, Stonm. He doesn't care what he does - and that is why 1 kinew
I could never warry him,i

)

"RtPeing, T oam not exactly o person of no iumportance. He could not trest
me -~ or my fanily -~ ag if we were...uonentities. Fe must know that if he we
to attempt o harm wme or my family, he could not escape suspicion.®
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He could, ¥e would. To him, what he does is right because he does it.
I could have told my father that Spock killed my gr! avathg but I resliged that
if T did, and .q1 nim punighed for it, he would find some way to be wevenzed on
me -~ and on wy fa er. So I just said it had died in the night. It would be
the same herve. lL T had married him, and tried to be a faithful wife to hin,
re might not have been cruel to me...but I couldntt risk it. T would never
have known, .. An unwary word, Stomn -~ even that was enough to anger him. I
know he will find some way to hit back at me - through you, or T'Su, or most
likely the children,®

MWy wife, you are repeating yourself, (alm your thoughts. He would not
dare attenpt to injure the head of this planet.

He would dare QHYtthbg Jtomm,  Anything.®

mut Stonn refused to give way. As he saw it, a confident approach was more
likely to disarm any malice Spock wight fefl than a cowardly one. S&pock had
most probably got away with a great deal as a child = incidents like T'Tring!s
grlavath - because he had bullied his victimg into letting him get awsy with it.
But it wes hewdly likely that Spock, a Vulcan in a position of prestige, should
still, aft@f e¢lghbeen yesrs, be harbouring feelings of resentment towanrds o
woman who had »ejected him in ovder to become the secondary wife of someone else.

AL
ey

On zeaching fegalor, ¥irk set his staff to monitoring the planet twenty--
four hours a ’°y. If these magnetic surges were coming from here, he wanted to
know what pai of the planet was causing them. Qeadlnw" from the surface VRXE
clearly vselesg; wverhaps ones from space would be more informative,

Spock contacted Stonn, and arvanged a meeting,; then punched the intercom,
. Kirk, wepowt €o me in briefing room one in five minutes. Dr. MeCov, I wish
you also o be vresent.” He closed the channel. "Mr. Chekov, you have the con.
I there i snevic surge while the landing party is on the surface, hold
rosition possible so that the scientific staff may gather os many

readings sles  Break orbit only if 1%t becomes necesgary to ensure the

Ghye, sip.t  IF Chekov was unhapry with the responsibility placed so
arparently nonchalently on his shoulders, he did not show it, and Spock regist-
ered a mental note in his favour. Mr, Chekov would make a good Capiain one day.

Spoclk reached the briefing room first, but only a few seconds before ¥Molo y
The doctor was Llooking qllrhbly worried, and Spoock raised an engu 'iriﬂg g‘j? OV o

"Whet's the problen,

¥eloy shooll hig heads "There isn't one...not realliy. Yet,®
et

Bifell, it dsn't anything that I can put a finger on, but there's something
wrong. Oz rwather, something not quite right, Gince that magnetic surge hit
the ship.,. I could be imagining things ~ vou know how I am asbout the posgibility
of radiation affecting persommel...®

"You think there might te some Ilnimical radiation linked %o the magznetic
surgers

flet’s just say that IT'm seeing...not signs, but the beg}ggigg_ox S1oNS. ..
off mental...”™ e shook his head., "Hental unsteadiness isn't going to explain
vhat I mesn properly. It's more like the way Jim was vhen you came back frow
Yulcan - your Vulcan. Fob as marked - just indications. Shadows of s disturh-
ance, or & lack of eguilibriuvm...though just in one or two pecple.t

spock frowvmed.  "You think the surges might be coming through srmshew frowm
ancther universe .t

HeCoy shimgged.  Y"Doesn't seem likely, doeg if7%
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“On the face of it, no. Put stranger things have happened, We know that

passage between universes is possible." He glanced towards the door as it slid
open Lo adwmit Kirk,

“Jorry I'm late,” Hirk apclogised easily, "It took slightly longer than I
expected to link up the wonitors. We kept getting some odd readings, hut we
finally got them balanced.®

spock glanced from him to McCoy. "0dd readings,” he repested. *Jim,
MeCoy has come up with a tentative possibility -~ " He explained quickiy.

Kirk thought about it. "is to the medical agpect, I don't know," he said
frankly. 9“1 was very cold, I remember - "

"Yet you were running a high temperature,” Spock mat in. "You had
pneumonia,

"Yesesubutt T had a job to think straight, too. I felt confused..,."

gpock modded., %I, too, experienced some confugion, bui not as markedly as
you did."™ His lips set resclutely. ™"Je must consider a crosg-universe 'déor!
here as g possibility, based on our special knowledge. 3Hut for the moment, we
should sey nothing of this to anyome else. TNoctors you will remsin on the
Baterprise. Keep your staff on full alert status: I have ordered Mr. Chekov
to remain in orbit, even in the face of further magnetic surges, and injuries
are a definite possibility. Also - in view of what you have just said - keep an
eye on members of the crew who have been affected by this incipient confusion.
If there is any aggravation of their condition, let me know. Jim, you and I will
beam down to visit Scilentist Stonn - our orders sre to assist, after all. e
will see what he has to say, and if he can add any further information to whatb
ve glready know,

"Tesy of course.” ¥irk hesitated, then went on. "Did he seem...worried,
at all, when you spoke to him?"

MAlmost pugnaciously normel, T would say."

e wasg worried,¥ Kirk decided.

MeCoy frowned., "Worried?h

"T4ts & long story, Bomes, and even I don't know all of it. Apparently the
Capilain was engaged to a girl called T'Pring; it was an arranged betrothal, and
when she was twenby, she broke it off and married this Stonn instead. The
Captain was nretty bitter about it.®

"I get the pleture,” MceCoy said. "Is this P'Pring here too?s

"Yes," Spock said.

"Re cowxeful,” MeCoy warned. "IT she knew the Captain well,,."

“I kmow,” Hpock replied. %I intend to be.,.very careful,®

S R SV VE,
B O I IO 3¢

Storn wet his two visitors just outside the main lab at his bass. Tlomae
odore Spock,” he acknoviledged.

"Seiemtiet Stonn," Spock replied evenly, a trace of indifference in hig
tone. “ihis is wy Flrst Officer and Science Officer ~ and my bondmate. James
Kirvk.®

Be was aware of a touch of amusement in Kirk's thousghis. . //Meatly done,
Spock - but I don't guarantee 1it'll reassure them ~ not if T'Pring knew the
Captain as well as she must have done,//

Stonn nodded in acceptance of the introduction, "Captain Kirk,® he said in
greeting. lie glanced back at Spock. "To be honest, Commodore, T dontt know if
there's very wuch that any of us can do. These surges have been ocourring for
fully a year, but until now Starfleet has done nothing but acknowledge receipt
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of our reworts. Mone of the readings make any sort of sense — ['ve had
personnel studying them ever since the first one, and I have on my staff some
of the top men in their fields in the Tederstion,®

1 realise it is difficult,” Spock agreed smoothly. "Put perhaps all it
requires is g fresh approach., Fuman illogic can often reach conclusions that
mere disciplined minds fall to realisse.™

Stonn shook his head., "I have several Fumens on my staff,” he said gloonily.
"hey are ay baffled as the rest of ug.®

"Perhaps LT we wmay see some of your work®® Kirk put in,

"Tes, of course. This way, gentlemen.™ Stonn turned and led thenm inside
the lab.

Inside, both visitors glanced round quickly. Spock noticed T Pring
immediately, and gave his bondmate a wental nudge. //The woman at the fourth
table,, Jim,//

¥irk gave her his full attention for s woment. //She's quite a beauty.//
Then, as Htonn led them to the first iable, he added, //She's like a pexrfect
crystal., Beautiful...and cold.//

//Sne could easily be hiding fear, Jim. She knew the Captain.//

//L kacw. T dide't forget - how could I? But she is...almost too
controlled,//

Spock ghot her a-quick glance. Before he could reply, Stomn seid, “This is
Ster Cheval, Cowmmodore. Cheral, Commodore Spock, Capiain Xirk, Science Officer
of  the "iterprise, Will you explain your work to them,™

Cheral's quick look at them was alwost resentful, and Xirk thought he could
guess wiy. Although Stonn had requested additional aid, many of his staff
undoubtedly felt that, given time, they could solve the problem of the wmegnetic
surges., Chexal obeyed immediately, however, and ¥irk gave Stonn full warks for
dlscipline.

"These are the magnetic readings for the planet,® Cheral began. Yie staried
taking thewe as scon ag we arvived here ~ our assignment was to discover why life
becaue pracitically extinet, and we began by studying all aspects of the ecole
ogical conditions. Ve alsc made a study of wagnetic fluctuations in the nast,?
he added, almost as an afterthought - that had not been his work. e discovarec
that bthe wagnetic field wasg steady, within the nermal limits of fluctuation that
ocour throngh the zetion of sunspots, ilon storms and so on. Then ~ a vear BLEG -
the planet suffered considerable seismic disturbance. This was accommaenicd by
these finst messive fluctustions in the magnetic field. There have been several
other such disturbances since, and each was marked by a similer wmagnetic
fluetnation, although the intensity varied. The last such disturbance...tbhe
readings went off the scale.®

¥irck cxamined the readout of the magneiic field and its fluctuations for
gome momenta, then sald, "I've never seen anything like it either, Commodore.®
He locked heack at Cheral, "Will you make z copy of this toc be sent to the
nterprise for analysis” I do not dispute your findings, and I do not intend %o
denigrate your ability, but the Interprise has at her disposal the most advanced
computers available, If there should be any sort of pattern to these fluctust-
iong, our computers will find it.¥

“Wery well, Captoin,® Cheral agreed. Sionn led them to the fourth table,

"L believe you know ny wife, Commodore," Stonn said quietly, and Kirk
shiverad., FHow stupid could the man be? Mo man, nc mabter how even—tempaered,
would accept this reminder that the women had once been betrothed to him with
equanimity. Ie noticed a faint shadow cross T'Pring's face also, and knew for
certain that she, at least, did fully reslise her possible danger.
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Spock silifered deliberately, and knew that Stonn had seen and realised
that he ghould have been siightly wore cirvcumspect. Iowever, Spock said novhing
to him, but imclined his head slightly. "P'Pring," he ssid stiffly,

1

Bpock,® ghe sald guietly, but there was the Taintest gquiver in her voice
. s ¥ 1
and Xirk knew that she wag indeed terrified: her control wag forced,

Pointedly, he held out his hand, fingers outstretched in the ritual hondmate
embrace; Onock touched his fln rerg, asllowing himself 4o relax, #Thisg is wny
bondmate, James Zirk of Iarth.t

T'Pring lowered her head in acknowledgement, her tengion barely eased, Kirk
sniled at hex, trying %o, let her see that he was in no fear of Spock. Tt's 2
pleasure to wmeet you, Ma'am,” he said.

