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Helloy, everyone, and welcome to Enterprise Incidents 3 = the first new zine put
out by ScoTpress.

Joncet, Valerie and I have one advantage over any other independent group -~ since
welve already been putting ocut zines for STAG for over five yeoars, everyone knows
wnat sort of zine to expect from usy we hope to continue putting out the sort
of zine that it scems most people enjoy.

48 most of you know, the First two lssues of Interprise Incidents consisted of
stories written by me, and originally we did consider that it was 'my' titles
however, when Lorraine ceme up with enough stories to £ill a zine {and in fact,
I have enough of her stories for another issus) we decided to use the Enterprise
Incidents title for any zine put out by ScoTpress in which the contents were all
written by the seme person.

Ve plan to have o gengine out in April as well as a novellas T have all the
material for it. Scdlpress will be putting out two different genzinessy one very
gimilar in type to Log Intries, and the other including material of a more adult
oxr controversial nature, although we d¢ not intend producing & zine which would
require to be age-rated. Frequency of this zine will of course depend on the
material receiwved.

Llthough we do have material for at least three zines, we are looking for more.
o need stories, and we nezd poetry. Some general artwork wouldn't go amiss
either. We can put out zines without much artwork — and have -~ but there's no
denying some good artwork really does set off a story. Stories should be about
the Fnterprise crew and in character for Gene Roddenberry's universe. They can
be series orientated or movie orientated, and can also be alternate unlverse.

But enough of me. Lorraine's stories lie before you. I hope you enjoy them ag
much as I did.

December 1980
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PRISON PLANET

Somewhere high in the purple-leaved trees an unseen hird trilled and carolled
its song to the lilac sky. The bronme-—skinned bvoy at the foot of the trees smiled
a3 he listened for a brief moment before moving silently on through ithe thick
forest. The bird-song receded into ithe background as he concentrated all his
senses on the task of hunting his family's meal. Since khis father's death he had
been the sole hunter in his small family group, and he knew he could not afford to
g0 back to the village without some kind of meat, A t'chaca, the long-necked leaf-
eater, would be good, or even a fat shoosne - with some of its eggs - would be a
f1illing meal.

The boy came to the edge of a clearing and crouched low in the bushes, ready-
ing his bow. He merged intc the purple-black shadows, stilil as the stoncs litter-
ing the forest floor. He could hear animals moving around him, but kept his eyes
on the clearing. Sooner or later, an animal would move across that open space,
and then he would fire.

Long minutes passed...then the boy blinked, rubbing his eyes in falnt
astonishment.

There in the clearing was a shape - no, seven shapes -~ geven vague, sparkling
shapes becoming more solid every second. HRven as he watched, the shapes changed
from transparent to ovague figures dressed in bright reds, dblues and gold. The
figures steood still for a sccond, then slowly moved as if coming to life. One of
ther spoke, and the boy nearly Jumped up in his surprise.

e could understand them! He listenzd in wonder, trying to gucss what some
of the gtranger words meant, then, as one of the men moved towards his hiding place,
he back-tracked and ran fleet as a narcg from the clearing. e made no sound in
his flight, and doubted 1f the strangsrs had seen him, but he could not take the
chanco, He must reach the village and warn Hanathe before it was too lats.

Back in the clearing, totally unawsr: of the youth's departure, Caplain James
Te Kirk surveyed the surrocunding vegetation with acute amazement. He listened with
hall an ear to Spock's report on atmosphers, gravity and life readings, his mind
fixed on the amazing fact that in a region frequented by space vessels, this planet
had not been found till now.

The Enterprise had come on it quite swddenly without warning, a lush purple
planct hanging like a jewel in space where no planet should be. A landing party
» had beamed down, and now here they were, the first Humans -~ and Vulcan - to set
foot on this undiscoversd paradisc,.

Kirk felt the familiar excitement rising in him cven ag he stood. There was
somcthing wonderful about discovering a new planet, something unique; an emotion
he had first felt whon still a child drseming of exploring the stars. Each discov—
cry was new and exciting -~ it sont the adrenalin racing through his blood. 4 now
world... Of coursc, he himgelf hadn't really been needed on this first cxploration,
but if you couldn't order yoursclf a iitbtle shore leave, what could you do? - -
Captain's privilege, after all...

"Readings indicato a small sottlement 2.06 kilometers from here, Captain,"
said Spock, studying the readout on his tricorder. Kirk nodded and savoured the
peace about them. He wondered if Spock felt the same way when first setting foot
on a now vlanst. Impossible to tell, of course, Cfor the Vulcan rcovealed nothing,
but Kirk had a feeling that somewherc undor that enquiring, scientific exterior
some vory Humen emotions worce appreciating the peace as much as he was.

Lest in day-—-dreams, the Captain suddenly rcalised his First Officer was
watching him closely, his expression one of infinite pationce, and the look a
soiontist might have when observing the antics of o creature he wag studying.
Kirk clcared his throat hastily, rubbing his hands togother and frying to look as
if he'd boon contemplating a mattor of great urgency.

"Weg, well - ubl..did you say a séttlement, Mr. Spock?"
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Spock could not guite conceal the look of satisfaction which momentorily
ocrosscd his faces He raised an eyebrow glightly.

"Affirmative, Captain. It seecme fairly primitive, well-populated...and it
is 2.06 kilometers awsy,"

"Good," seid Kirk briskly. He rubbed his hands again — all the time wonder-
ing why - and looked at Spock. "Right, we'd better head in that direction. Call
the cothers back, will your"

Spock complied, and alwmest at once the five crewmembers -~ a biologist, three
sacurlity men and a geologist — emerged from the red wndergrowth.

"Lending party ready, sir."

Kirk forced his thoughis back to the real reason they were here., Shore
lzave, herc I come... He began to speak, and was interrupted by his communicator
blecping. Automatically he took 1t out and raised the grid. "Kirk here.!

His relaxed mood shattered instantly as Socit's alarmed voice shattered the
peacc. YCaptain, this is Scott! Something is seriously wrong with the Enter-
prise - all gysiems are overloading! The engines are goin' haywire! If it
docsn't cven out, she'll explode!”

"Scotty, what's happening? Bxplaint!

The sound of a large explosion blasgted his sardrums, 2 woman's scream mixing
with the shouts and means accompanying the afterblast. Scott's volce cub in
again, real panic in his words,

"Pagt o' the main computer bank hasg just blown up! 4 fire started in the
cargo lovels, but we canna get to it now! Sir, power levels are dropping fast!
We've only a few minutog left!!

A cold calm came over Kirk as he listencd to the nightmare words. '"Get out
of theru, Scotty. 3Begin Znergency Evacuation Procedure at once.!

"hye, sir. I'1l stay - "

"o you won't, Mr. Scott!" snapped Kirk, gusssing his engineer's thoughts.
"The ghip's had it, and she's not blowing up with you on her! Get down to the
emergency transporters. That's an order!”

4 wave of static drowned Scott's reply. Kirk switched off the communicator
reluctantly and looked up to the distant spot in the sky where his ship orbited...

Scott looked up from the silent chair-com and met Sulu's cyes. "You heard
him, Mr. Sulu - initiate Dmergency Zvacuation.”

The helmsman pressed the emergency alarm that would operate oven when the
computer had failed, and nodded to the engineer. "Initinted, sir.m

"Then let's get the hell oot o' here! You too, Uhural"

They fled down the emergency steirs, flames and smoke rising to meet them.
Crevmembers ran swiftly but in orderly fashion towards the 100-porsonnel trans—
porters which would carry them to the planet below. Scott ignored themn, searching
the faces for his best friend.

They ran into McCoy on Deck 7, stubbornly going the wrong way. Scott seized
his arm while Sulu and Uhura raced on. "Where are you goint, man?"

"Sickbay! There are patients therec! They nced wy help...'" The Doctor
palled voinly ageinst his friend's greater sirength as the emergency lights
Tlickered and failed. Orange flames replaced their cold light.

"Think, yo fool! Sickbay's on fire - they haven't a chancc. Theoy're dead,
and so arc you if you go back! LCome oni®

Self-preservation replaced self-sacrifice, and MceCoy reluctantly followed
Scott.
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They tumbled into the room os the ship shook under arnother explosion. Sulu
was ot the controls. He glanced desperately at Scott. "hlmost all the power's
gonc! I don't know if we have cnough - "

"Zet overi" yelled Scott, pushing the helmswmen onto the platform. He ripped
off the cover to the console's irmer workings and prayed os he crogssed some conn-
ections to try ond conjure up more power. He frantically set the controls, hurry-
ing to join the others.

Goodbge,‘mx beauty, he thought as the process began.

With 1ittle time to set co-ordinates, the fleeing crew had had to beam down
randomly, but luckily wmost groups had arrived fairly close te the original landing
party's position, and senior officers were already counting heads as the last
grovp beamed down.

Kirk and Scott locked gazes as the tingling died away, and as one they looked
up to where the dying ship =till circled the planet in a falling orbit. The end
camna guickly - an abrupt white~hot glow far up in the violet atmospherc...and she
was gone. Thers would be no more lagt-minute reoscues from the Enterprise. A
shdllow moan rose from the dazed survivors.

Scotty felt unashamed tears prick his eyes, and saw that his Captain felt
the sawme sorrow. Kirk placed a hand on his shoulder. "She was o good ghip,
Scotty."

"Aye, sir - tho best.Y
¥eCoy silently joined them. "Sorry, Jim...3cotty.!

¥irk turned to face his friend. "Don't worry, Bones, we'll survive." His
eyes met Spock's over #cloy's shoulder, and the empathy betwesn then communicated
thelr feelings. Thoe seconds stretched into minutes, and then Spock abruptly
broke the contact. He turned to Uhura, who ~ like most of thoe others ~ was still
staring up at the empty sky.

"It. Uhura, did you manage to launch the pod containing all ship's logs and
reicsvant informationt!

hurd stiffencd into attention, tcars stlll running'down ner cheeks., 'Yes,
sir. I sent it just before...befors,.."

"Thank you, Lieutenant," Kirk said quietly. Uhura hurriedly moved away,
tryinzg to regain a ressonable amount of controi. Kirk broke the silence with an
attenyt at his normal confidence. "Well, at lesst that's been dene. BShouldn't be
too long hofore someone roalises we're missing. When we're late for our rendezvous
the alorms will ring.e. . '

"Wz heve to survive $ill then," zaid MeCoy sourly. "I'1l see if I carn find ny
modical staff. There's bound to be injuriss.!

Kirk watched as he walked towerds another group just arriving from where they
hed londed. Just o guestion of welting... He returned his attention to Spock and
Scott. ”“gntloncn, we have 2 lot of pesople to gother together...!

An ingtent later, Kirk's forced joviallty wavered and disappeared ns Spock
silently indicated the for corner of the crowded clewring.

"We hove visitors, Captrin. The local natives, T would think.!

There wore approximately thirty to forty men, each one wsaring o loose
mouve kilt-like garment reasching to their knecs. Their feet were bare, their
braided hoir alternately copper cnd pole green. Bach held o light, bone~tipped
spear, together with a bow ond a quiver of arrows.