The Yulcan woman glanced guickly at Spock as if trying to assess his
reaction to his bondmate's remark. Logically, the Spock she remembered would
react with Jealousy; would be extremely possessive of his bondmate. Strivimg
for a widdle course - one that would combine possessiveness with trust - 8pock
knew thet he had totally failed to reassure the womsn., Shs saw only tﬂg PO
essiveness, and he was forced to admit to himself that she was probably just-
ified. FBloans did not wmake good actors...which was probably the main reason
why Vuleen had no thespian ftradition., There were singers and musiciang in

nlenty, even dancerg...but no actors

The o ario was broken by the tremor of yet another ecarthguale, less
violent thig time thon meny that had preceded it., Spock moved instinctively to
protect WKirk, who was moving to protect himg they rolled together on the {lioow,
thelr amns round each other, and ag the ground steadied again, Kirk sgat up,
griming broadly. We'lll have to stop meeting like this,” he murmured wmischiev.
ously to his bondmate, who threw him an indulgent glance.

The byplay did not go unnoticed by T'Pring, alert as she was to every
nuance of hor one-time betrothed's actions, even as she too picked herself up,

She did not allow hersell to relax...but she found herself bresthing a
little easizr. This Human did seem to possess a sort of...calming effect on the
unpredictable Spock, and Spock, it seemed, did have some care for his bondnate's
welfare.

If ghe | rried himes.would he have heen like thig with her?
Noo She waz sure he would not. Fe had killed her gr'avath, in spite of
everythingshe could say to dissvade himy children though they had been, it was

cbvious even dthen that her wishes were of no iamportance to his. She couid not
expect him to change just hecause they vere adulty s boy was normally cxpecied
to behave towsids blg betrothed, even as & child, as he would do once thay wore
truly bonded. “als Human had some sort of alchewmy, or perhaps it wag just thatv
Spock had chosen him himself rather than having hiw chosen for him. Ho parev
vould be so logt to common sense ag to bend thelr child to another malel!l She
could not wecall ever hearing cof another case, although she knew from her studies
that male bonding, once relatively common in the days of their warrior nasi, had
never been declorved illegal, undesirable as it was now considered.

CHMeenwhile, Kirk was deep in situdy of the readings the instruments were
showing on this latest quake; Spock sicod by, walting apparvently patiently.

Tinally, Wirk shook hiag head. "There'!s nothing new,” he sald zloomily.
TThere's g magnetlic surge coming from somewhere; it force ig, quite literally,
shaliing the vhole fabric of space. BHut there's absolutely reothing to indicste
where the surge is coming from; no dirvectional bias, nothing, IL'S Justas.
happening.

His eves meb 9pockls. The Vulcan shook his head. YThere has to bhe an
explanation, WMr. Gick,s

TtPring ghivered at his formality. This was his bondwmate, yel he was

gpeaking to hiw a8 1f he was & mere Junion officer, §he was inexperienced
enough in Sfaclleet procedure to realise that the formality meant only that
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Spock was speaking thus because it was a duty situation.
TAgreed; sir - but so far we lack the data to track down the source.”

He wag interrupted by the bleep of Spock's communicator. The Vulcan
flicked it open. FSpock here,b

"Pasters, Commodore. Sensors have picked up a life form reading some ten
kilometres due noxth-west of your current position., The life reading amppeared
after the lost disturbance,®

Spock glanced at Stonn. "Have you any personnel at the desigmated place?:
he asked,

Slowly, Stoon shook his head, "This has hapvened before,” he said, half
reluctantly. “Twice already we have detected a 1ife form reading after one of
these disturbances, but each time, when we investigated, there wag nohody there.
I think you will find the same thing happening thig time,™

-

“L wonder. iss Masters - lock transporter onto the 1life form and beam it
up to the ship, T want to know who it is ~ and where it came from.®

TAye, sir.* There was a brief pause, during vhich they heard Masters!
digtant voice giving orders. ¥Finally = ¥We have him, sir. A humanoid male,?

"Keep ndm there., Mr, Kirk and T will be returmning iumediantely. Lock onto
us and beam up when ready.®

"Aye, sir... fnergising.®

TrPring watched the sparkles vanishing,; her teeth playing with her upper
lip. Stomm looked 2t herw,

"There, nov,  he sald with a2ll the self-assurance of a dominant male who
felt himgelf preved right in the face of female illogic. You can't say that
“pock showed any grest hosbtility, did he®®

She shook her head, and her voice trembled as she revlied. ©70...and that
worries me., He was juat like. that when he killed wy gzr'avath. Pleasant, even
smiling,..cven when he killed it. T don't trust him, Stonn. I .don't trust him.®

2

YHig bondwmste seened to have a calming influence over him,” Stonn commented.

Toeemed, U'Pring repeated., "I concede that he did not appear to be afraid,
but I wondex how great is his influence over Spock? Spock was clearly displeasad
vhen the Tuman could give him no information on the magnetic effect, 'Mr, Kitkes.!
and ¥irk knew it. Silnce when did anyone ever call his bondmate tsir', if every—
thiog between them was as it should be?"

Stonn looked at her, a trace of worry in his eyes. What she said was trues
Spockhad shown coldness the moment his bondmate had proved unable to provide him
with Positive informetion on observed dats. TFor the first time, he began to
think that perhaps T'Pring's dread of Spock was at least to some degree justified.

B L L. Y
A A d g CANIS

Spock and Firk materialised to find two security guards watching a nenvous-
looking wale who looked cowpletely Buman, As they stepped down from the NEdS,
the door copenad =nd ¥MeCoy strode in. Twhere's this person T've to check out™h
he demanded abyuptly.

Firk grinned to himself. Tmly, Masters was a competent officery he doubted
that he would have thought to have the stranger medically checked. Masters, on
duty bsside the transporter chief; nodded towards the shrinking humancid. "There,
Doctor.®

MeCoy grunted, and ran his scanner over the man. He glanced back st her.
"What, specifically, do you want to know, Miss Masterg®"

Specifically, is he !luman, and if not, what is he"™ ghe asked grimly, with
zn apologetic look at Spock.
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"Ch, he's juman all right,* McCoy confirmed. #Though there's something
about the wesdings...” He glanced over towards Spock. “Something that tallies
with what we were discussing eavlier, Commodore. He's disorientated...body
temperature rvather low..."

Kirk and Spock glanced at each other as WeCoy looked from one to the other.
You understand wnat I'm trying to say, Commodore?! VMeCoy asked with o glance
at Kyle and the guards. HMasters didn't matter; she already knew about the
alternate universes, though noi as much as there was to know.

Spock nodded. “Yes, Doctor. It appears that our previcus hypothesis was
corract, ™

"Yes, The question is, what do we do about it?w

Mhere do you come from?®

Spock glanced at the nervous Human. "Who are you?" he asked abrunitly,

The framen looked, if anything, even more nervous., "I'm Hobert Rrown,® he
gaid, his voice trembling, "I'm a computer technician currently working =% the
new computer centze being constructed on Omega Fornacls to correlate all the
data pertaining to the magnetic surges we've been experiencing for the past year.?

Spock's eyebrows lifted. There was no new computer centre being constructed
=~ here - so that Starfleet, or the Tederation Council, or both, in the other
universe being affected were being more realistic about the problem than they
were in this universe.

here am 175 RBrown went on., ind how did I get here’ (ne minute I'm haxrd

at work, the next I'm in the middle of nowhere...and then I'm beamed aboard a
Starshipaess”

Tt afweid ve can't answer your questions at the wmoment, Mr. Brown,"
spock gald gmooihly. “These magnetic surges are...responsible for many things
‘.J = =
that we cannot explain.® Fe looked at the guards. *Escort Mr. BErown to a

guest cabing see that he is well looked after.”

"Yes, sir.” The guards knew perfectly well vhat Spock meant: osteasibly
a guest, ¥rown would be carefully and unobtrusively guarded.

Ag they left the transporter room, Spock loocked round his senior officers.
BT want to see you all in my quarters immediately,” he said.

¥asters nodied to Kyle znd she moved to join the others as they hesndsed for
the door. By mtual consent they remained silent until the door of Srock's
office closed behind them. Spock looked round at them. "I'm including you in
this conference, Miss Masters, bhecause you do know something about the theoxv of
alternate wniverses, It seems fairly obvious to me that Mr. Brown has come
from ancther wniverse = one where the Iederation has paid more atltention to the
situation than ours has. e has possibly come through to the same place on our
Yagafor that he was on his...though how the surge could carry him is a mystery
te me.®

Masters nodded.  TA natural phenomenon gimilar to the one you created when
you built that 'transporter' you uged” she asked.

Spock nedded.  Wes...and the power involved to do 1t must bhe stagsering.
We have svsnected - ¥ he indicated Wirk and MeCoy - Ythat this was the cause of
the surges, but we lacked proof., iow we have proof of a sort. The guestion ig,

what do we do zsbout itio

A

The intercowm blesped. HThurs to Commodore Spocl, ™
Spocl reached out. “Spock hepe,w

T have a contact from Scientist Stonn, sir.®
Pipe it down here, Lieutenant.?

Ave, sipv.s
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Stomn's face appeared. Bven with his Vulcan control it was obvious to ali
of them that he was deeply ecncerned, even shocked, about gomething. “Jowmnodore
Eroclk, one of my wen has vanisghed, ™

Minder vhat circumstences?™ Spock asked.

“One woment he was working at his computer...the next, he had completely
digeppeared, There was nothing like a transporter effect; apparently, one

moment he was there, and the next...he had simply gone.®
HWhat is his name?™ Kirk put in.

“Browm - Hobert Brown., He is one of the umans working on Megafor -
possibly our most gskilled computer operator.m

YT see,’ Spock sald, his even volce giving no indication of the excitement
he felt., “Thank you for the information. May we come down again and see the
place from vhere he vanighedon

HIE you think it will do any good - but T assure you, his collesgues know
what they saw - ¢

T doun't doubt it," Spock replied guietly., "Expect us down in five
minutes.”* ¥e flicked the intercom off.

Michent Hrown," Wirk whispered., PCne Robert Brown disappears...another
apnea’Sees

Tt iz alvost certain that 'our' Robert Brown is at this moment in his
counterpart!s universe, wondering what has happened %c him,” Spock agreed, He
sighed. e had hoped to keep the knowledge that there are other universes Lo
ourselves,;" he told Masters., “Fvents appear te have 'forced our hand!., fhe
knowledge is potentially quite dangerous, T feel,..®

lagters nodded in agreement. "Yes, I rezlise that,” she said., “rud
the powers thot be of two universes seem to be likely to discover the fo
that trensfer between them is pogsivle. Vhat will they make of itv-

.

"T shudder to think,* McCoy told her.

SIf they cen be convinced of how dengerous it is, they might decide 4o
suppress 211 kncwledge of 1t," Kirk said optimisticzlly.

Hes - but czn they be convinced?® Mefoy asked.

It ie up to ug to convinece them," Spock said. "We alwready know that the
transfer between two universes has an adverse effect on the Humen body - this
man frown is cold, disorientated...vwhen Jim went through twice in close succession,
he ended un with pneumonia, and neerly died., T myself suffered confugion, wy
thought vrocesses were sloved sppreciably, and I too was aware of a certain
bodily chill., I travelled between universes more than twice, and the effect
does appert to ba cumuletive., Yet how to convinece Starflest of that withoui
betraying the foet that we already know how o pass between universes?®s

ifones had better see our 'vigitor!' ageln," ¥irk suggested, “and uske o full

sl

madical taone of hisg condition. That wovld be a2t least some evidence.”

Spoclt rodded, “Yes. Do that, Moetor... Meanvhile, Jim, you and I wmust
return to the planet. I want to know more about the diseppearance of this
universe's iiobart Rrown,"

Brove was one of the staff at Stenn's base, and Stonn himself was waiting
for them when they beamed down. The laboratory had z haunted. looks the Fwnen
scientist in the room gave the impression of looking over his shoulder 21l the
time, as i waiting for sowething to leap cut at him...or as if he wes solng
to disappess himself. The Andorian, on the other hand, was so obviously a0t
looking over his shoulder that it was clear that_he too was verv aware of his
collezguets disanpesrance but was quite determined not to show it.
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Stonn introduced them. #Ster Cheral you already know, Commodore, Caninin.
This is Tw. Voden.s
Spock nodded acknowledgement., "lentlemen.?

gpock studied them thoughtfully. iervous - oh, so nervous! FScientisth
Stonn has told we vhat happened, gentlemen. Vhilse T have no doubt that his
report is accurate, [ would be interested in hearing the details directly from
Yo,

The two wnen loocked 2t each other. Voden answered.

fiTechnicicn Brown was feeding date into the computer,? he said, pointing
to a smell congole, Yand he simyply disappeared. Winked out, suddeniy.”

"Fo trensporter effectT" Kirk asked. Stormn had szid not, but...

IR More Like...well 2, movie spec igl effect, There one frame gone ihe
¢ o
next.n

Spock nodded. //Hot quite the same as my 'trensporter', then,// he thought
over the bond-link, ¥And that was all?" he asked aloud,

Weg, Comandore,’

Stonn
Commodore~it

K at Spock's thoughtfuwl face., Do you know what coused this,
he peked, struck by the understsinding he saw there.

e have an idea,” Spock replied carefully, "bubt without more data we have
no confirmzticn. It remains speculation.®

ey T kunow itT0

Spock geve a negative gesture that to the Vulcan expressed his regret as
well as his inability to cowmply with the reguest, "Without wore data, T prefer
to say nothing =8 yet. As soon as we have any additicnal information, we will

ts - such as they are.®

Stonn ad, fzeling no sight. A Vulcan himself, he understood pexfectly
well the Vulcan preference for certainty before committing themselves. [le nodded
to the twe sclientisgts to continue with their work, and followed Kirk and Spock
out of the oowm.,

Cutside, fpock sald quietly, "Jtorn, we are not fuving to be awkward - it
if what we suspect is true, the fewer peowle who kasw about i1t the bhettern. I
intend ne ilnsult to your men, hut what they do not know...%

"You beliaeve i1 to be gomething -~ # Storm cut himgelf off in mid--sentence,
and gave apn cnbarrassed half-lavgh. "Rut of ecburse it is something sericus,®

BTt covld desteoy us all,™ Spock gadd seriously. Y1t hag - ©

e brolke off a5 the ground beneath them shock again, throwing them 211 o
the floor. 48 everyvthing stesdied, there came a startled exclamation, audibls
even throwsh the closed door.

"Hobl

Kirlk wecognised the abbreviaition before either Vulcan, scrambled to his
feet and fuabled the door open.

The voom now contained three men. Voden was bending over a second Human
who lay in front of the computer conscle; Cheral was gaping at them, fenx
predominaat in his eyes.

¥irk strode over to the kneeling Voden., This is Jrown?" he asked haprshly
as he went. '

"Vag, sir.t Voden's volce was shaking.

¥irk kneld beslde the uncengcelouns wman, checking his pulse, as Spock Joined
him., The Velesn vwes already reaching for his communicator.
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ety very cold and his pulse lg weak,¥ Firk reported bLriskly.

Spock nodded, understanding what Kirk wos sayving, 98nock to ntervrige -
three to Deam ws, Miss Yurs., Dr. ceCoy to meet us in the trensporter room with
2 medical tesm. And...ask security to check our 'guest's! caobin.t

"‘.t".x?[-’?: $

Spock pologetically towards Stonn. ¥My apologies, sir, but I
believe Dy, %o be the best person to deal with ¥Yr. Browa's condlt:on. I
exnect to obial n the additionsl data I require when he regains consciousness. I
will be in %ouch.¥ Xirk had already wmotioned Voden away. "inergize.®

The sclentiats watched, puzzled, confuged, frightened, as the transportex

L

heam carried the three men away.

MceCoy hent over Brown, muttering to himself as he checked the readings.
TThoroughly chilled,® he finally ssid aloud. "Hypothermia and pneumonia,’ FHe
straightened, with a glance ai his orderly. "Intensive care immediately, ¥ako.
Tell Murse Tamurs to prepare an intravenous drip solution, 15% salhydrate, 15%
renamycin,”

"Yeg, sgin.©

MeCoy glanced at Spock, whe turned to sccompany him with 2 glance, in his
tum, at Kirk ¥ivk podded. ¥#I'll see abouil the other Drown,® he sald guletly
and left hrighly.

In the corridor, MeCoy delayed, allowing HMako to enter the turoollL
the med. trelley. As the turbolift docrs glid shutb, MeCoy said,
there was wobody to overhear, "The readings are close to Jim's
that time.o

Pt not guite the same s

Mot quite. This man 18 more severely affected. I should be able to save
him - but 23!l be g cloge thing., He's in shock as well as everything slsec.b

#he effect of a round %rip made in so short a Time”" Spock asgked.

1

Tt seems probable. Jim had several days between what we might call the
outward and return journeysy Prown had ~ how long? An hour”®

WAL thae most,.

Tn gddltion, Mrown had the shock of 2 gudden, unexpected transfer o &
where ~ wall, strange. The other ¥»rown showed signg of sghock, although they
veire pretty well overlaid by confusion,® He frowned. "Jim went to chacka..
vou think the other Brown might have disappenred again®®

TT dhink 4t very likely, Doctor.” He moved forward towards the turbelift,
and the doors onened for hiwm, "The other one appeared when 'our' Trown dige
appeareds it is only logical Lo asgume that the event has been reversed.®

“Tm.  ¥Well, in that case Y hope to hell hJS neople have a medic nearby, ox
I wouldn't Lilke to answer for his life.®

whe interesting thing, Doctor, is that the two lirowns did change universes,
and at preguwaebly the same moment. When I first came here, the Captain wes still
alive...and he vemgined here. He was not drawn into 'my' universe; we wmaib.

The conclusion T am forced to consider is that this interchange is occurring,

not bhetween this wniverse and one siwmilar to the one I initially came frowm, but
from yet another kind of altemnate universe — one in which two similar beings
camnot co-exlgt.”

an anbi~matier wniverse??

7L i pesgible,  Fxeept that to them, we would be the anti~matter universe,”



McCoy was still eonsidering that when the 1ift doors slid open. They
contimied thelr journey to sickbay in gilence.

Brown, in Intensive Care, was already attached fto an intravencus drin. ¥aoloy
bent over him, checking the readings, and grunted »is satisfaction. "Stabile
iging.®

"How soon before he regains consciousnesst™ Spock asked,

YeCoy looked drritably at him. "Spock, a man isn't an automaton you can
switch on and off;" he growled. "He'll come round ewhen he comes round - it
would kill hiwm to try to bring him round prematurely with a stimulant - and I
can't predict how long that'll be. T'm a doctor, dammit, not a fortune tellex}®

"MeCoys we must learn what he saw, where he went, as quickly as possible,®

Spock said urgently. "The disgturbances are becoming more frequent; as must
act to halt them, and soon.®

fHow " McCoy asked bluntly. "this isn't something like that dam' trans-
porter of yours, to be switched off when it's not nesded! It's a natural thing,

like aveean earthguake = only it's more like a galaxyguske ~ and who can control
an earthqualke

fEarthquakes can be controlled, Doctor - to some extent. And this, what-
ever it is, is not a natural event. If a door is opened permanently between two
universes, universal chaos would ensue; there was never meant to be a gatewvay
between the universes. Yes, I know, it has happened - briefly -~ in the past,
and because of that I learned how tc make such a deoorway ~ and it is just possg-
ible that I can make use of my knowledge of how to open such a doorway to force
this one closed. Rut - if possible - I wust speak to Brown first, discover
what he knowg.!