However, it was not the mon who held Kirk's attention but the woman who wos
new wmoving through the group, the men bowing siightly as she passed. She stood
at least = hend tnller than the men, dressed in an ankle-length silver robe. ©She
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wes thin - perhaps too thin - with parchment-white skin strefched tightly over
high cheockbones. Her grey ceyes held a haunted look, and her long green hair seeued
loni and dulk. .o -7 -,

HeCoy left his organising =nd moved closer, woiching her closely. 8She looked
ill, perhaps seriously, and he wordered what disecse was cating at her body.

The woman left her followers and walked towards Kirk. She inclined her hesad
briefly towards Spock and Scott before fixing her cool gaze on Kirk.

"y name is Nanathe. I welcome you to Perani, prison-planet of the Eteran.
I hopo your lives here will be longer thon is usual on this world.!

Kirk decided not to ask how long was 'usual'...

Dr. MceCoy c¢licked his tongue as hs surveyed the crowded village sround him.
Bverywhere he leoked there were Starfiset wmen and wonmen lying, sitting, crouching
or just stonding anywherc they could find space. Silent, capable Peranians moved
in and out of the strangers, offering food her:, administoring medicince there.
They hoed had to rely heavily on the native herbal medicines, for slthough most of
the medical staff hed managed to seize medical kits, there wos not nearly cenough
melication for everyone. Needless to soy, every stoge of the trestments was care-
fully tested by McCoy'ls staff before being administored. Luckily there were fow
serious cases - most of the injuries were burns and scratches ~ though one poor
gilrl had been blinded by & blast frow an expleding panel. Hursc Chapel was with
her, quietly soothing her.

L deep ache filled McCoy's soul as he siowly worked his way into the centre
of the wvillage where he kmew Kirk to be. Two hundred and forty eight people
remeined out of a crew of four hundred and thirty. One hundred end cighty two
had dicd with the ship. Too little power, too little time... A4 Iittle of svery
survivor had died along with those pcor unfortunates...

A hundred and eighty two peonle, Jim," he said, his voice guddenly husky
with unshed tears. Xirk sighed, closing his eyes for a moment,

"I know, It was - 2 toerridble weste, Boness If T could - M

"ou can't," McCoy interrupted before the conversation led to an outburst
nelther could handle at the noment.

"'wo hundred and forty eight still live, Doctor," szid a quiet voice.

For the first time, McCoy noticed Spock sitting in the darkened corner of the
roomy, his long frame bent into a chair too small for it. The Dector's righteous
anger bubbled up. "Spock, do you rcalise ~ " He caught himself in time as he nmet
Spock!s geze. "You're right. Two hundred and forty eight to fight foxr.”

Kirk swiled briefly, sowme relief nerveding his sorrow. If his two friends
had apgued,; that would have been just o little too much for him.

He sat ot the Vulcan's side again just asg Nanathe came through the curtained
entrance. Her robe secmed to glow in the filtered light of the main room, and
Kirk frowned as he saw her cyes. Weren't they grey boefore? Now they scenmed to be
bluz, cven bluer than MHeCoy's.

"ily eyes change with ny moods," Nanathe said, as if she had read his mind.
"It is so with all my people.”

"Fagoinating," murmurcd 3Spock, snd Kirk grinned. Funny how that one word
made him feel so much better. Hoe lesned forward as Nanathe sat down opposite them.

"Nanathe, ..M

"gueen Naonathe," the woman'interrupted. Spock's eyebrows lifted o fracticn.
Bven more fascinating...

"T am sorry, your Highness," Kirk apclogised. "I was not aware of your
title M
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"I gove myself it," she saild smoothly. "Carry on...Y

More unsure then ever of this strenge ruler, Kirk continued. "Queen Nenathe,
vou said before that this is o prison plenet of the...Bteran, if I remembor
correctly. Can you explain what you mooant"

"as it not clear enough?'' queried Nanathe sharply. She shock her head, "No
mattor. Bince you will remain here the rest of your lives, I should tell you more
about your resting place. The BEieran are uy pecple. Btera, oy home planet. When
a perscon comndts o crime on Btera, he or she is sont to this planet, where they
live out their lives in primitive squelor.!

HeCoy nearly muttered sgomething about thide being ths best sgqualor he had ever
seen, but thought better of it. Instcad; he tried to work out why Nanathe looked
so much healthier now thoan she had in the clearing. He sat forward, a concerned
frown on his focoe. "Excuse ny interrupting, your Majesty, but isn't this a harsh
kind of punishricnt for one crime? :

Hanathe's eyss flashed in golden onmusement. "You are not an EZteran, Doctor.
Neither do you understend the crimes involved. There is no room for prisons on
Btora, so what better than Perani? What they do not see, they need not worry over."

"That seems pretty callous."
Yig I said before, you arce not an Eteran.t

Spock spoke then, his satanic features heightened by the flickering brands

which illumineted the house. "Queen Manathe...if I may ask, what was your orime?"

The women's eyes ehanged from gold to the fiexry red of snmger, but her anger
wos not dirceted at Spock. "I protested! I spoke out ageinst the social customs
of our pooeple - I darced to odvoecote change! As you con see, they silenced my
volee quite offectively !

Kirk nedded sadly. "I hove heard of people being 'disposed of' becouse of
their rovolutionary views, but banishiment to another planet...m

"T gtill live, Copb:in," said Nanathe quietly. "I keep nmy dresns of vengeance
close to wy heart. One doy I will leave this 'prison', and then we shall see who
is oxiledi”

Kirk swallowed, not a2t all sure how to go on. "I was coming to that," he
murmured. '"Tour Majesty, within o fow days our people will conme looking for us.
Now, clthough T sympathisc with your plight, we camiot interferc with ancther

3 & L : ¥ ’
racoels lawg...”

To hig surprisze, Nanathe only laughed, tossing back her hair. is the peals of
leughtor continued, the three Starfleet men look.d at each othor in astonishment.
Ono minute she was vengeful, the nexi...

The wmerrinent ceased ag suddenly =28 it uad begun. Nanathe's eyes were o
brilliant green when she spoke again. "You cannct leave here,’ she said fimmly,
glaring ot Kirk as he mede to speak. "Whoever comes hoere stoys, and your people
will net f£ind Perani. The compuber will stop them."

Bot h Kirk's and Spock's eyobrows shoet up. A& computer, hers?

His catwlike curiosity thoroughly aroused, Spock began to ask mors, but Nan-
athe suddenly rose and left the room, hoer gown swirling in 2 grey cloud behind her.
Hore than o little annoyed with this primna-donns behaviour, Kirk followed, and
fouri hor walting outside for them.

"Conme. T will ftake you tc¢ the computer.!

With an almost melodramatic gesturce, Nanathe drew back the shimmering blus
curtain draped across the dark rock pessage. "Enter," she said; "and sce."

The three men passed through the curtain prepared for almost anything but the
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smocth wall of flashing lights and glowing switches whiech faced them. Almost
revercntly Spock approached the alien machine, his wuind autonatically working out
the probeble function of each control. Alien or not, all machines shared universal
origing, oven if the final design was different, and Spock had never yct seen a
computer ko could not decipher.

Kirk smiled as he watched his science officer examine the machine. If Spock
was a Human, he thought, he wou’d be jumping up and down with excitement just now.
He let the Vulcar savour the possibilities of the computer a litile longer before
saying, "Well, Mr. Spock?"

To Kirk's experienced eyes Spock was as excited ag he had ever seen him,
though to the uninitiated he was as poker—faced as ever. "It will take a great
deal of time to study it properly, Captain, but it is obviously the product of a
highly advanced technology."

"It provides our needs."! Nanathe!s volce rang out in the high-vaulted cavern.
Her dress clung to her like a second skin as she approached. For one moment Kirk
had the impression it was alive. "It ig provider, god, mentor...and keeper," the
queen continued, fixing the machine with a lock of leathing.

Kirk walked towards her. 'Queen Nanathe, did you or your people bulld this?"

"What -~ them? You are a fool, Captaln Kirk! Can you not see it is here to
Keep us on our prison? How could we build it?"

"iy apologies," Kirk said hastily. "Forgive ignerance.”
7 J my

"Tt ig forgiven, as are your insults." With those regal words the enigmatic
woman left the cave, leaving the men to make their own way back ithrough the
tunnel leading to the cave.

"I guess you got a reprieve," arinned ¥cloy.

The Captain returned his smile. '"With that lady, I count myself lucky. She
must be the most unpredictable woman I'wve met yet!" He called Spock over from the
side of the computer, noting the reluctance in the way he left his new toy. "Bones
and I are going back to the village,” he began, sensing Spock's thoughts were
already miles shead of him. "Do you want 0 siay here, maybe find cut some things?"

"It would be helpful, Captain, Spock replied gravely. "There are a great many
unangwered questions about Perani - I may discover some answers, and also knowledge
which may be useful to us. The computer - "

Kirk couldn't hold back the grin any longer. "Okay, go ahead, Spock. I know
you're dying to tinker with it .M

Spock opened his mouth to query his Captain's last statement, and raised an
syebrow at the chuckling Humans. With proper dignity he returned to ths computer,
immersing himself in the challenge of learning its secrets.

Hirk and McCoy started for the entrance, but Meloy could not resgist one last
rejoiner. "Don't play too long," he drawled.

Spock looked up in acute astonishiment. "Doctor, I never 'play'!V

Captain's Log, Stardate 5930.33.

™vo weelks have pasged, and there is still no contact from Starfleet. I
find this puzzling. Lt. Uhurs assures me the shin's log was launched
successfully, and as we are situated in the wmiddle of deen space routes,

I would have expected some kind of search by now. We were due %o rendez-
vous with the cruiser Miracle three days after the Enterprise blew up =
hut as yet no-onz appears to have fourd either our beacon or Perani. First
Officer Spock has discoverad frowm the computer that there was previously
an invisibility screen of some sort round the planet before we found it.
Pregumably this secreen has once again snapped on. If this is so, we can
only hope that whoever finds our beacon does whatever we did to make the




9

computer drop its shield. I do not relish the thought of remaining
here Tor the rest of my life.

Food and water sre beginning to posc problems. Ln environment in
balance with so few natives cannot cope for long with our increased
demands on it, and already suitable animal life is becoming scarce,

The river which supplies all our water is drying up, but the natives

do not mesn unduly worried. Perhsps this is a natural process for

this time of year. If help does rot arrive scon, I may be forced to
order my crew to break up into sultable numbers for sepérate settlements
further from.here. A% present the Peranians seem happy enough to let

us remain here.

Kirk switched off the recorder and locked down at thoe crowded village. He
could just pick out the ring of security guards patrolling the mix—up of temporary
snelters and permanent houses. Wanathe had told him of dangercus carnivores prone
to attacking the natives at times, so he had ordered a round-the-clock waich. It
gave bthem something to do anyway. At the fool of the hillside he gat on were
small rambling caves much like those of the computer. These housed MceCoy's meagre
maedical supplies and the small amount of equipment they had managed to bring down,
plus some of the crew.

Kirk smiled at the thought that some Starflest officials would say they wers
in direct contravention of the Prime Pirective, but survival was survival, where~
GVEer YyOoU Werea.

He glanoed up as Dr. McCoy arrived, slightly breathless from climbing the
hill too quickly. The doctor sat down heavily at his sids.
"here'!s Spock?!