Rehind them The deoor slid open, and Spock glanced round, knowing even
vefere he did who had entered. "Jim?®

“Mhe other Brown has vanisghed,” he sald simply. "The guards swore that he
hadn't even tried to open the door, let alone tried to gel past them - but his
cabin was aupty, and every alrvent was firmly screwed; he didn't sneak out that
way. Yo, he's gone back to where he came from - just as this one did." e
indicated the unconscious Rrown.,

"4 doorway to another universe," Spock said thoughtfully.
"WNo, - Rirk said,
Mo o

VYot a doorway, Spock - two at least., Assuming he was found at the same
place that he had heen in the other universe... The other Erown was working in
a computer centre and ended up in the middle of nowhere...while ours wvanished
from a computer centre in a different place. If there was just one doorwsy, the
two Browns would just have changed places, and all we would have known was that
suddenly a technician called Brown had shown gigms of disorientation, dizziness,
and so on, wilth no obvious reason for it." He hegitated., T hove to hell he
materialised back on the planet...and not in orbit."” The other two locked at
him, hcrrer dawning in their eyes.

gpock's lips tightened. "RBoth doorways will have to bhe closed...and, if
pessible, locked.” He deliberately ignored Kirk's final cowmment, knowing that
they could do nothing about it, could not even have foreseen it.

Miow ¥ Hivk asked.

ST know hew to open a decerway. That knowledge could be put to use...to
close one.” He hesitated. "At both ends.”

"That means going through,” Kirk said sharply. "You could be trapped
there." Fe hesitated. "And when you go through...might another Spock not
arrive here ™
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"You reached that eonclusion foc," Spock said softly. "It is not inevite-
able, however. Perhaps it was just the coincidence of both Rrowns being at the
two doorways that transperted them both throush the barrier., If the Spock of
that other universe is nowhere near, then he might remain unaffected.

"There's another thing,” Kirk said. "We know the two places here - go
through one, 1%'11 take you o its exit at the other end...but how will you
find the other entrance? Buildings can change the appearance of the ground, ;
you can't just depend on recognising where it is.n

"I knowl'  fSpock looked seriously at his bvondmate. "Jim, you musi bhe wy
lifeline.®

"But.e.  Spocl, without the full bonding link, I could never remain in
touch with you throuvgh the harrier,®

Spock nodded. "Yeg., Jim. I know we planned to wait until we reached houe,
planned to have Mother and Father as Witnesses since out official bonding was
incowpletes s but now we cammot wait. And...I must admit, I cannot resret the
facts, e can claim that it wag an unselfish decision, reached for the sake of
two tniverses...’

"And. know that it is for us, as well," Kirk finished softly, his eyes
alight with trust and affection.

PeCoy cleawed his throat, judging it time to remind them of his presence.
Tassuming you do form a full bond - ' The lock on Kirk's face reminded him of
the sun coming out from behind a cloud, reassuring him thet Xirk did indeed want
to form the full mental and emotional link - "can you guarantee that Jim will he
able o wremain in contact with you? He isn't a telepath, remember - even though
he was abie to commmnicate with Thura and me on Platonius, He had to fouch us.n

fhven now, without the full bond, we can coummunicate over a fair distance,®
Spock said. ‘“How else do you think we were able to plan your escape from Parmen?
It is quite tiring - making contact without first melding - but we can do it.
Given the full bhound, I have no doubts of our azbility to stay in touch.

“Jim couldn't sense you through the harrier last time - * MeCoy besan.

Spock half smiled. ™Je have far wore experience of communicating now than
we did then, In addition, this barrier is disintegrating, or so it seecms. ind
~ ag I said - we will have the full bend." e locked at Meloy, almost shyly,
M7ill you be our Vitness'™ he asked diffidently. Xirk nodded his agreement.

Touched, instinctively aware of how important it was to them %o have a
Witness, even though as far as Vulcan was cnncerned they were already fv?Wy
bonded, Uefoy sald quietly, I would be honoured.!

“Thank vou,» Spock murmured.

After an infinitesimal pause, Wirk hslf changed the subject, realising that
.|

before they did anything more thay had to have their plan fully worked out. ‘“hat
exactly do you want me to do?" he asked.

TRire t I wmust reconstruct certain of my equipment for wmaking a t'doorway!,
When I go through at one place, you must close that door. T will cloge the
other end. (Jve me some minutes to do so - although T Pxpect to be able to
inform you when I have closed it. Then wreturn to the other doorway. and T will
i
1

follow, using your mind to guide me. It must be on foot, however, as T think
uniikely that I will be able to acquire itransport, and if vou itravel too fast

sy not be able o follow exactly where you gulde me. Then I will return thiough
the second doowwsny. I will try to close it as I pass through, though I way not
have the time ~ it all depends on how rapidly a traveller passes throusgh the
barrier. Once I am back, you must close the second dooxr. The one doorwzy in

the other vniverse might remain open - but alone, will probably be harmless,®

Eirk =ht it over for a moment. “We'll have to tell Stonm,® he said,
At least about the other universe. Get him to keep his men out of the wey, and




swear Voden, (hseral and Brown to silence,®

"If Drovm survives, ¥ MeCoy sald bluntly. 'Yes, his condition is relatively
stable; but he ng}§.8t111 die, ile's vexry 1ll.M

Spock nodded accepltance of the comment., "Jim, will you speak to Stonn® I
mist concentrate on bullding the necessary eguipment.®

ey, of courge."

TinceseJim?  He held out his hand, fingers ready for a meld. “Pow? I+
will give us o little time to adjust to the full bond.r

MHow, ¥ ¥irk agreed gladly.

D‘_.
©

Spock's hand touched the Human's face, fingers falling easily into
contact points. Wirk reached out, duplicsting the gesture.

//Jime . egive me your wind.//
//ity wind is youws.//

Yarmih washad through the fuman. He had learned how important he was o
Spocky he had sensed in thelr melds, in their half-formed hond, the wnwavering
affection the Vulcan felt for him., ow, the wave of pure love that flowed into
hig receptive wind aimost overwhelmed him. He allowed himself to be carried
avay in the flcod, fleoating unresisting for some seconds before he summoned up
the strenzgth tc penetrate his bondmate's wmind.

//L love you, tthy'la - my chosen brother,//

fle felt the Vulcan's thoughts eddy, drawing the Buman mind deep into his
owvn winile at the same time the mainsiream of his thoughts continued to pour
throvrh Kivk's wind. If only I was telepathic too, Kirk thought regretiully.
This utter belonging vas s0...wonderiul, SO Teassuring, o filling and fulfiil~
ing - and that was with only one pariner telepathic.

He became aware of gentle mind laughter.
nignock 1/

[/t does not matter that you are not a telepath, Jim. The bond is nades;
our wmindg are one. There are noe longer any barriers save those we maindzin 4o
rermit us to funcilon independently.//

There was 2 sense of triumph, almost, in the Vulcan's thoughts, wmingled
with an epl Tear that was alrvendy dissipating, an apologetic hunger thet
sovght fou Ty and Kirk, feeling it, fed it willingly. //I love vou,
Spock. L re vou. I otrust you. rOW coula you deny us this for so long. ,/
Almost seousing. /flo feel with you...// His arms slid easily around #pock,
holding hig bhondma ate close, Spock relaxed against himg Kirk felt the westraint
the vulcan bhad been exercising for so long vanish as he gave himself up to the
physical and wnental embrace.

7

Mow he knew what it had been like for Spock for go long: why Swock had
been...not unvwell, exactly, but not well either. The half bond must have been
torture, tantaliging the Vulcan with its hints of what could be...like 2 huongxry
man sitting at 2 table laden with his favourite food, but unable to eat anything
because a parcvier existed between him and it.

Well, the harrier existed no more, would net have existed as long as this
but for QuOCK'S misplaced -~ but understandable = consideration,

They stood for some seconds, no longer ftrxrying to commnicate but simnly
allowing thelr affection for weach other to reach out and reaffirm their i botal
commitment,

At last Snock dropped his hend, and ¥Wirk copied him., Thelr minds were
gtill locked. //shield your mind, Jim.//

Tt wag hardly a shield, more like a veil, Kivk thought. His awarenesg of



Spock wae as great, new, as it had ever been in a full weld, and that was with

g mental shield in vlace. Tt showed him just how much had been missing before ~
how much he, as a2 non-telepath, had not known was wissing from their previous
contact, He koevw that Spock was aware of his reslisation, and feared his
reaction even veat.

e smiled again. Maintaining the shield, he tried to project a feeling of
reagsuranca, knew he had failed, and dropped the shield in order to confoxrt
Spock. //Tt's 211 wight, Spock. It feels wonderful.//

/fTry e shield again, Jim - remsmber what I taught you. You should be
zble to form a beltver shield than that, even though it isn't as complete as
before...// “Yes, that is excellent.”

FMeCoy watched, strangely unembarrassed, realising that the words wers the
lest part of o telepathic exchange, glad that his friends took his presence 8o
much for granted that they wanted hig presence now, in what had to be such an
important woement for them both, but net sure whether to envy then their close-
ness or be relieved that he did not have that sort of complets rapport with
anyone, Good old Fuman friendship was enough for him.
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Spock hroke the contact as he remembered the task at h’md.,,.r "Let me know
if Browm recovers consciousness,® he said, "I will be in my guarters, const-
ructing the necessary apparatus,?