34111 at that computer, I think," said Kirk with a shrug. Mcloy nodded
wigely and studied the Captain closely. A little thinner than he would have
recomnended, but that was to be cxpected with the necessary rationing of the food
available., A faw new worry lines creased Kirk's forehcad, and he had an air of
despondency which was totally unlike hinm.

"A1Y this insctivity isn't good for you," the doctor remarked cheerfully.
Kirk reluctantly brokes his train of thought and brought his attention back to the
present .

"Youlre right,'" he murmured. Y“It leaves we too much time to think.D
YAbout the Fnterprisst!
"Sometimes. We had some good times on hoer, Bonss.!

McCoy nodded silent agrecment, unsure whether to let the reminiscences go on
or out them sbruptly with a fimm comment. He decided to let it go, as long as
Kirk did not get too caught wp in the 'good old days' and lose touch with the
future. He could not fully know what Kirk felt at the loss of his ship, but he
know his owm feelings, and he had an dnkling of the kind of link thors had been
between wan and machine. Just as long as the mowentary sorrow did not grow into

deprcesion...

"Jim, there will never be another Interprise, but thers will be other ships."

L flicker of surprise crossed Kirk's face. "Sure," he said. "But not for me."

"Hhy not?"

"iw, come on. Can you sce them giving me snother command after this?"

Mihy not?" repeatod McCoy, "Wa'll make them give you one. Hell, I'11 build
hor myselfi"

Kirk's depression lifted at once. He grinned widely. "You're a doctor, not
a shipbuilderi!
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MoCoy made his customary grumblos and felt a surge of satisfaction as he saw
his friend's worry evaporate and the shouldors 1ift a little. A drip of water
landed on his cheek, and he frowned at the gathering clouds above them. "It'sg
gomna rain," he said unnecessarily.

Kirk followed his gaze. MAt dast. NMaybe it'll help the water situation.
We'll — Hey, what!s up?"

Lhoross the valley floor the natives were rumning wildly towards the caves,
glancing fearfully at the sky as they leaped over obstacles in thelr haste to
reach shelter. Women seimed their children and ran into the cavesg, while hunters
left the forest to join the flight.

"Boy, do they hate getting wet!!

Kirk stood and stared at the darkening sky. "I'm not =o sure, Bones. There
gooemne to ve & lot of panic over a little wet..." He resled as 2 man cannonced
into him, stumbling on down the slope. Kirk could almost taste the fear in the
air. He made an instant decision, shouting to those crew members nearby.

"Get under cover, all of youl Run for shelter! Hurryi®

The men and women obeyed, slowly at first, but gradually they all joined in
tho mad rush, ducking into where-ever they could find space. Xirk took out his
communicator, alerting the men on patrol.

"Thig is the Captain. Got under cover, every one of you! HNever mind the
animals, Mr. Baillie, just Tind covor! Movei" Thon the two senior officers :
charged down the hillside, reaching the caves Jjust as the hcavens opened.

Lifesgiving water batbtered down on the thirsty earth, missing the people who
peored out from their safe, dry shelters.

Safe, mused Kirk. §Fafe from what?

He glenced round as onc of the natives - a man named Micnah -~ pushed through
the crowd till he reached the front. Xirk made to spesl, but Miecnsh gasped, point-
ing out into the streaming watber.

"One of your people! He has not found shelteri”

¥irk followed the line of his finger and saw a stumbling figure trying to
run through the wet curtain. A chill ghot through him when the man's screams of
agony reached his ears. WcCoy started to move out of the cave, and was pulled
back by Micnah.

"Stop!" cried the native, his voice almost drowned out by the drumming
torrent. "You cannot help. You will die as well if you leave shelter.”

"Bubt he... What ig iten

"The Death Rain.®

¥cCoyts eyes widenod in horror as he saw the man fall, his skin red-raw and
blecding. His screams intensified as the rain ate away at his body, dbut the
horrified watchers could do nothing.

"held,! Kirk said finally, sickenced by the sight. ‘

"It does not touch plants or wood, but it will <at at wan and animal alike,"
iiicnah confirmed quietly., "It is hard to watch, but harder to bear."

The gereams died o wmoansg, thon even they ceased. Gradually the acid rain
stopped, and the people could leive their havens and wallkk over to where the man
had fallen. A1l that remained wag a smouldering heap of sulphur-smeiling dust.

Kirk's stomach heaved, and he found he had to look away. IlicCoy was at his
back, ecqually sickened.

"iny idea who it wag?!

"Someone sald Ensign Shore," the doctor said sadly. "It sure looked like
him.m




& slender, browvn-eyed girl left the group of énmlookors and approached HeCoy.
"ixcuse moe, sir, did you -~ did you say Ensign Shore? Robert Shoref"

hen McCoy nodded reluctantly, the girl shuddered, tecars Flowing from her
tightiy—shut eyes. Kirk watched sadly as McCoy tried to comfort her, then he
left quickly, making for thc computer cave.

He was almost there when Spock came out of the ftunnel, his excitement plain
to scc. He strode quickly towards Kirk. "Captein, I have discovered something
very important! This is not the main compu ~ "

Kirk stared in disbelief at the cmpty landscape before him. Spock was gone.
Before his very eyes, the Vulcan had digappeared!

Gomplotely flummoxed, the Captain ran to the spot where he had just scen
Spock, casting around as if the Vulcan might reappear at any minute. The line of
footprints in the red dust stopped abruptiy, as if their maker had taken wings,
but the area was empty of 2ll life bar Kirk's own,

He ran to the cave. Perhaps a transporier accidentally triggered off...a
geroon of some kind... But the computer only hummed and bleeped as before; and
there was no sign of Spock. He walked out into the oven air again, scarcely
noticing Nanathe walking up the narrow path.

"Spock! Spock, where are you? Answer me! Spock!!

"He cannot hear you, Captain.”

¥irk glared angrily at Nanathe, chafing at the nonchalent tone of her voice.
Suddenly his frustration at his sceming inability to do anything concise came to
a head. .

"Where is Spock? Did you have something to do with this?"

The woman's eyes changed from green to scarlet, "Do not use that tone of
voice with me, Kirk! Obviously the HBterans have taken Spock, not I. Be thankful
it wag not youl™
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They stared helefully at cach other for a few &-conds, and Kirk had a
distincet impression of power radiating from that frail body. Then the moment was
past, and worry superceded anger.

"Sorry," he said. "I am worried, Queen Nanathe, that is all..., Tell me,
why should the EBterans want Spock?!

L delighted emile touched Nanathe's lips. "He came too close to the truth,
of course. He was too near %o finding out the answer to the game.!

"Game?" repeated Kirk. "I wasn't aware of a 'game', your Majesty."

Nanathe laughed: "It is the game of life, Captain. To survive on Perani,
you must play according to the rules.!

Yind whe decides the rules?"

"T do," she said sweetly. "I - and my power." Before Kirk could as much as
oven his mouth, she had vanished as mysteriously as Spock., Xirk stared at the
ompty air, his thoughits troubled. Just what was Nanathe? That there was more to
her than he had first thought was apparent, dbut just how much control did she
have over her 'prison'?

MeCoy went through the whole gpectrum of disbelief to anger to worry when
Kirk told him what had happened. Scotty, who had been with McCoy,when the Captain
arrived, shook his head and sighed decply. His concerned gaze met Kirk's.

"Just whit is gein' on here, Captain?!

BT don't know, Scotty,!" Kirk sighed. "I wish I did, It'e like she said, a
game, bub only she knows how to play it. If I didn't know better, I'd say she
was controlling this entire planct.!

MoCoy looked up from his clasped hands. YIs that sc dmpossible?" He glanced
from Kirk to Scott and back again. "Isn't it possible that this is the real
reason Nanathe was banishod from Hterat? Not fer speaking out against the sstab-
lishmont, but for something far greater — like misuse of her powers?t!

The words sank in, and Xirk slowly nodded. "I've had a feeling sometimes of
controlled energy when she is around,” he murmured. "Your idea would explain a
few things, Bones. Her flat denial of any chance of our leaving, the way she
rarcly tells us anything uscful, Spock's didappearance..."

"But why should she make Mr. Spock disappcar?! asked Scotty.

HBecauge ho found out too much?"' They could practically see the thoughts
racing through Kirk's head as he paced the narrow room. "She misjudged his ability
to work things out, so she had %o dispose of him before he could tell me. Let's
hope she hasn't disposced of him for good...!

"L don't think so, somchow,! said MceCoy. He shrugged at the querying looks.
"Don't ask me why, just a focling I have."

Payo," sighed Scotty. "But whit did he find oot that wis sae dangerous %o
her? Did he no' say something, Captain?“

Kirk sat down with a thump at Scotty's quesiiong he remained silent for a
fow moments, running over the scence in his mind. At length he came up with the
ANSWLT .

"You're right, he did, but I'd forgotten. I was wallking to the cave when he
came out. He said he'd discovered something very important, then he said, '"This
is not the main compu -~ 'a.."

"This is not the main computeri”’Scott cricd excitedly. "It has tas be!
He was tryin' tac tell ye it's only a wee one, maybe connccted to a contral
computari"

"That's it1" cried McCoy, caught up in Scotty's excitement. His face fell
after a f.w scconds. "The irouble is, wherc is the main complex, and what use
would it he?t
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"Spock thought it important enocugh,! said Kirk. "That's good enough for me.
Scotty, are therc any compuber tochniclans or operstors down here?!

Séotty frowned, scarciing his brain. "ir. Spock kent that since he was head
o' the scicnce lot, but I'1l have a scout round. There's bound tae be somebody."

. "Good. - Once you'wve found them, get up to the small computer and see if you
can find out anything to give ug a cluet!

"hiye, sir - L'11 tak' it tae bits if I have taci®

"Thanks, Scotty," srinned Kirk. He walked over to the entrance. "Meanvhile,
I'11 have another word with our enigmatic queen.!”

Howover, Nanathe was nowhore to be seen, and the villagers could give no
clue to her whereabouts in the days that followed. Scott and his toam worked
tirelessly on the computer, bubl they could not even find a way of turning it off.
There were no cluss as to how Spock had onerated it, and no information was
fortheoming. ¥irk had the feeling hs was banging bhis head off a brick wall, and
Fanathe held all the aces.

Thore was no mors acid rain, but neither wag there ordinary water, and things
wore getting worse. & state of lethargy fell over the Enterprisce crew, and no-
thing could shift it.

Four days after Spock had vanished Xirk woke from a restless sleep to find
Sulu shaking him. He wapidly blinked awsy the weariness, wondering why the
former helmsman had left his post.

The Oriental looked worried and a littlc shocked. "Captain Kirk, may I speak
to you for a moment?!

Kirk pulled himself upright, shivering in the cool night air., "What is ite"

The young man glanced across at the sleeping figures of MeCoy and Scott. "ih,
would you mind coming with me, sir? I'1l expiain in a moment.!

Feeling siightly puzzled, Kirk pullcd on his shirt and followed Sulu cub of
the slocping village. The reason for the sserecy came clear aos Sulu explained.

"It's Mr. Spock, sir. Freceman and I found him wandering in the brush. He's
kind of dazed, as if he doesn't recognise us or know what's going on. We thought
it best you know before we dbrought him inM

Kirk nodded. If something seriocus was wrong with Spock, the last thing they
neaded werse the kind of rumours hisg appearsnce would create. Morale was bad
enough as it was.

Sulu guided him through the rough grass to a slight depression in the ground.
Sitting on its edge were Scourity Guard Froeman and the familiar figure of Spock.
Freeman jumped up sas they approached, but there was no sound or movement from Spock.

Consternation growing with his every step, Kirk hurrisd to the Vulcan's side,
orly to be met by a blank, unseeing stare. Kirk looked deeply into the alarmingly
cmpby brown eyes. "Speck, can you hear wme? It's Jim ~ Jim Kirk,"

Spock continued to stare soundlessly at his friend, and nothing Kirk gaid or
did would make him do otherwise.

"He's been like that since we found him, sir," said Freeman, watching his
attoupts to compunicate with Spock. "He won't talk, won't look at you, won't
GVCH MOVOas."

"Could he be in o trance?” Sulu suggested doubtfully. Kirk shook his head.

"No, I don't think it's that. Frceman, go and get Dr. McCoy. He's  the
ona Wwe need now." He called after the man had gone a few yards, "And fry not to
walke anyonein

"Was, sir."
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¥reeman returned after 2 few minutes
with the doctor, and Kirk locked beseech-
ingly up at him., "Help him, Bones."

"hat' ¢ what I'm here for," Mcloy
muttered testily, but he squeozed Kirk's
shoulder lightly before turning to Spock.
fde had brought along what equipment he
had; and now he thoroughly examined the
Vulean, who sat like a limp doll the whole
time. MéCoy'e frown grew
deeper as he checked his
instruments, and finally he
turned to Kirk.

"Physically there's
nothing wrong with himes."

"Hothing wrong?' snapped
Kirk, worry highlighting his
ecmotiong. M"Bones, can't you
ST WP

MeCoy waved his hands.
"Hold on a mimute! I said,
physically! Idsten, will you?"

Suitably chastened, Kirl foll silent, one hand reaching out to touch Spock!s.

Miets fit as a fiddle," McCoy continued. "Too thin, but he always was. o,
whatover happened to him only affected his mind."

"Can!t you tell whatp!

"ot without a brain scan and a study of its activity, all of which is imp-
ossible down here. L11 I know ig that something has made him forget cverything
exconpt how to breathe. He just won't ~ or can't - respond to outside stimuli.”

"Can he hear ust!
"T don't know for surc. I expect so."

Kirk looked at MHcCoy's worried exuressicn and moved ncarer fto Spock, speak-
ing dirzctly to him. The shadowed cyes never wavered from their chosen line of
vision.

"Spock, I don't know if you can hear me, but if you con, then listen." He
paugaed for o gecond, still shaken by what was happening. Then he continued, having
docided what he would do. "We're going to toke you back to the village now, and
Bones will take care of you. I1'm going to find Nanathe, and I'1l make her tell me
what she's done to you, I promise. Just - just don't give up hope, bhuh?"

He might as well have shoubed at thin air for all the response he got from the
silent Vulcan. Sceing his friend like that caused a wave of despalr to engulf Kirk,
but it was immediately replaced by a deep, deadly anger. He gove Spock's hand one
lagt squocze before risging and olimbing out of the hollow.

‘1Jim0 » .'r

Kirk unwillingly lookoed back at MoCoy's-eall, but he did not roturn to Spock's
gide. McCoy wabched hig Friend worriedly. He could not see Kirk's features
clearly in thedarkness surrounding him, but he did not need tc.

"There arce you going?" he asked guietly.

Kirk's tone was tight and low, alwmost menscing. "I told Spock. I'm going to
find Nanathe if I have to squecze hur whersabouts from the villagers."
' MeCoy bogan to speak, but reconsidercd. Instead hc nodded once, tightly, well
awarc of what Kirk felt now. The Captain turncd on his heel and left, the silver
moonlight playing on his head and shoulders.
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Sulu and Freeman wailted for McCoy fto repack his hypos and scanners, then stood
back while he explained to the unresponsive Vulcan that they were leaving now. Like
a dumb automaton Spock stood - and was thrown to the ground as an enormous rumbling
explosion shook the earth beneath their feet.

The shock-waves continued for some minutes, dying out in intensity untll the
ground moved no more. The men cauticusly climbed to their feet, expecting the
ground to shake again any minute. Without a word MeCoy pulled Spock up from where
he lay, his mind refusing tco assimilate what might have happened.

"What...what was that?" Freeman whispered, still badly shaken.

Sulu shook his head, looking back at McCoy. "It came from the direction of
the village," he said slowly. "Doctor, do you suppose..."

"Let's find out." Brusquely McCoy pushed past them, Spock in tow. As he
mushed through the rough bushes his thoughts were at once fear for the crew's safety
and hatred for Nanathe, whose doing this must certainly be. He did not need to lock
at Bpock to see that blank gaze, and the dark landscape in front seemed terribly
empty. God, if Jim had been caught uwp in that...

Silently they walked on, searching in vain for the dark blocks and flickering
lights which had signified the presence of the village before. The moonlight
showed up huge clouds of dust and earth slowly settling down, and somewhere in the
foregt an animal howled mournfully. Where once had been houses and rough shelters
surrounded by protecting purple and red trees was now a flat plain of chewed soil.

lMcCoy strode grimly on, his heart leaping at the glad sight of a stocky figure
gtanding at the edge of the turmoil and ruin., The man spun round at their approach,
one hand automatically reaching to push back the unruly lock of hair across his
forehead. E

'IlBon:eS?”
Mhe game.  Jim...what hanpensd !

A soul-weary sigh esooped Kirk's lips ag he tiredly surveyed the dsserted
space. "An earthquake.,.explosion of some kind...the ground just folded in on it-
self. Bverything just...just crumpled up..." His voice died away, and he barely
registered the fact that MeCoy had quickly pressed a hypo to his arm before making
him sit down. Then reaction set in, and Kirk gquietly shuddered, the grief for all
thet had happened finally coming to = head. He did not notice Sulu and Freeman
quietly slipping eway to look for survivors, nor did he truly register McCoy's
comforting arm around his bowed shoulders.

Minutes passed, and he looked up, meeting McCoy's stecl-blue gaze. '"Bones,
they're all dead - every one. Scobty, Chapel, Chekov...every last one..."

MoCoy's eyes closed for a brief moment, then he revpensd them, pushing his
grief away for another time. "I know.!

They looked at each other for a long time, then Kirk seemed to remember what
had heppened in the last hour. The worry in his hazel eyes intensified. "Spock...
Is he okay?" '

"Same as before," MeCoy said flatly, looking over to wherc Spock sat motion—
less, apparently oblivious to everyithing.

"Held be better off dead !

"Don't be damned stupidl! barked the doctor, quenching an urge to shake Kirk.
Nile's alive, and when we get off this hell-hole, I'11 meke him betteri™

Relief flooded him ag he wabtched Xirk cope with the sudden loss and rebuild
his composure. By the time Sulu and Freeman returned, he was almost badk to normal.

The two men had brought someone with them, but it was not one of the BEnter-
prise crew. The moonlight illuminated the wan's copper haixr, gloancing off his
long nose and full lips. Micnah gravely bowed to the Starship captain, but Kirk
looked instead at Sulu, who shoolk his head at the unspoken question.
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"ife couldn't find any survivors, sir. No sign of the other gusrds or any of
the villagers. We met Micnah here coming from the direction of the caves.!

"I was in the computer!s cave," Michah explained. '"l'he noise frightened me
so I hid until it was quiet agaln. Where are my people?!

Kirk could not meet his eyes. "They're all dead, Micnoh. 411 of my crew
wore killed toc.! '

"L grieve with you.!

The simple statement gave some heart to Kirk, and he and Hicnah embraced,
cach knowing the other's pain.

After o moment's silence, the native said, "W¥hat will you do, Kirke"

4 wan smile touched Kirk's lips. "I don't know... Micnah, do you know
Nanothe wag probably responsible for thist!

To hig surprise the Peronisn only shrugged. "It is possible. We knew she hnd
grent powers when she first came here, but even her magic could not tenr down
Perani's invisible bars. She could not even make the computer work for her.!

"Then her story about this being & prison planst is true?" asked YcCoy.

lionah neodded. "Yes, though for meny years no more people have besn sent
here. I was born on FPeranl, asg werc my parents, and only the old ones could
remember Btera. They said it was very crowdeds too mony people, too little food.
e proferrcd to remain heres.!

"But Nanathe doecsn't," added McCoy. 4 sudden thought came to him, and he
grabbed Kirk's arm. YJim, remember what Spock sald about the computers? Suppos-
ing Nanathe knows wherce the wain one is... She moy be on her way there nowi!

"That computer is our only remeining hope of rescue!" Kirk said, thinking
furiocusly. "If Nenathe docs something to it, we might be trapped here while she
goez off scot~-free. I'm sure that machine holds the key."

"Machinet®" echoed Micnah, locking at them with astonishment. "Do you mean
the great controller in the mountaingg!

¥oCoy seized his shoulders. "You know where it is? Why dida't you $ell us?!

"I did not know you wished to see it. You saw the small one, so why sce the
other? They cennot be used for anything.m

Kirk posed the all-important question. "You say Nanathe knew nothing gbout
the compubers before, but what if she somchow got the knowledge from Spock?t!

"Then you muast stop heri" coried Mienah., "I will guide you."

Perani had fow mountoin ranges, its land surface being curiously flat across
most of the globe, but here and there splinters of rock had stubbornly pushed
through the planet's crust, guietly defying tho cloments. The largest of thoese
gscarpuents formed the mountains Micnah had referred to - great forbidding piles of
stone sitting astride the wain south continent. Like huge red giants they crossed
the horizon, thelr jeagged summits secming to tear at the gentle sky. Hach morning
the bright young sun rose above thom, bringing bricf daytime to the land below.
Whon it rose this morning it shone full on the faces of five men sieadily walking
towards the distant red cliffs.

Thoy had left the remadins of the village just ag the sun vose, carrying what
littic food and water they had together with the wmedical supplies and tricorders.
Sulu and Freeman still had their phasers, but their power was depleted, and would
not be much use if any large animalsg came by.

Kirk led now, Micnah close behind. A% their backs McCoy walked by Spock's
side, relieved that at least he did not have 1o teach the Vulcan how to walk. Some
of Spock's former confusion seemed to have evaporated, and now he walked steadily,
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if & little haphazardly. Sulu came directly “chind them, then Freeman. KNo-one
spoke, each lost in his own memories and thoughts.

Kirk streds steadily through the knee-high grass, his gaze fixed on the
mountains so far shead. When they first started oub, his mind had run cirgles
round itselfy; but now it had centred on one deClglOn, and nothing would make him
change 1t. Somehow he would get them off this planet, if it cost him his life.
And, no matter what, FNarnathe would pay for what she had donc to his ship, his crew
~ and his denrest friend, She would pay dearly.

licnah tore his eyes from the resolute gold—shirted back ashesd of him and
glanced nervously aroutd him. All his people disliked being so far out in the
empty plains. It was safer in the forests, for none of the far-ranging monsters
could get in there, and there was a comferting closensss about the trees. Out here
was too open, too far from cover.