"hen do you want me to speak to Stonn¥™ Kirk asked,

As soon a8 possible,” Kirk decided. "The sooner everything is done, the
better. If these shocks get any worse, the fabric of the barrier might be so

1L

damaged that we would be unable to repair it.M

“"Then T'1)l go immnediately." He touched his fingers to Spock's, then strode
out, Spock followed, leaving McCoy slightly puzzled at the totality of their
return to 'morxmal' from the emotional ‘thigh' he had Witnessed..,and feeling ever
go slightly bereft of scomething unidentified and unidentifiable.

AL AL M ML
PR O K

It wes. late now on the planet, The research complex had not closed down
for the night - o skeleton staff remained on duty in case of any disfurbances
then - bt Stonn himself had gone home.

SRiTke here,” the Human sald briskly. "I'm sorry to disturb you so late,
but it's imporitant that I spesk to you as socon as possible. Way T beam downds

"Weg, of course,® Stomm replied, Ee was slightly puszzled, then decided
thet since Kirk was Science Officer, he must want o possibly more detailed
discussion of events then had been possgible with his non-scientific Commending
Cfficer around. He gave Hirk the co-ordinates of hisg house, and the Human
materislised seconds later.

Kirk woved forward, hend help up in greeting. "Iive long and prosper,” he
said, and Stonn was forced fo concede his good mamners.

"Peace and long life,* he replied. *“You have mel T'Pring -~ this is T'3u,

wy primaxy wile: wy children, S'gath, T'Basi, Spandel, Su'lar and Ttzel.® ia
indicated them in strict order of age. The first four were well-grown, neaily
aduit; Tlzel wes wuch younger, only six or seven, Kirk decided. There wasg

nothing to indicate which woman had mothered each child.

Kirk lowered his head in a half bow directed at all Stomm's family. ©ray
you live long and productive lives,” the standerd greeting for the young. “he
formplities were sometimes tedious, but once over they ensured o , permanent
acquaintenceship which might, Kirk thought, serve to dull m'“rlno’s obvious fear
of his bondumate, A 1east thls time they had all been got over with in one gor
he had not nad o ueet Stonn's family one at s time.

He turned his attention to the scientist. "May I speak with you alone,
sir? This is o watber of some...delicacy, and seriously, the fewer people who
know about it, the better - for the security of the Federation, I do not doubid
the discretion of your family, and T know well the utter reliability of the
Vulcan rece - but what is not known cannct be repested, even hy accident.

Stonn's eyes opened widey he nodded, and the women ushered the children
out, Cnly T'Pring, the scientist, geemed to hesitate for a moment, looking ot
¥ick, then ghe too went out.

Stonn weited, watching Kirk. Wow that the time had come, the Human was

1

nesitent to begin. Finally he said, with Vulcan directness,

Some tiwme ago, Commodore Spock formulated a theory that this was not the
only universe in existence. It is o theory thai had been speculated about on
Farth centuries ago, but had been forgotten about due to the impossibility of
proving it. The theory was that several universes co-existed wlth this one,
and that bharriers exlsted between them. He is not a scientist -~ " he spoke the
lie convinceingly enough - "put he is interested in the subject, and - well, he
had a flagh of ingight: he was able to develop an apparatus that did indeed
prove the existence of other universes. His investigations, however, indicated
to him thet pegitive knowledge of these other universes, together with an
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apparatus for penctrating them, ecould be incredibly dangerous if it fell into
the wrong hands. After comsiderable thought, he destroyed his apparatus, a1l
his notes, and suppressed the discovery. Eefore doing so, however, he went
into at least two other univeises for a brief time, ILater, he rebuilt his
apparatus Tox visit to one of those universes - it held certain wmedical
knowledge that he knew would be of value here., He and T both went through, and
although we retummed safely, we had proof of the dangers of the tranefer; I
was very 1ll on wmy return. He destroyed his apvaratus once wore, and falad
research into the medication we had brouszht back,

o o
5o
2

e suspected that the disturbances here were due 4o a flaw in the barrier
between this universe and another; we are now sure of it., Your techniciazn
Prown is vexry 1ll, unconscious in fact, with the same readings that I ghowed on
my return through the barrier, but more marked; and while he was away...the
life form that we found in the desert was another Brown, who had come from o
laboratory somevhere that had been built specially to investigate the disturb~

Stonn went pale, UIL the barrier between two universes were to crumble,
surely there would be widespread devastation," he said.

FThere could be almost complete annihilation, at least in the ares cloge
to the breach,” kKirk said flatly. "Spock believes it might be pogsidle +to
repalr the Ulaws if we move guickly. He is rebuilding certain of hig apparaius
- againl 1t is fortunate that Vulcans have such excellent memories.™ fie saw
Stonn fiinch slightly, and realised that the scientist was remembering a young
woman who had chosen not to marry the younger Spock but had instead become the
secondary wile of an at that time unimportant, although smbitious, scientist.
l'm sorey, six -~ T had not intended to revive your memories - yes, I kaow about
TtPring, Pevbavs T might have a» word with her Lefore I leave — I may be able to
reassure herw on ceritain points,”

fithe iz afreid of Spock,” Storm admitted.

Kirk nodded. %I realised that, And that you, also, were somewhat
apprenensive,

"Her Teers wére infectious.t

finderstandably so. It Speck has...mellowed...since our bonding, Howevern,
as I was soying - once his eguipment is rebuilt, Spock plans to go throush one
doorway, se that we can close it from both sidesy then we will usge the hond--link
to lead him to the other door, throuzh which he will retum. Then we will closgoe
it as well, ‘hereafter, we will sinply...not know what ceused the disturbances
to ceass, eny wmore than we know what caused them to begin, Only you, Suock, T,
Mefoy and I will know the whole truth, although ocur Chief "mgineer knows some of
it. Your three wen - Dr. Voden, Ster Cherzl) snd PBrown — will know sowethir
but I'n suwe you can persuade them that nobody would belicve such an unlikely

storyesa®

Ny axe you telling we all this?' Stonn asked. “Surely it would be safer
g

~ in your o words = if even I did not know,®

] Coyoun Dor your trust.t  Stonn thought for a woment. “This will bhe
very dangsrous for Spock, will it notyw

were possible for wme to go ingtead... But we know thatb

resigbant to the debilitating effects of trensfer than Fuma
end back almost killed frovn, while Spock made such o tr: ;
with 1ittle 111 effect; = temporary discrientation, nothing

Vulcans
The trip
a couple
more.’”
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They discussed the situation for a little longer, then Kirk said, "I should
return to the Interprise soony Spock = # e broke off, wawilling to lebt Storn
know how much 8poclk needed - wanted -~ his bondmate's comforting presence near
him. In time the raw ache, caused by Spock's long-denied need for the full bond,
would fade, but for now, in spite of the shield, he had been aware as he had
never been hefore of Spock wanting him close. ™May I see T!'Pring?#

0L course.”  Stonn went to the door and opened it a minute later, M'Pxring
arrived. Stomn nodded to Kirk. "Peace and long life," he said again, and left.

"You wanted to see me?" T'Pring asked. Her voice was quite contrzolled, but
there was a tremor in it that she could not completely disguise.

“Yes. You don't have to worry, you know - about Spoclk, I mean. TLe's guite
grateful to you now. He always did prefer male partners... FHig family council
was quite startled when he announced that T was his chosen bondmaie, bHutbt thers
was nothing they couid do about ity male bonding way be rare, but nobody had
ever thought to remove the provigion from the legislation.™ ¥e grinned suddenly.
"You'ld be surprised what you can get away with sometimes, perfectly legmslly, just
becavge & lew has fallen inte disuse and been forgotten. OFf course, 2 lob of the
time, legislation is immediately passed to prevent anyone else getiing sway with
the same thing, depending on how public it's been. Nobody seems 0 care though
that one pain of wmeales of the present day decided te bond: the provision for
male bonding ig still in the statute bocks for any others who want to use it,

I imagine becauge 1t was such a time~honoured custom in the past.?

Tt'Pring locked intently at him. ®You are...content??
"Wery, Kirk assured her,

HBU_-t' . I

(510N AP AE

As o child...he was very cruel...®

YAs a child, he vwas very unhappy. He didn't know who he was - or what to
do with himself. He had Human emctionsg that he could not cope with - his mother
was dead, she couldn't tesch him, 3ut once exposed to Humang, he began te leain,.”

“I SCC el 'thj..ﬂkcﬁ

"a no longer feels resentment, T'Pring. He is bonded to me, and we have
a secondary wife who has given us two children. He is happy -~ asg, forgive me,
he would not have been had you married him. T can give him the emotional

response he needs becguse of his Human bloody you could not have done so, Tor
Vulcan emctions are not the same as Human ones.®

"It is true I never understood himy I feared him, what I knew of him,F®

Kirk could well understand that. And T'Pring had not been the Caplbaints
helpless slave, forced to submit to his every whim,

//diat !
Kirk wveised his head. "I must go now, T'Pring. Spock wants me. We wigh

you every havoniness for the future.® He pulled out his commmicator. #Hirk o
terprise. teady to beam up.®

As he shiuwmered away, Stonn came back into the room. T!'Pring watched the
space Where Kirk had been, her face a confused mixture of emotions that were
obvious te Stonn, a mixture in which pity was predominant,

“He galid T wasn't to worry about Spock any more, But Stonn - I'm sure he
is afraid of S8pock, although he denies it. We sald Spock wanted himg ha left
immediately, and I could see that he was worried.”

Stomn wag lesgs sure, It could be that the Commodore needed his Science
Officer's assistence in the work in which he was currently occupied., BRut of
courdge he could not tell T'Pring that. MNe could only be grateful that the Human
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had taken the time to try to weassure T'Pring...and amazed at the depth of
Tirk's understanding, He himself had thought T'Pring to be betreying little of
her terror, ol Least to Human eyes.