He shivered, though the sun was hot on his heady and then his eyes widenegd in
terror. Mol It sghould not be! Trying not to panic, he caught up with Kixrk,
pointing in mute fear at the tall, bulky shape ranging across the grassy plains.

"Dangeroug?! Kirk asked, trying $to gauge how far the animal was from thom.

"L think it is a kermark, a meat-cating creature with poisonous fangs and
claws. If it sees us..." The Peranian did not tell him that the kermark should
not be there at all. Could he be losing control?

MeCoy caught up with them, lkecping one eye on Spoeck at the same time. "Sowme-
thing wrong, Jim?"

Firk indicatoed the huge creature. "One of our local monsters,”" he said.
Point is - hag it seen us?!

His question was quickly answered, for as Sulu and Frceman joined them the
far-off kermark turned their way and began loping casily across the plain. Micnah
wag. almnogt beside himeelf with fear. He clutched at Kirk's slesve.

"It secs, it sees! We must run for our lives!M
¥

Kirk needed no second plea. Taking one more glance at the spproaching animal,
he shepherded the others on before running himself. He looked zhead to the
mountaing. They were fairly close nows could they reach the rocks in time, and
would it do any good 1if they 4id? '

Tha gap botween the outlying hills and tho men was narrowing, but so was the
distance between them and the kermark. The animal's long-sighted eyes had spotted
thom for sure now, and it hurricd to catch its prey.

Mienah and Sulu had reached the first slopes, and Kirk was thankfully putting
on a last spurt, when he heard MceCoy call out.

"Spock! Come back, you damned foollM

Yot quitc'believing hisg eyes, Kirk saw the Vulcan bresk avay and head off in
an entircely new direction - towards the kermark. Instantly, Kirk sped after him,
narrowly missing McCoy who had also vecred after Spock.

"I $old him to run," gasped the doctor. "Not try to...break the...land speed
recordi!

Kirk waved one arm at him, reluctant to slow down or waste breath speaking.
"Go back, Bones! I'1l get him!!

"Damned .. oif you'lleseleave me..." gagped MeCoy, stubbornly, but his body
could not ftake him any further and he had to stop and wateh as Kirk ftried to
catoch Spock.

The kermark was very ncar now. He could see its huge slavering jaws and
large grasping paws with yellow polsoncd clawg. The silx enomous legs thudded
into the soft earth, and as the long sinuous neck bent down Eirk threw himself at
Spock, pushing him down into the grags.
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The Vulcan struggled to risc, but Kirk firmly shoved him down again., He put
his lips close to one pobnted ecar. M"Stay down and don't move a musclel™

Spock obeyed instantly, lying face-down beside Xirk., The Human could hear
the kermark closc by, but he dared not lock to see what it was doing.

High above their heads the dim-witted beast carefully surveyed the plains.
Only & moment ago its next meal had been running towards it, anosther group of the
sane kind of creaturc running away. Now they had all disappesred, and nowhere in
the rustling grass could it see thom. The kermark shifted uneasily, its feet -
had it known - narrowly missing Kirk and Spock. Wide nogtrils flared, scarching
out the unigue smell of the bipeds. Thoy were here somewhert...

A few yards away a large orange nareg, too bterrified to wait any longer, broke
cover, sveeding towards the shelter of its forest home. The kermark's ayes fixed
on it at oncej; grunting softly, all thoughts of its former prey forgotten, it
moved swiftly after the nareg. It would catch it easilyy it always did.

With a sigh of relief Kirk cautbtiously stood, watching the kermark's retreating
back end. Vilow that's what I call o close shave!"

L totally unresponsive stare met his joking grin, and with ice—cold clarity
Kirk remembered his friend's state of mind. He scobered up instantly, and held out
a hand. "Come on. We'll go find thoe others."

Quietliy, like & ftrusting child, Spock took the offered bhand snd docilely
followed Kirk back to where MceCoy anxiously waited.

De, Lecnard McCoy stared disgustedly at the rock face in front of him and
muttered quietly, "Do I have fto climb that?" he asked sadly.

"1Praid seo," Kirk told him, smiling at the doctor's reluctaence.

"The computer is at the top of this cliff, Doctor,'" Miecnah said seriously.
MeCoy throw him a disgusted look and searched the rock for likely handhelds. "Hers
goes nothing... QOwit

He glared at the offending rocks and then at his grazed hands, muttering a
few choice profanities. "I'm a doctor, not a..."

"Mountaincer!™ Kirk finished with 8Sulu echoing him. MceCoy grimned shecpishly
and gosturcd at the cliff,

"Come on then, you know-it-alls!™

Somehow they managed the climb, the same way as they had scaled the mountain-
gide so far, with determination, strongth and perhaps more than their fair share
of luck. Kirk watched Spock anxiously, but the Vulcan climbed steadily, ignoring
all ¢lse arocund him. McCoy was having a littlse trouble, but since Sulu had once
taken up mountaineering as yet anothor hobby, he had encugh confidence to guide
the doctor while hanging on himsclf. TFreeman wes coping admirably and, surprisingly
enough, so was Micneh. Kirk glanced ruefully upwards and wondersd for fthe umpteenth
time why the Tierans hadn't made o pathway to their computer-jailer. If it was to
discourage visitors, they'd dore o pretty good job.

The sun sank lower in the sky, but the fresh wind which sometimes threatened
to onluck them from the rock showed no signs of abating. By the time they reached
the top of the last hurdle, there was a coldness in the wind, ond the thin air
revealed the altitude they had reached. Xirk scrambled over the edge and looked
around. the mountain's summit. A large portion of the red stone had been sliced
away, lesving a smooth, flat platform before a sheer wall. There was no sign of a
cave or anything elsc which might hold a computer.

The scuffle of feet teold him the others had arrived, and he spoke without
turning sround. "Well, we'rce here. Where is it, Micnah?!

No-one onswered, and yet another uncxpected development of Nanathe's game
gslapped him in the face ag the Peranian walked round him to the mountain wall.,
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The copper hair lengthened, turning slowly to green as the man's body grew
tall and slim, his short kilt changing to a silver robe. The green wyes laughed
at him, and the thin lips twisted into an expression of contempb. Hicnah had been
Wanathe all the time.

There was a kind of strangled groan from Sulu, but Kirk remained silent,
wotching Nanathe with narrowed eyes.

- "Well?! he said monacingly at last. "What plans do you have for us now?"

"None for you, dear Captain," Nanathe said smoothly. She lifted a hand to
encompass the whole platform. "Thank you for escorting me here, together with my
key to freecdoms It saved me a great deal of trouble.!

"Glad to be of assistance," XKirk said drily. "But what is here, Nanathe?
It's nothing but a platform on & mountalin.,."

In answer, Nanathe nonchalantly lifted one arm. An instant later a section of
red stone melted into nothingness, revealing a passageway brilliantly 1it by glow-
ing yellew stones., The woman smiled at them all, the taste of sweebt success on
her lipg. "I found the main computer long ago," she said sweetly. "I did not know
how te use it thon. I do now... I shall say goodbye, Cpatain. Your help has been
most useful. I shall think of you when I destroy Btera.®

Tt was then Kirk found he could not move. His feet felt as if they were
ambedded in the mounvain rock, and his arms refussd to 1ift an inch. He could not
even turn his head to check on the others, thousgh they were undoubtedly in the same
predicament. His eyes shifted back to Nanathe, and then widensd as Spock left
McoCory'ts side and walked towards the cntrance.

"o..." he groaned., "No, Bpock, don't go with her! TFight her!™

Fanathe turnced back at his ¢ry, her eyes shining with triumph. "You waste
your bresth. He will not hear you.! ‘

Kirk struggled agoinst the spell, desporaéely calling out to Spock, but both
figures were gone, swallowsd up in the tunnel's glow.

"WWhat the hell is she?" muttered Freeman.

"o wery powerful lady, Mr, Freeman," said Kirk angrily, still struggling against
his invisible bondg. The cold wind bit into him, and he krew none of them could
survive a night up here.

"Ho," gaid ¥cCoy from bohind his left shoulder., "Not that powerful, not any
morc.'

Tho Captain automatically tried to fuce him, and found he could net. Insiead
he spoke to the cmnty air before him, concentrating on MeCoy's disembodicd words.

"That do you mean by that, Bon:s? As far as I cam sec, she's beon responsible
for everybhing that's happened to us haore.®

"Bxactly, and to do that she uses power. I think she's used too much, spread
hersclf thin. Havon't you notlted, Jim? Do yow romember how she looked when we
first saw her? Thin, drawn... I would have bet my last credit that she wasg
gseriously i1l.t

"Yot she loolked healthy cnough afteorwards," murmurcd Kirk, catching his
drift. "The way she disappeared for long pericds of time...rccharging her batteries?!

"It's possible., Think of it ~ what if she somehow controls this planst, even
created the villagers — she must be tired. How long can she control Spock and
Perani ond us?"

Hentally Xirk nodded. "Youlro right. She can only do so much. If we con-—
centrate on trying to move, we might just dbreak froc...!

For toen long minutes they still stood motionless, avery fibre of their bodiss
straining to move as the wind blew stronger, its icy tendrils working into them.
Bvidently Nanathe meant them to die of exposure, unable to move from the platform.
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Despair was beginning to grip his heart, when Kirk thought hoe felt his right
foot move slightly. Was it working, or just his imoginotion? He concentrated
even hardor, and was roliceved to feel his wholc leg bend casily. A fow scconds
later the leaden feeling draincd from his limbs, and he slowly walked o few steps
forwards. One by one his cowpanions freced themsslves from Fenathe's dying spell,
and thoy ren into the wountain tunnel as the wind developed into =z howling gale.

The tumnel ran smooth and dcep, cutting steeply into the heart of the mount-
ain. Kirk, McCoy, Sulu and Freemen ron, swift end silent, clert for the slightest
gound from shead. A sharp corner loomed up, and briliiant light.spilled round its
curve., Kirk cautiously ceome to a halt, signalling the others to stay back while
he sidled forward.

Round the bend lay thoe great cavern which housed ths central computer, four
whirring, flashing walls, and Nanathe's last barrier from freedom. Spock silently
wallked along cach of the walls, expertly gleaning information from the banks of
data. TFor a moment Kirk could not see¢ Nanathe, then he noticed her sitting in a
shadowed corner. She looked spent, her features haggard and drzwn in the yellow-
green light. She did not scem to have noticed him, and he took the chance of
clling to Spock.

"Spock, it's Jim. Don't look round, just listen. Keap on'fighting her
control. Keep on - "

With o scream of rage Nanathe leaped up, her power surging back to project
again the image of lustrous youth. Her eyes fixed on Spock, who had stopped his
work =8 soon as Kirk spoke. The woman drew herself up to her full height, point-
ing impericusly towards Kirk.

WALl Kixrk!  ¥41l him nowl™

Bpock oheyed, turning to view Kirk with a chilling detachment as he advanced
to do hor bidding., Relying on his present advantage of independent thought and
action, ¥irk delayed his flight, appealing dircecitly to his friend.

"Listen to me," he said urgently. "Do not obey her! Fight it all the way!
Wertll help you. Just don't give in, Spocki!

The Vulesn lunged at him, and Kirk barely managed to dodge away. Spock was
not as siow as he had thought he would be. The Humen backed slowly away, still
talking in the same firm, controlled voice.

"Spock, you've been taken over before - you won those times...don't give up
now! She's weakening, she con't hold on to your wind much longer... For ocur
sokes, for the sale of the Ztorsns - fight heri?

Concentrating as hoe was on breaking tho spell, Kirk d4id not notico he was
gteadily being backed into o corner. He stumbled over @ rut in the floor - fell
againat a smooth metal panel. A shrick of victory came from Nanathe as she scnt
Spoclkt in %o kill his captain.

Desperately, Kirlk fought off the relentlesg Vulcan, fending off the hands
which roached inexorably for his wvulnersblce throat., He kept on talking, trying
not to holieve that his life could e¢nd now. No! Not here, not like thig!

b fomiliasr voice echoed dully in th ¢ wide chamber. "Spock! For God's sake,
dont 1M

McCoy's »nanic~stricken cry broke Nanathe's concentration for onc vital second
and Kirk ssw a flash of life in the previously blank eyes. A&t that moment he knew
for surc Spock wos fighting Wanathe's control - and winning.

Fanathe stood in the centre of the cave, her plans in ruing. She looked
fearfully from the approaching men to Spock., Which ones should she use her power
agoinst? Which oncs? So woeok... Her cyes merged from tho groen of power exer—
cisod to the Iight purple of indecigion. Suddenly, before her unbelieving gaze,
a new factor came into play.

Thors was no sound, no unusuel light. Only a slight thickening of the air
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as o figuro formed o few feot in front of the computer. It was a man of Nanathe's
own rece, & tall dignified man dressed in o multi-colourcd robe of chonging hues.
His shadowed eyes altornated from colour to colour constontly, snd as they alighted
on Nancsthe they becaws a decp crimson. He pointed & bony finger ot her,

"Manathe..." The decp voilce reverberated round the cave. Nannthe's reply
was woeak and frall in comparison, "Kotoralk, T..."
3

"fou do wrong, Nanatho."

"T do wrong!" For 2 gecond she scemed to regain something of her formor glory
then it wos gone, leaving the pathetic wreck she had become. "You spoeak of wrong,
Kotorak!" she spat. "It was you who did wrong. You left me here to diel™

"o all die," Xotorak s=aid reasonably. '"We gove you & planet to live on until
your 1ife was ended., You could do what you wishoed with your powers hers, live as
2 princcss if you liked. Instead, you chose to play with lives o you played on
Btera." He turned and bowed to the Storfleet men. "I deeply regret what you have
gone tihrough, gentlemen. There wasg o maifunction in the computer screcning system.
You should never have found Perani. No metter, you are safe now,"

"Safe?" shrigked Nanothe., "No-ono is safe on my planct, Kotoral! T will kill
you allin

They felt the mountain move about them, dust snd pebbles fell from jagged
cracks in the roof, the wind outside howled and shrieked, snd the native animals
of Perani moved uncasily in their loirs. Xotorak walted patiently, deep pity and
gorrow in his grave expression. The mountain stcod still agein, the winds died
down and Nanathe moaned as she felt her powers drazining away. Her eyes widened as
she suddenly felt them return full forcei then she realised what it meant.

"he sands run out, sister,” Kotorak said guictly. His ey:s turned opaque,
refusing to acknowledge Nanathe's agony.

"It's eating her up," murmured McCoy. "Burning out her body."

Nanathe wasg a shattered hag now, her hair gone, her eyes sunken and dull.
BEvon as thoy watched her skin shranl, bones jutting obscencly through their wizened
covering. She collapsed on the floor, too far gone even to agk for help.

Unable to stand by any longer, McCoy stepped forward to help, but Kotorak
gtopped him with a gesiure.

"Wou can do nothing."

The noxt instant it was over. Nanathe was dead, killed by her own wild power.
Kirlke looked up from the pitiful remnants of what was once a boautiful woman, and
wag just in time to sec Kotorak make a complicated gesture with his hands. ALl at
once his vision blurred, and a moment later the cave was empty save for the
computer and o small plle of groy dust. The winds of Perani, freecd now from Nanathe's
influcnce, crept into the cave, & small breeze 1ifting the dust end scattering it
along the tunncl.

Thud,.,.thud...thud... Dark unconsciousness reluctantly let go of his brain,
and he realised he could hear again.

Thud..,thud...thoed... & strange, alwmost mechanical sound. Rhyithmic, soothing
+ee His heartbest, magnified by thoe machine above his bed.

Ligat touched his eyclids, sounds coalesced — awareness reburned. A signal
sped faster than light from brain to nerves and muscles. Slowly he onened his cyes.

Kotorak moved over and smiled dovm at the young Human., Xirk frowned, trying
to figurc things out. Wasn't he in sickbay? No, that was impossible, yet...

He sat up, taking in tho welcome sight of standard Starflect moedical equipment.
& nurse hurried by, and Kirk blinked. No -~ it couldn't be. HNurse Chapel was dead!
Ho glanced hurriedly around, saw MceCoy, Sulu and Freeman regarding him from thres
beds to his left, Spock rogerding him from the bed on his right. They loocked at
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each other for a moment, thon Kirk finally found his voice.
"SpockT What is..." His voice trailed off.uncertainly and Kotorak laughed.

"T am sorry, Captain Kirk. In your weakened condition, the process of tele—
porting you to your ship put some strein on you. However, Nurse Chapel assures me
you will recover quickly."

"Nurse Chap... My ship?' He lookod ineredulously from one to the other, his
brain as yet unable to take it in., Spock lifted one elegant ecyebrow in silent
amzsement and looked at Kotorak.

"Kotorak, if you would be so kind...?"

The alien smiled again, sitting on one sdge of Kirk's bed so that the colours
of his robe seemed to merge with the mubted beige of the bed covers. He took a
decp breath, collecting his thoughts. Lt last he spoke, and both Kirk and Spock
could hear the sorrow in his voice.

‘ "Nenathe was my sister. She was born on Etera, and possessed the powers
which all our people have. I do not know what names you have for them, but there
is very little we cannot do with only a thought. TFrom birth we are taught to
control the powers, channcl them for the good of the planet, but with my sister,
gomething. . »went wrong.

Nanathe's mind becane warped, and her thoughts alien to our lifestyle snd
potentially dangerous. I tried to help her concuer the madpness, but it was no
uge. She wanted absclute power over people, and I could not stop her. She -~ she
killad our parents, attacked the Supreme Leader. From then on she was beyond help.”

He pasused, his eye colours settling into 2 pale, pesrly grey. They waited in
silence until he continued.

"She was tcoo dangerocus on Etera, toc wilful and unpredictable. We abhor
kiiling, even of cne asg dangerous as she, so it was decided to exile her. I chose
this planet. I was the one who sent her here..."

"Se sho's been here ever since?!" asked Kirk.

Kotorak nodded. "We hudlt the compubors - seven subsidiary and one central -
to koep her contained and hide fthe plamt. Thus others were protected from her
evil, though we could do nothing for the natives she ereated to serve her hers.
Unfortunctely the screens failed for o short, vital time, revealing Perani to
your scamners. I decoply regret the ordealg you have gone through. Y

"It wagn't your fault," Kirk assured him. He glanced at Spock, making sure
he wos there, usharmed. Spook nodded slightly as if he had read the Captoin's
thoughts, and Kirk turned bhack to Kotorak with a lighter hesrt. "Kotoral, I...
saw my ship explode, my crew died on.Perani...What...] mean how, did you...?"

"Once again, I regroet what you had to endure. Nanathe was unlike usg in that
she would kill without mercy, but we discovered the malfunction in time to stop
her., At the time she was still too powerful for us to stop without innccents
being harmed, but we found it relatively simple to save your crew, making it seem
they had perished ~ a simple matter of teleportation, even with your ship.
Unfortunatcly, to make Nanathe believe she was still in full control, we had to
create the images of death in your mirnds alsc. The explosion, your crowman'sg
agonising death ~ all werc i1llusions, projections of our minds.!

Kirk loocked at him with a lop-sided grin. "Pretty powerful illusions.M

"They had to be. Your pain had to be real... However, you need not worry
about tho offects, Captain. A1l memoriocs of the illusions have been erased. Your
crew remcembers the planet, bubt little elsc. Only you two know the full storys
aven your other friends here are not oware of what happened, of what I have been
saying. Ensign Shore is in excellent health, and the girl who was apparently
blinded is at this moment hard at work. It is regrettable we had to go to such
lengths, but we had to wait until Nanzthe had used her strength trying to control
too much at oncc. Only thern could I come to your aid, Captain. I am sorry."
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"ou saved my shiwu at the oxpence of your sister's 1ifel" cried Kirk,
disturbed at Kotorak's humility. "If anycone should apologise it should he me.
Tt was mostly our fault for boaming down there."

"Tevertheless, I apologise. From my h-art..." Kobtorak stood, bowing deeply
to Kirk and Spock. The air about him waversd, thinned, and in an insiant he was
gono, on his way back to the mysterious Biera.

Kirk lay back on hig pillows, suddenly tired. He was going %o have one
whale of a time explaining their two-week disappearance... He closed his eyes .
thenkfully, opening them again as o peevish voice spoke.

Mhat's going on here? Jim, who was that?!

Kirk grosned, and looked mutely at Bpock. 4 faint smile touched the corners
of Spock's mouth.

"Shall T explain, Captain?
"Please do, Mr. Spock.!

Ls Spock patiently began expleining everything to the confused doctor, Captain
James T. Kirk quietly fell asleep.

S RV ER VRV vRTE
NIGHT

It is night on the Enterprise.
They say night is silents

The only time o ship is at peace,
But I think not.

As I walk the passage on seasoned tread

I feel her vibrant new life.

The life given to the new-born c¢hild that is
Mine. i

iy ears hesar every creak, every hum, every cough
From the bridge to below and beyond.

I pass a door,

Hear soft harp tones...

And smile ag I perceive their meaning,

An outside vicwer...
he awesome sight of infitnity.
¥y soul expands to encompass that wonder,
But in vain.
I reach inward, and see her in my mind.
My ship, my phoenix, my beauty,
My iove.
Liko a space~borne- dove ghe flies the dark majesty
tnd only I - only I cen fecl hex heort bsat this night.

Lost in silent contemplation

I nod %o anobther who

Measurcs his 1ifc in thoughts of solitude.
The throb of her imprisoned wildness f£ills
The walls about me...The wildness T have
Longed for these past years.

Slecp, silent night, for I haves returned...
The dream is ended.

Reality begins.

W AW R WK XN
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MATIBAG BIUZS

"Cuch! You twit, I'11...1'11,.."

The rost of the agonisced cry was lost in soul-scorching cursing as It. Bob
Heasrns finally lost the fragile hold on his temper. & few yards awsy Uhura grinned
and edged past a pile of bogs reaching almost fo the mail-room's ceiling.,

"Jomething wrong, Bob?" she asked gweetly. The communications man blushed
slightly, trying not to swear at the pain in his bruised shinbone.

"Umw, T didn't realise you were thers. Sorry..."