As he walked the corridors to give the order to vacate the laborztory
Yirk's theoretical 'doorway' was in, ftonn decided that Humens did, perhans,
tave more depth to their minds than he had previously thought, Certeinly this
one did,

Voden and Cherzl, the twe men who used this laboratory most, were still
both thewe, working busily but without the whole~hearted concentration thet
usually charscierised most of the research staff on Megafor, and Stonn Ynow that
the mystery of frown's disappearance and reappearance must be weighing hesvily
on them. ihey accepted his order with no more than a token protest, instently
silenced when Stonn sald, "We don't want to risk anyone else disappearing the
way Brown did, Until we know what haprened - or have some assurance that it
will not heypen agzin - I want this room kept empty. Mr. Zirk will be coming
down to conduct some sort of test in it =~ they have a theory to explain vhat
happened it require more proof before announcing it."

Mo you know how Rrown isg, sir® Voden asked,
T understand he is gtill unconscious,™ Storm replied.
111 he bhe all wighty®

e ig very 11l - that is all I know." ie waited until the two scientists
had begun to gzther up their notes preparatory to leaving the room, before add-
ing, "There is just one more thing, gentlemen - we know whatl heppsnsd to
technlcian rown, how he vanished and then reappeared a short time later...but
it would not do for that information to be too widely discussed.®

Minless we could explain it, sir, nobody would believe us anyway," Voden

said drxily. I for one have no intention of speaking about it. It'd just =s
goon fTorget 1T ever happened,y

Cheral nedded agreement. "I wouldn't even care to speculste on what could
have caused Frown's...vanishing act., ITtm just glad we're not the ones who have
to come up with an answer for it,v

THave you any idea what their theory is, sir?" Voden asked curiously.

fOnly a generel outline,” Stonn replied cauticusily. %Some sort of trang
porter effcet coused by freak solar conditions,” he lied with an ease that
surprised himgelf, Iis subconscious mind, he realised, wust have been counsider-

ing what %o say i1f he wes asked.

Cheral frowmed. 1If so,and if those conditions vewre o recur on a heavily
populatad planct. ..’

“rhat, T believe, is one of the things Mr. Kirk wishes to test — the
possibility of any recurrence,m e ushered the two scientisis to the door.
"yhile this xoowm rewmains empby, vou can share Tr. Bex's laboratoryf

Wes, six, Hehind Stonn's back, the two men exchanged a rueful zlonce.
ot that they disliked Yexz but the Tellarite's abrupt manner was hard to Live
with for wore than & short pericd a2t & time, which was why he had a lsboratory
to himself, “he station persornel had an unofficial rots for socialising with
Dex which pave the Tellarite plenty of company without being too grest 2 5uW°jn
on any of the oul ~ even the most imperturbable of them cccasionglly found
himgelf setiting itated at Pex's abrupt manner of speaking.

=g

~

Stonn opened the door of Bex's laboratory and entered, clogely followed
by the others. Hex looked up. Well?w

Bl afradid 1111 heve bto ask you to share your accomedsation with gtew Cheral
and Dr. Voden for a little while. Capitein Hirk wants the use of a lwborﬂt@rv
down here to covry out gsome Ttests and theirs seemed the most suitable for his
marpeose. They could, of course, use the main laboratory, but the eguipments
there is too general, there is =0 wmuch coming and going..."
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Wery well,”® Tt gounded ungraclousg, but Jex's ears twitched in what, to
the Tellarites, was 2 smile. He moved to 2, long bench and swept sone pazers
of f it with what was almost a flourish. HThere is a selection of egulpment in
this cupboard - if you require anything else, Just ask." He pressed a switch,
and a unit slid from the wall., 7A computer you can ugse freely - I prefer thot
one,' He indicated a small computer fterminal where he had been working.

“henks, Yoden sald. He was well aware that mcst of the scientists on the
ation -~ inc¢luding himself - would have been at least wmildly amnoyed at having
other geientists billetbted on them at no notice at all, but Bex gave the ilupress-—

1

ion, through his actions, of being positively delighted o have them there,.
Stonn nodded o them, and left. He went back to his rcom and activated
the radio. “inberprise.?
The pleasant female voice thaet answered him was sowmething of s surprise,
“rnterprise. L. Uhura.?”

Hen T speak with either Captein Kirk or Comnodore Spock, please. This is
Stomm.h®

HOne mowment, sir.  T'11 pul you through.™ There was a brief silence, then,

ek heve,®

tThe laborstory is resdy for you, Capltain.®

thanks. We'lll be down showtly -~ T can't be precise, the instruments we
need are having to he adjusted and it's delicate work.¥

"Tunderstand. Contact me when you're ready. Stonn out,”

L A A TN
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Tven expecting 1%, Hpock was startled hy the suddenness with which his
surroundings changed. There was an abruptness that had not been there when he
transferred uwsing his 'itransporter': i1t was noe wonder that the two firowns had
been shalken by it, especially since they had no reason - no resson at gll -
to expect such a thing te happen.

e recovered hig wits relatively guickly, glad to find that there was not
the same scnge of disorientation that he had experienced ~ albeit mildly - on
hisg last teensfer. Yes, it was probably the shock rather than the transfer that
had so affected the two Mamans. He sent a hasty resssurance over the bond-linlk
to his smxious friend before carefully operating the mechaniswm designed to closze
the 'doorway', ¥Fisg awareness of Mirk's wmind diminished slightly and he realised
that the nechanisa had worked. This doorway at least was blocked.

He locked arcund. This part of the planet -- in this universe ~ wag a wich,
fertile area, long lush grass with a few scattered Treeg.  He could feel the tug
of ¥irk's wind woving away, and began To follow, taking careful note of his
surroundings he went., ot that he would be able to report on this, hut he
knew thot Lirk would be interested...Stonn, Htoo, could bhe told. In this universe,
the disagter that had overtsken thelr NMegafor had not happened.

He had Feared it might be difficult to follow vwhere Wirk led, but it was
easier thon ne had expected, and he moved eagily through the long grass,

Straﬁre, though — this planet looked highly suitable for colonisationa..
vhy was it not colonised? The animals he noticed all looked to be completely
vilde.. O3 vwerhans 1t was colonised, but only sparsely. This region wmight be
outwith the setiled region,

Tt wes equally strange how events could differ in the same universes even
vhen pecple and places were the same,

"he second doorvay, he knew, was some ten kilometres from the first one,
and ingide o bmilding. e had chosen not to arrive at that one in case he
materinlised inside sn occupied roomy it would be easier to slip into the
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nlace, hide, fiad the appropriate room once the stalf had left for the nie

It would lengthen the time he spent in this allen universe, but that misht lessen
the shoclt of

Lgh
merely disorvientetedy ths second one, on his return, was unconscious...

vra - which he was sure he would feel, The first Brown had been

de made good time for fully an hour, Ahead of him, perhaps & mile away,
he could gee buildings, and he sent a message over the bond-link. //Slowerg
Jim = I'm coming e habitation., I imagine it's the first Brown's resesrch
station.//

/[

He walked on for a few huadred yards before slowing even move., //TtTe o
fairly extensive station,// he reported. //All prefabricated buildings. I%
appears to be designed to have a large staff: fully threecguarters of the huilde

ings give the eppearance of being living quarters. ¥o sign of anyone around.//

The pull of his bondmate’s mind glowed noticeably.

He pauged on a2 low rise overiooking the station and surveved the base,
crouching low and peering throvgh the long grass., He could feel Wirkts wind
touch still pulling him forward, and he checked the route he would have to take.

every sense alert. Provided all random factors ran in his favour, even if he
was seen he would not be identified - at first -~ as an intruder, as long as he
wallced unhurriedly and as if he had every xight to be there. Put he coulid not
begin to walk confidently forward unitil he was at the very edge of the complex -
what would one of their men be doing wandering in the open countryside?

It definitely zave the appearance of being deserted. He moved forward ngain
o i s 9
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verything remeined guiet. FHe glanced up at the sky. The sun was still
hign - at latest 1t was mid afterncon, local time. There should bhe pecvle heroe..
He thought hocks The Brown of this universe said the place was 'being consi-
ructed', and now that he came to look closer, there yags an...unfinished...look
to everyithing

It ¢ tomake sense, DBven if construction was not yvet finished; thesse
should be i workers arcunds construction crew, techniclans. ¥nless...
unless s gudden disappesrence and equally sudden and mysterious reopyessnce

had frightened tThem all awny.

"o 2l not)  The construction teams assigned o work on undeveloped
planets were slways Sterflect-employed - st least, it was =0 in both the -
universes wd Lived in. He could not think it would be different here.

Starfleet would never employ men who would Jump at even robust shadows.

The windlin
belng dras

where Rrov

red him onwards, e was close; now, to the building he was
ter he could sense in Kirk's mind the awareness that heve was

1

hed been Tound.

1

Thiz tuilding looked to he completed, but even so 11 had a strangely
derelict look abhcout it...

Cnee inside the bullding he realisged why. This research station had either
been badly sited oxr they had been fantastically unlucky. Rarthquake damage

ghowed cleariy in the cracked internal walls, the broken plaster underneath the
hole where 2 Jagged end of brocken rafter poked through the ceiling.

He grunted b0 himself, This damsge musy be very recent ~ probably consad
vy the...vnetever 1t was that swopped the two RBrowns back to their own univers
for this universe's Brown had been working at a console when he was trens

in the fivet vlace.

Through thi

8 dOoOTes

i

Sure that he was alone in this deserted place,; he opened the door confid-
ently - i oeven 23 he opened it he heard voices. A sniit second of indecisi
then he decided Yo bluff it out., I've heen sent to investigate the
thovght, and walked in...end frome. T

on,
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The two men shbanding beside o twisted console looked round as the doon
opened and gtared ot hlm open~nouthed., THpocktTH

shat Uqlvezse Wog this?

Te hod assumed from the available evidence that the disturbance was with
an anbi-matter universe and that the earthyguakes and magnetic surges were couged
by the meeting end mutual annihilation of matter and antimatter particles. Fow
it seemed that he was wrong. Were the varistionsg simply caused by the differ-
ences between o natural, extensive 'sateway' and the temporary and limited
pagsagevay he had created for himself? Could this -~ could this possibly he -
his own ow wl universe? T

"Dr, HoCoy. Mr. Scott.®
They stared at him for s moment longer, speechless. Then -

"Pidessdid you get home all right - you and Jim?? McCoy's volce was very
quiet.