"It's all right," leughed Uhura. "I've heard worse. The Captein comes outb
with some real beauts when he thinks no-one can hesr. What happened, or dare I ask?!

hn anguished expression crossed ¥earns' face. "That idiot Robinson dropped
this blasted crate on my leg., 4dd to thet the sack he christened me with eariijer
and the anti-grav unit he wrecked before that, and youw will know why I'm swearing."

Uhura nodded sympathetically. "Yes, he is a little ham-handed. Whatever
havponed %o the others who were detailed to help?"

Thore was a derisive snort. '"They all slipped off, didn't they... Put down
thelr names for leave and got away beforo the Chief svotted it. Kight now they're
probably enjoying the delights of the bose's stripelubs.®

"Aww, shomes..! cooed Uhura. "Poor little Robert is left oll alone to help
me sort the mail.!

"I might as well be for =1l the help Rovinson is."

Uhura waeg about to roturn to her bag counting when the size of the afore—
mentioned crate registered fully. She spun back, amazement in hor eyes.

"ihat in all the universe is in there?!

Mearns lifted his eyzs to the ceiling. "I hate to think. It's addressed to
Sulu, so it could be anything from a ten-tor boulder to an Aldeberan winkle-cat.
Either way, ho can come colloct 1t himself. No way am I ftransporting that up to
decik four."

His companion smiled and dudifelly returned to her work,

Bvery time the ship called at o Starbase, mail was dropped off to be forwarded
and waiting bags wore collected, rosulting in o transport shuttle service neither
comminications nor security looked forwsrd to. It was one huge heodache for both
departments, and the longer the Bnterprise had been away, the larger the piles of
mail., It was awmazing, Uhura mused, just how many people gtill used the oge-—cld
method of pen and paper to keep in touch. True, Starflect communication channels
could not afford to be inundetod with short endearments, but there wore still voice
tapes. It was 2lso amazZing how many people continued to address things wrongly
and scond parcels with insdequete wrappings. There would doubtless be the usual
mumber of 'dead correspondence' in this load, and Uhura was not looking forward to
hand~sorting the meil the computer could not make head nor tail of. She cursed
the luck thet had landed her this duty. Oh for a nice bridge crisis...

On the edge of her vision 2 burly rod-shirted figure was apparent, ond she
knew who it was before she looked up. Scotty had been back and forth between
enginecring and the mailroom cver since the first begs arrived, an cnxious ilook on
his face. Uhura decided that leook was becoming decidedly straincd.

T ken I've asked before," Scotty bugan defensively, "but is there cnythin
for me? 4 parcel, wmaybe?"

Before Uhure could answer, a shout came from Mearns' dircction. "Parcel
coming ovext?

Even as the communications officer realiged what that meant, a large package
gelled over thoe growing mound of bags, neotly wmissing her outstretched hands to
erash noisily on the floor.
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"Ch shi- Y began Mearns before he spotted Mr. Scott. "...Shucks..." he
finished lamely. "Hope thore was nothing breaksble in thore, wiv.!

Scotty looked ag if ho had swallowed one of MeCoy's most potent medicines.
He gulped convulgively, uneble to believe his eyes. 8lowly he sank to his knees,
picking up a drippings soggy wnarcel now full of broken glass. He gazed speechlossly
at it as the unmistakable aromn of Saurian brandy replaced that of dry mailbagw...
Uhura and Ilearns exchanged worried glances, the young man trying to decide what
to sny.

Scotty lookod at him, looked ot the parcel, guve a little moan and wandered
from the room in an unbelieving daze. A stunned silence lasted until the corners
of Uhura's mouth begon to curl upwards, accompanied by sn inevitoble giggle. They
looked ot sach other agsain ond promptly doubled up with laughter.

"I don't think I've ever seen him so shocked, cven whon the sngines nearly
blew up," spluttered Mearns.

Uhura glggled helplessliy, dropping the clipbeard in eorder to hold her middle
against the loughter., It was some time before she found bresth cnough to speak.

"Oh dear - I hate to sec a grown cnglneoer cry!"
"He can't complain -~ it wasn't morked fragile."

Uhurs tried to look storn and reproving. "BEven so, you reanlly shouldan't throw
parcels. Especially when I'm not ready for them. ILet's just hope there are some
technical journals in this Iot to console Bcotty.M

"¥oah," agreed Mearns. "How sbout some helpsrs for us, too - think you can
magic them upt! '

"] wish I could."

Bob Mearns looked dolefully at the mountain which was reaching BEverest pro-
vortions. If only thoy could get somo helps; by hook or by crook...if necesséry...
The thought sparked an idea in his mind, sn idea he liked thc more he thought about
1t. A ocunning glint entcred his eyo.

"Uhura, our worries are rbout to be solved for good. T am about to procure
ug sowe help, and there'll be no fear of them running off until this is done, either.!

The Bantu woman looked unconvinced. "Unless you can make some clones, forget
it, chum. ¥No-~one will give up their precious leave time gladly."

He waved & fingoer »t her, grinning from ear to ear. "Don't ask, merely wait
for my rcbturn. Within fifteen minutes I wiil have gathered o willing team to
assigt, Just rest those lovely legs of yours and I will roturni®

S2dly shaking her head, Uhura sat upon the near.st bag to do s he suggested.
It wes more than fiftecn minutes before he returned, but Uhura didn't care about
that. What took hor attention was the line of six 'voluntecrs' following dolefully
behind the exuberant communications officer.

"I give up," she said finally. "How did you do it?"

1T prevailtd ontheir sense of duty and honour," was the smug reply.

"He threatened to shop us if we didn't help," Kyle translated sourly.

A% Uhura's uncomprehending stare, Sulu explasined further. "He said he would
aceidentally on purposce tallk about o few things within the Captein's or Spock's
hearing." :

The blackmailer innocently ignored the aceusing looks. "Can I help it if my

geourity friend lnows about certain overiocked snd generally unknown incidents
which have escaped the Captain's attention? Silence has a price, you know,"

"If I find out who your security friend is, I'11..." began Kyle.

Ulmra interrunted before bad feelings got out of hand., She smiled brightly,
guiding tho extra hands townrds the pressing work. They would be & big help, bud
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it would still be several days bofore overything was properly sorted and handed out.

Hor coyes fell on an official-looking bag which prompted an inwsrd groan.
Mudging Mcarns in the ribs, she wandered over to it. "I bet you ten to a hundred
credits that is full of official forms and memos for the officers, and at least a
gquarter of it will be execlusively for our two commanding heroes. 1 prediet bad
moods for thoe next weesk or so."

"How so?!

"If you haven't seen the Captain ofter he gots his mail, then take my sdvice
end vamoose from sight for = while. He detests paperwork, and he's going to be
like & bull with & sore head until it is finished with. "

There was o knowlodgesble groan from Sulu's direction, so Nearns made & mental
note of tho worning.

"How long do you think this will tale?” Sulu asked of Uhura.
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"Years, sugar, years..,!

Tho helmsman let out a hollow moan. "I can see it now... We'll grow old and
die here ~ forever sorting mail in the afterlife...”

Sulu's morbid prediction seemed to be coming truc, for next day the mail
mountain looked as high as beforc and the weary expressions grew worse with every
bag cmpbied. Still, some of the mail was boing slowly sorted into its appropriate
piles, and while some heaps remained relatively small, others grew at an alarming
ratc,

Uhura gazed worriedly at the miniature mountain reserved for Kirk. "The
Captain is not going to like this at all..."

"Never mind, this will cheer him up," said Su lu, waving a coloured cnvelope
under her nose. Uhura took one end and breathed deeply. 4 lush, sxotic perfume
wafted vast her nostrils.

"Phew...oretty overpowering."

"Theore'!s more where that came from. Different perfumes cach time, too."
Uhura rolled her eyes. '"How many?"

Sulu shrugged. "I lost count after a while.!

"There can't be that many," Uhura said firmly, but they exchanged a knowing
glance. Whatever was in those lebters might just soften the Captain's mood enough
to malkke life bearadle.

"First clasg, lir. Sulr??
"hat else, Ms, Uhura?!

Uhura turned to be met by an anxious young ensign norvously clutching a large
bag as if his 1lifo depended on it. For a second she absently wondered what Mearns
could possibly have blackmailed him with, then remembered it was Robinson. She
assumed her best capable lieutensnt expression.

"Can I help you, Ensign?"

Robinson blinked. Somchow an enguiry from the wondrous Lt. Uhura made his
mouth dry in seconds. It took a while for hig brain to begin functioning enough
te produce words.

"Umes.Licutenent, sir, this bag is - ah ~ iz full of holiday brochures,
Bhould I give one to everybody, or..."

"letts see," interrupted Uhura. BShe delved into the expansive bag, coming up
with gaudily coloured magazines splattored with words which came closce to meking
her lose her famed cool.

"What the... 'Holiday on Sunny Omicron Ceti ITI! Relax in plecasant surround-
ings, assured of perfect total peace 2nd happiness throughout your vacatlon...
I'il hot! Sulu, Bob, come look at thisi ¥

The two men hurried across, unable to think what could bc wrong. Uhura thrust
a brochure at sach of them. '"Read thati"

Locks of puzzlement turned to dleLllef and then anger as they each read the
oright promisoes.

"Who the hell wrote thig?" cried Sulu.

Ubura was studying the inside and back covers, "I don't know, but whosver it
ig has somo cheek..." She trailed off, jaw hanging open. "Sulu, you'll never
belicve this. Remember Cyranc Jones?".

"I have heard, yes," murmured Sulu, who had been temporarily off the ship
during that unfortunate incident. "You don't mean he - "

"Thuk. T think the Captain had bettor see thesc. How they ever got here is
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beyond me."
"Thon T don't give overy crowmenber ona?! Robinson asked blandly.
g Y N

Uhura cyed him suspiciously, dccided he was not trying to be funny. "No,
Ensign, you do not," she said coldly. "Now, if you would be so kind as to pick
that up, we are going to sce Captain Kirk..."

Mearns watched thom go, then looked around him. "Well, looks like we're
getting on pretty well, huhf"

Sulu, who was determined to remain gloomy uwntil his onforced duty was done,
shrugged. "Tou wait. Spock might carry out one of his efficiency checks for
somothing to dol"

"Ig that bad?" Mearns asked. "I've always been off duty when he's checked
comminications.”

Sulu whistled. "Then you arce one lucky man. If you think Spock is super-
efficicnt normally, you wait until he really gets started. If you're not on the
ball then..." He rolled his cyes exvressively, making Measrns glance worriedly at
the door. H¥aybe he had better clear the floor of empty bags and torn labels, just
to be on the safe side, of course.

Kirk squinted through one cye for a secend, then did fthe same with his other
eye. He followed that by poering through hisg spread fingers, but it made no diff-
cronce at 2ll. It was no use, the mound on his desk locked just as formidable and
horrible whichever way he locked at it. 4 hollow groan expressed his feelings
exactly, and he could only watch numbly as a tendril of packets glowly slid from
their precarious perch to join anothoer small heap on the floor.

In the silence a small gurgling sound insistently reminded him of his stomach's
needs. James T, gritted his tecth, knowing full well that if he left it now he
would find hidself various impertsnt things to do until he could honestly ftell him—
sell he was too tired for paperwork. Htill, a medium rarce steak would go down
rather welless

Vigions of the varied moenus the computer could provide danced before his eyes,
dissolving his half-hearted determination to carry on working.