He nodded, YYes, Jim was...far from well, as a result of the transfer -
but he recovered. He ig...2t home, monitoring me now., You guessed what hapo-
ened ~ when Rrown disavppeared?d

Mot when he disappeared ~ but uhen he came back, we Thought it pomsible
that he'd...slid into another universe.

g o

THow is
iNead. The shock was too much for his heart.i

tightened siightly. %% am sorry. 'Our' Zrown lives, but he

Soockta livs
and very 11l.Y

in unconscious

“5poci - ig this a natursl doorway between the universes? There wasntt
any disburhonce vhen you - well -~ travelled.®

tije believe so. DBut not justone doorway...Dones. We surmise two,
gpproximately ten kilometres apart. I have come through to close them, othern
both universes could sagily be destroyed. Vhen we didn't realise was that it
could be - would be - this one that was interascting with ouwrs,”

Fhere's no chance that..,that your experiments helped create the doorway: s
MeCoy asked, |

T would doubt it. Wy method of tremsfer - I either ftravelled from, om
to, Vulcan in this universe. I1f I had been responsible, surely Vulcan would
havwe Been the focnl vnoint of the disturbances.”

Scott suoke for the first time, ow do you provose to close these
doorways 4

TRy using s nechanisw similar to the one thal permitied me to penetrate
the barrier bhefore., I had thought that T night have to leave this doorwoy cpen
2t this end - however,; since you both are here, you can close it for me cnee I

.-

o through.©
Whve, Scott said. YPell uve what to do, and we can do it.©

Spock indicdated the mechanism he held. “Press this button,” he seide =1
need to retain it until the doorway is opened sgain - once I press the return
button T will drop the unit - and hope thot I drop it in timel Transfer is
very precipitate.”

Papocite e o Feloy sald.  You are...still happy?®

Yes, Spock said quietly. Jim and I now have a full mental bond - ond
yhile we have not had the opportunity to explore it fully yet, I know we will
both find it very rewarding. %Ye have a secondary wife who has given ug two
children -+ twins. Jim is the biclogical father, of course. We haven't seeb
them yet, hut Tthau sssures us that the girl looks like Tavara and the boy has



63

a certain resemblance to Jiw...though how she can tell when they are so young,
T do not profess to understand, In my experience, chlldren 211 look wvery wuch
alike for the first months of their lives,®

WeCoy chuekled. PAh, but your experience is pretty limited, isn't itos
Spock swmiled, YYes, T belleve it ig,v

feott was looking alt Spock's slgeve, YAnd you're a Commodore agnl

"Yem, Jim is a Captein -~ and still my Plrst Officer. As 2 bonded paiwn,
we cannot be separated elther - not since we registered our bonding with Ster
fleet,® ©e glanced scross the room. “Jim is beginning to worry because I hzve
not returied,” he said guietly. 'And indeed,; the doorwasy should be closed ae
scon a8 posaible, for the seke of both our universes., 1 am pleassed that I heve
geen you both again, Bones, Scotty.t

fpmen to that, MeCoy seid.  And Speck ~ give our leve to Jim.®
“T will do so, Live long, my friends ~ and prosper.™

The unit clotbered Lo the ground as he vanished. MceCoy bent and retriseved
it, then thrust it at Scotb. ”You de ity Scotty ~ T wmight press the wrong
tutton,® plinke “rd9 deternined not o, cry. Spock was happy, he was with
Jim...and that mattered., It wasn't as if he was slone, anyway -
he and Scotty !

4 alvays been friends, and since Spock's last 'visit! they ha d
become very close.

Scobt
Leonaid.

the button. ™We'd hetter find a deep hole to bury this,

FeCoy noddad.  “Yesa...and then forget where.?
“and - we have no idep why the disturbances have stopped.”

u'\ 011(3
communicator,

reed., "Let's get away fyom here.,” He pulled out his
terprise - we're ready to beam up.®

BT A
i L S PO

he materialised, Arms czusht him, steadying hiwm.

supporting arms,.  MJiw®

e else did you think it would bet®

2 CCO:V. fo

Tt here.” s volce was brusdue ag he an a SCanney ovew

"Yem, BPOoC
: it, mon, sit down before you fall downlY

the Vulcan.

hig hondmate carefully, and crouched beside him, “ihe doox

hoargely. "Pave you closed it°T

Kirk
way % Spock

Firk
ialtisged,

e turned, looking at the spot where the Vulcan had malter-
“Hot until we move you a little way. We're too closce-

“they should have closed it at the other side,” Spock wmuttered.
wiheyt  Who S Eirk asgked sharxply.

MeCoT e eacnd Heotl, o

e Coy
was net g
hond 1inkiﬁg

and Seott?  Spock had to know what he was talking about, but ¥i
he could follow hig bondmate's line of thought, even with
heir minds.

ey both send you thelr lovel®
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Bifphts
HJim, do vou know what universe we were linked $o?¢
e one...the one you came from originally?®

Wag," #Hwoock Tell silent for a2 moment, then sald, "I always did d&know that

oy
there wag gome reason why we were brought together. Wag this why, Jiw? o
that, bonded, we could remove something that was a danger to hoth our wnivergesgy®

RN

WPerhans,” Kirk gaid., "0r perhaps it was just that we needed each ather
so wmuch that nothing could keep wug apart.h

ETAERRY IV A AL Ak a3k
AT T
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Gtonn hed been on edge £ll evening. Hig wives were fully awere cof 1%, his

children hardly less so,.

Ag Tthey finlshed the wmesl that Stonn had barely touched, T'8u snd Tliasi
began clearing the table, and T'Pring indicated that S'gath should take the
other children awey; when they were alone, she turned to Stonn.

et is wrong, husband? Does Spock... 7

Tihey -have an idea of what might be causing the disturbances," Stonn
replied. I have been waiting to hear from them about it - that is all., As
far as you are concerned - did Captain Kirk not tell you that you have nothing
to fezr from Spock?H ‘

TY eS8, ea

nid vou not helieve him¥®

ST T

£

that he believed what he gaid.?

dAnd do you not believe that if Spock had been Iying te him, he would not
have seen it In thelw hond®H

e lg Fumon: we cannct know 1T they are as sensitive to the hond a2z we
Yulecang.” ‘

BT helleve Captain Wirk is fully sensitive to the bond - and that he hns
considerahle influence over Spock.’

M Peing shook her head. #You wmoy be right - but T will not breathe peace
fully unt

4

“And Lf he does, without attempting to harm any of us™™

9T must concede that the
have considersd pogsible.w

Faman's influence over him is greater than I wouvld

HThen let us Jeave it at that. DMeanwhile...I wish they would contact mel”
Wirigh, hughond?s

Stonn siloved a rueful expression to show. "Wes, my wife. Some Fuman
habits are guite...contaglious.” He was intermupted by a brisk knock on the
deor. Y8ee wino thot iz, my wife.®

-

MPring vent to the door, and instinctively shrank back as Spock stepned
forward.. =1 would speak with your hushband,” he said evenly.

P

She shivered. “Yes, Commodore,®

A e stood aslde to let him pass, Kirk gripped her arm. “Dontt
worryl¥ he softly.

Stonn nodded foxr her to leave, and she went gratefully. Asg goon ag the
door wag closed, he turned almest eagerly. PWell?w

(A=)

by

v as we can tell, we have successfully closed the doorways linking
the two tvniverszes,® Snock sald., "We cammot be certain, however but if there is
f

no recury the disturbances in the immediate future, I think we can assune
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that we have heen guccessful,®
Stomn looked closely st him. “You Look tired.

WIt is .- guite draining,® Spock admitied. Our Chief Medical Officer
1

wants me haek on board and confined teo bed for twenty-four hours...znd I confess,
I do not wesist his prescrivtion. Rest will be welcome,™

W1l you report what you have done?® Stonn asked,

Yo « and T beg thet you also do not. We will simply say that we have no
wmore idea of why the disturbances stopped then we do of how they started.

"You degerve the credit - @

Yol - Bpock snapped. WStenn - think. My bondmate told you ~ the fever
people who know of thisg, the better. Contact between the universes is dangewous

~ more dangerous than you can guess, The Brown of the other universe died as
a result of it,"

e T thought - 1 thought he transferred back...?
e died, Stonn = heart failure. The shock of transfsr wags too much for
his sysbem.” o need to admit that it was the second transfer that killed him.

Yand our Hrovmyl

fas a rezsonable chance, although he will need intensive care for gsome
days yet."

9T wonder what they Think, in the other universe™® Stonn said theou

“ho knews T Spock replied guietly and not guite truthfully. Fe did not
know,.sbut he could eagily guess; as far as thoge who mattered were concerned.
Fe was quite sure that they, too, would claim ignorance...

L T 1O

Metoy 's

Ho we hove wet again, Spock and I.

Ly
ni

think he ig truly hepny - he has Jim again. I only I could have zone
throwgh, too -~ but T would not condsun L“at other MeCoy to the sorrow I have
knovn. 41 lesst T have become accustoned...

We duplied that 1t was the bonﬂ between himsell and Jim that enshled hinm to
come throuzh snd close these '600? .«  Heews qulte...dirvonic that it should be
this unives

they seved as well ss the one they live in.

T don et them -, T never cani  these twe men that I leoved. 'Even
aerosg tlwme ond gnace, you are cuy frisnd', Spock said to me once. I believe it.

k)

friends...and 211 the heppiness in the universe -~ in two universes. »ut T think
you have that already.

It is unlikely that our paths will cross agein. I wish you lduck, vy
1

Scotty
report. Of7
know nothing
Starficet

iestroyed the wechanism Spock left with uvs, and we have made no

ly, we — the ouly ones to know about the other universeg -

« In thig, nothing seems To be the wisest thing to know. Tet
tentists waste time trying to work it out -~ they will not, I am suxre.

ind thet ig an outcome devoutly to be wighed,

There had been no disturbances for almost & week.

dala in
]

the

Turing that time, Kirk had gone through the motions of examining
the intervests of blurring the p001t1ve acticn ihat they had taken, using
laboratory vecoted by Voden g Cheral for part of the time. At last, alter =z
brief discussion with Spock, he decided that they had waSund enough tlme, and
Suggested veporting to Starfleet that the disturbances appesred to have

eased 28 inexplicadbly as they had started.
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Spock duly compiled & report for Starfleet in which he and Xirk pul thelr
hesds together to produce a verbose style that - with luck - all but the wmost
dedicated scientist would find totally unreadable = which would be just as well,
for it said mothing to the point. Ytonn, after discussion with them, merely
sdmitted his totzl ignorance of what had caused both the disturbances and the
cessation of them, and directed any further enquiries %o Spock's report.

The reports sent off, Stonn invited Spock and his sendoy officers to a
semi-forual 'party! on what would probably be their last evening at Megalor;
new orders were almost certzin to come for the Enterprise by the following
morning. The commanders of the other bases were present, as were most of
Stonn's stalf,

To recognition of the fact that many of those present were elther Iumen or
of Fuman exirnction, the evening was arranged on mostly Human lines. G&uiet
background music provided a tuneful distraction for anyone who cared to dances
the meal was in the form of e buffet, with dishes from a1l the planets who had
representatives on Megafor.

Spock had discussed with Kirk what would be the best way for him to behave,
both to try to reassure T'Pring — it would have been cruel to have left her
bhelieving that Swnock still planned revenge zt some future date - yet keep hex
from suspectin' that the man present st the dinner was not the Captain that ghe
so feared. They decided that he should not try to speak to T'Pring himself,
but that it ”OU1d do no harm for him %Ho seek out her co-wife T'ouy Kirk's
assessment of Stonn's primery wife was that she was a pleasant woman but that -
for a Vulcan - she was not very intelligent; she had no professional training,
nor, spporently, did she have any interests apart from the care of Stonn's
children - and T'Pring, the scientist, was perfectly willing to leave the up-
bringing of her children to her co-wife. T'Su would take Spock at face value,
even if she knew T1Pring's dread of her former betrothed, and would probably,
they hoped, end vp telling T'Pring that Spock was not the monster she hed
thought hewr.

L few mimates with 73w confirmed Kirk's assessment in Spock's mind, T'5un
was a plessgant woman who could respond to an intelligent conversation and keep
it going, but only by encouraging her guests to talk about their own interesiss
how much she zctuclly understood of what was said was doubtful. She could not
be called stopid hy any standards, but she was not clever, either, T'Pring, on
the other hend, was undoubtedly brilliant...but lacked T'Su's placid acceptance
of life. #he fomily was probably very happy, being well-balonced, the two
wives complemeating sach other.

Spock was holf aware of T'Pring watching him intently as he spoke ®o ''Su.
Did she think that he would attempt to harm the older weman® Then with a shocek
he realised that she probably did, that it was exactly what she would expect of

hig original in this universe...and what he would have expected of that
gpock too, come to think of it. Mewory of an entry in the Captain's long-
destroyed personzl log surfaced - 'I permit no-one to harm wme.! Aind another

entry - '&nvow > foolish enough to feel affection for another can be hexmed
through that uf;ectlon. T do not permit mysel? to feel anything.!

If only that
!

had been true! Jim would have been saved so much agony -~ and
yet, if it had been

true, Jim would not have been there to need him,.s

4s T1ou turned away from him to speak to another guest — Decius, the
Pomulan commander of one of the lesser bages ~ Spock found Kirk at his sids.
iqonething troubles you,™ Kirk murmured.

s mem0£y...und a thought,” Spock said softly. "If the Captain had not
been 25 he was, vou would not have needed me - and I would not be here today."

7irk ncdded. “Noes it sound terribly masochistic if I say that I'm glad -
now - that he wags so cruel? DRecause you are hers today?" He held out his hand9
fingers extended, to the Tulean, and Spock responded instantly.
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iLett's find »n quiet corner for a moment,” Spock said. " We'lve herdly had o
moment to ourselves since we completed the hond...and T find wyselfl longin
for wy bondmate's company.

<

Kirk smiled, “In o way it's been a wasted weelk," he admitted. "Qceoupied
with make-work - but 1it's been necessary." He glanced round. “YThere are some
chzirs in the hall. We could go out there.f

Spock followed him. Felther saw T'Pring woiching them, cevefully moving %o
where she could atill see them without appearing to be spying.

In the hall, thelr eyes were atiracted upwards by a wmovement, Xirk grinned,
recogniging the stordy form of Tlzel, the voungest of Stonn's children. Vuleon
or no, in 2 fasghion typical of the young of any planei, she had been attrocted
from her room by curicosity, probably slightly annoyed that her older siblings,
Staath and TfR2si, were permitted to be present at the partys Spandel and sutlar,
while not quite old enough to attend, would be old enough to overcome thelr
curicsity. She could see nothing, but her ears were certainly busy encugh as
ghe leaned over the railing, encouraged by XKirk's smile and the fallure of
aither man to indicate displeagure.

They sat, relexing silently, content.

Frow the roowm, T'Pring could no longer see them for other guests standing
between her and the door, novw that thelr heads were at a lower level, She moved
slowly through the roowm, intending to find = new position from which she could
wgbeh thew, when fBex spoke to her and manners compellad her to stop and respond
to him,

The two men velaxing in the hallway stiffened as an omincus cracking sound
came frow above them. They moved almost a8 one ag g white shape fell towsrds
then, then ¥irk vealised that his bondmate was nearer and drew back so a8 not
to hamper him a2s he cuaght the falling child,

Tzel gtored up at her rescuer, her face slmogt ag white as her gowin.
Spock glanced at Kirk, unsure of what best to do.

"Telke her boek to bed, Speck —~ 111l zet one of her parents,’ ¥irk sald.
The Vulcan nodded and began to meount the steiry Xirk went back into the woom,
gloncing »ound., He saw M'Pring alwost immediately, and crossed o her.

Wiaxcuse me, $iv," he apclogised to Bex, and turned to her. UCeon you coms,
T Pring,  he went on. “0'zel has had a slight accident - we don't think ghe's
hurt, but she hes had a fright. Spock is with her «

Sgpock Tt MtPeing's  eyes widened in fear. "ilone with T'zel®  Zhe hurried
towards the door.

Tron the doorway she saw the broken railing, and spared the time 1o glance
at Kivk. %e renlly should have chased her awsy,” he admitited, "but she wos
enjoving listening to the music and the volces...”

She fell throusgh the roilingt®

"Wes, swock caught her,” e followed the hurrying woman up the sdair.

miPping burst into the child's roowm in time to see Spock tucking the shest
round Trzel'ls shoulders, and hear the quiet "thank you," Tthe child said.

Spock looked down at her. ¥me does not need to thank a logical acticn,”
he gaid guietly. Ue straightened ss T'Pring reached them.

are you all right, Ttmel?® M™Pring asked, her eyes bright with woryy.

Y
HVeag, mother,y

I

only, I think," Spock said, still quietly.

150 Captain Kirk said, but I had to be sure.” ghe looked at him. #I%
was.esthe perfect chance for revenge.”



A8

HTew.n0o longer seek revenge, Spock replied. T think that we are hoth
happier than we would have been together, T'Pring.” H#He locked at Kirk, his eves
content. “IT hag been a most enjoyable evening, T'Pring... Come, my hondwuat

he continued. “let ug return to the ghip,*

Kizk pulled ovt his cowmmunicatox,
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It seems as if Captain Kirk was telling the truth. Spock wag very vleasant
to me; and T confess that Stonn might bave been right ~ perhaps it was only the
mystery of the situation that made him appear to threatening before., I am no
longer afvaid of him = becausg...

Spock does geem..l.changed. Gentler, were understanding, Tis eves »
longer shuttered, hiding his every thought, but shine with what appears to Le
g very deep affection when he locke at his bondmate. There seems to be = e
rapporlt between them that I can almost envy.

Chiy, T have o good husband, T do not deny it, & co-wife vwho is my good
friend, and chiidren to be proud of. Fubt what they have...

Couwld T hawve had that kind of rapport with Spock, if I had had the courage
to bond with niwm® T will never know. I made wy choilce, and I do no%t weally
regret 14,

Tt now I find myself wondering...was it the right choice?

T will never know,.

¥
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Spock's

T am glad TtPring no longer fears, If I had realised just how wmuch she
had dreaded the Capiain's vengeance, T think I would have tried to reamssure
her before this...but perhaps 1t is ag well that T did not. She bhelieves w
change of character to be due to Jim's influencey she has no suspicion that T
am not the person I...yes,; pretend to be.

T zm tired, though - tired zs no Vulcan ought to be. Perhaps
Wo. It ds just the effect of going once more through the
coupled with the strain of the last weeks, the strain of...neceding

S0 Wuch, yeb hovis

oo 1

2 %o control wy wish for it...and the Joy of having it ot lost.
Strange hov jov can be so tlring,

Jim geesms more than hapoy, though he oo is tiredy IcCoy hag recommended
2 wmedical lLeave foxr both of us. We will wisit Vulcan, of course, dbut Jim wanis
to go to La?%h « 1t 1s » long time since he was 1azst there, and while he is
not homesiclk, the time always comes vhen one feeln a lenging for the familiar
gy of Chilﬂ“ﬂOd, the familiar smell of one's native planet., He does not wz
to vigit his childhood home, and that I can understands; his memories of those
days are wostly uwnbappy. So we will travel: visit those parts of jnxth that
call to us. HNot necessarily the standard tourist sitractions; but rather quiet,
remote soots where we can relax for a few days, enloy the scenery...and then ve
will comz bock to the Interprise,..our resl houme.

1

J/Sprck//
J/Come in, Jiw.// Spock flicked off the recorder.

¥irk eantersd, crossed to Spock's side, and sank into his favourite nosition,
curled uwn on the floor, leaning against his bondmate's kncees.
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