Mgalkling," he muttored, but it didn't stop him from pushing back the chair
and averting his eyes from the plle. Unforitunstely, it was net his might. The
door buzzer went just as he rose. Xirk sat down again with a slight feeling of
panic.

It was Spock who entered, his expression at its blandest yet. In his hand
was a bendle of letters — mostly pink, Kirk noted. The Vuican looked over the
overflowing mound as if it was a2 normal sight in the Captain's office. In some
weys it was, the only differcnce being the all over size.

"4 numbsr of lettoers addressed to you seem to have been mistakenly included
with my correspondence, Captain," he explained, holding out thoe bundle.

Kirk reached for it, frowning at the aura of perfume about it. He glanced at
thae very feminine envelopes with an expression of absolute dread. Oh no, not
AZALN,. .

"It is fortunate I noticed them,! Spock continued, savouring Kirk's face.

"Thoy mey be important.!

Bihat, these? Oh no, not very important really," Kirk said with forced
Joviality. "They can wait... Thanks for bringing them along, just the same, Spock."

As he hurriedly scoreted the offending letters in a drawer he caught a glimpse
of 2 barely raised oyebrow, bubt it was down again by the time he lifted his head,

He coughed politely, determined to change the subject.

"iheeo I got the usual mountain of mall again, as you can see. I hate to
think how long it'll take to get it sombed.”




29

"Approximately threo point nine weeks, I should say," Spock said helpfully,
eyeing the mail, . '

Kirk wonderced sourly if that was a Spock-type joke or not. He sincerely
hoped it was. Like Hearns before him, his momentary depression was brightened by
the glimmorings of an idea. His voice took on an air of couragoous dejection,
which he linked to a hang-dog expression. It really would not be fair, but if
Spock fell for it...

"Wag, I had to cut my shore leave short for this lot. Pity," sighed the dom-~
trodden Captains "I'm not complaining, of course — all part of the job, after all
- but it would he nice to get away frowm it for a while, even a fuw hours. If only
I had someone to sort it oub...!
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He resisted the impulse to sigh again and glanced sideways at BSpock. Maybe
he had laid it on o vit thick. Was that & look of pity in the Vulcan's eye? He
walted hopefully as Spock nodded with complete understanding snd sympathy.

"It is unfortunate," Spock murmurcd. He pausced for a sccond then continued,
"However, there is a saying that the sooncr something is tackled, the sooner it is
finished. Which rominds me of my own mail., If you will excuse me, sir..."

Kirk ground his tocth together. Spock had known from the start what he was
up to! That Vulean was getting too good at reading Humans! As the door closed,
he glared glumly at the small mountain, wondering for the umpteenth time who had
invented letters and important packets. Whoeover it was, if a certain Starship
captain sver got hold of him...

A& chorus of hearty guffaws and wolf whistles attracted Uhura's attention, and
her cors pricked as she heard Chekov's name mentioned. She glanced up to where
the men had gathered in a small group, the taller ones peering over shoulders at
somothing Bob Mearns held. Uhura put down her clipbeoard and wanderesd slowly over
to satisfy her curiosity.

Wihore d4id he get hold of that?" asked Kyle.

Moarns raised his cycbrows. "I wish I knew... He refuses to give me the
addrecss, cither.

"Dirty old man..."

Sulu craned hig neck, squinting psst Kyle's ear. 'Hey, I didn't see that page
properly: flick it back. Hman. Uh, on second thoughts, never mind that page. 1
don't think I'm old snough..."

Uhura moved quickly up, stending on tiptoe to see past them. "Can I have a
look?"

There was a flurry of pages as Mearns hastily closed tho magazine. The other
seven looked suitebly embarrassed and szbashed, and Uhura noted Robinson had turned
an interesting shade of pink.

Undetered by the air of confusion and with cherscteristic determination,
Uhura cdged closer, glancing curiocusly at Mearns. "Come on, give me & look too.
Why should you lot have 2ll the fun? Tell me what it is, at least."

Varying tones of rod and pink had begun to colour Mearns' neck and cheeks, and
for some reason he had developed a clese interest in the floor. He carefully held
tho magazine just out of Vhura's reach.

"It's nothing mueh really, Ubura. Just some magazincs on - ah - " Ho glanced
desperately at the others for inspiration.

"Biology," blurted Sulu anxiously. A parcel came untied; we were Jjust
mtting it back together..,." He finished uncertainly, knowing full well Uhura
didn't believe o word of it.

She smiled sweetly, awars of what aspsct of 'biology'! it was. The imp in her
proapted her to ask, "Bioclogy? Human or alien? Is it both sexes, or just one?!

She waited expectantly while Mearns spluttersed nonsense and the helpers
exchanged glances. As Bob came to the end of his hurried answer Uhura took pity
on them.

"Tdiots!" she laughed. "I know perfuetly will it's a ‘men-only' type magazine!
Nothing to be embarragsed sbout — I am past my innocent days, you know. Now, would
one of you kind gentlemen help me with these personal message tapes, or I'1l neve®.
get them sorted outb... M

Graduelly with the help of the 'voluntcers' the mail room was cleared of its
bags and boxes, the eagerly awaited mail duly delivered to the impatient customers.
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Overnight the rec room was filled with engrossed letter-readers, some already
somposing replies which might take as long again to reach their destinations.

Finally Uhura and Bob Mearns ceremoniously folded and laid down the last empty
mail bag, both heaving a heart-felt sigh of relief.

Mhank God that's finished.!

"Seconded," murmured Uhura. "Poof... There was 2 lot, but at least no
wrongly-labelled hags meant for other ships turned up. I remember the time we got
half of the Hood's mail - hoo hoyiM

Mearns shut his eyes ond stretched luxuriously. YAk well, now I can relax.
Uhura, would you care to join me in - M

Through the door a hoarassed figure came hurrying in, & large, full bag grasped
in each hand. Both lieutenants stared at Robinson and then at the bags in growing
herror.

"Look what I found next door," began Hobinson. "I thought they were those
brochures, but they're really for Captoin Stevens of the Columbus..."

Uhura and Meorns locked silently a2t each other, then moved as one. Without a
murmur, they iifted a bag, corefully emptying it over Robinson's head. ILetters
cascaded downwards, & parcel bouncing off the confused Unsign's shoulder. The other
bag followed suit, then Li. Mearns bowed to Uhura.

"Ms. Uhura, would you do me the honour of Joining me in the rec room for a
celebration drinke"

The Bantu woman curtsied delightfully, placing her hand on Mearns' readied arm.
"Sir, I would be honcured to do so."

them. He. looked down at Captain Stevens! wail and slowly picked himself out of
the middle of it.

"Oh dear," he murmured. '"Uh, Lieutenant, sir..."

T HH AN e KRR KN
STLRSHIP DESTINY

You were born to be here,
ind I a% your side.

To explore the heavens,
To reach deep inside...
Thig is your destiny.

You revel in it

As you move like a dancer
Through its intricate dreams
hnd know peace =nd harmony
And hope.

Space is your home,

This starship your body,
You embrace its planets
Lnd beautiful peoples.
Star child in motion.

Life and hope,

Both are entwined

In your soul, and so
Am I, as companion,
brother snd guardian.

You live by your instinct,

I by my laws. '

But you have extended my life.
I thank you for that,

For we are as one,

And you rescued my soul.
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KISSTION TO A CONTRARY PLLNET

James Kirk couldn't help smiling 2 little as he stepped from the transporter
pad. 41l things congidered, there was little else Nogura could have done, but it
was nice to have things straightened out. There had bteen o few rumblings in
Starfleet Command about his 'faking off' with a brand-new Starship, but Kirk had
saved Barth and he let them know it. Politely, of course.

Tor on instant he wondered at himself, There had been a time when the use
of his rank privileges would have been unthinkable, but those days were behind
him. BSure, he had changed, but he preferred to think of those changes as gocd
ones, Only time would tell, of course.

Lt. Rand received a dazzling grin as he left the dark room, and then he was
out in the corridor, senging the vibrant life in this new Snterprise. He pondered
over his instructions as he waited for the turbo-eclavator to arrive. The fact
that he was here on *rial irked considerably, but it had taken enough argument to
get the snterprise captaincy at all, never mind ancther mission. There had never
been a case of a Starship catain returning to his ship after his five-year
migsion, even though that captain had returned with his ship and crew almost
intacty an upheard-of thing. Some were not at all sure of his ability to continue
coping with the constant stresses inherent in a deep~space voyage, especially after
his time on Harth.

Kirk squared his chin at the memory of their doubtful expressions and the
arguments he had used to change those doubts. Hadn't he proved with the V'ger
affair that he was ag competent as ever? A man never lost his sbility to command,
and. he would prove that.

"m, Captain Kirk? Sizp"

¥irk came out of his self-songratulatory thoughts and back to reality. He
suddenly reolised that the 1ift had not arrived yst and there was = nervous young
technician hovering at his side.

"Yes, Ensign?!

Thoe youth nervously indicated the tightly-closed doors. "Er...turboshaft
elght i non-operational at the moment, sir. Minor repairs. If you'd like to uss
shaft seven..."

Probebly his first tour of duty, thought Kirk. He smiled.

"Sowe things never change, Ensign," he soid lightly. "Even in a new ship.
Thank you.!

The ensign watched him stride away with round eyes and o slightly daged
expression before turning back %o his sesigned tosgk - putting an 'Cut of Order!
nobtice on the dooxr.

Ls luck would have i%, Spock was entering the 1ift as Kirk rounded the corner.
The Vulcan kept the deoors open until kiz commanding officer had entered, then
loocked quizzically at him. "Bridge, Captain?!

"Bridge, Mr. Spock.”

L8 the 1ift gother speed, Kirk unobirusively watched Spock, comparing the
Vulcan now to the utterly different alien who had arrived on the Enterprise nine
bricf days ago. He seemed much more relaxed, but stronger too. Strong within
himself, Kirk realised., He's come to terms with his dual perscnality, and he's
accepted it.

The shadowed phrown eyes looked in hisg direction, a faint note of curiosity
sounded in the voioce., "Was your meeting with the Board satisfactory, Captain?!

"Wery satisfactory, Mr. Spock," replied Kirk, unsble to hold back a grin any
longer. "I have commnnd for z triasl period only, but it won't “.¢ long before
they lose their doubts about my abilities.!

Spock raised one oyebrow, an act which added to Kirk's exubersnce., "I admire
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your confidence," he said coolly.
Kirk only grinned wider. "It's got me this far.!

Spock 1lifted the other c¢yebrow, well aware of the word geme they played.
Strenge how such an illogical way of speaking could add to one's feeling of
'belonging' . ' '

"Our first job is to transport an Ambagssador to a planet nome of Gairm,
Another diplomoatic job, it scoems," Kirk continued. He made a face. "Light duties
firste.a"

"They know your tendency to attract trouble," Spock observed drily. The 1ift
doors opened- before Kirk could reply, and the Captain bounced down the steps to
his chair. Spock continued at 2 more dignified pace to his.

Uhura correctly interpreted her captain's happy expression. "New orders, sire"

"Correct," beamed Kirk. He pushed his chair round, resisting the urge to spin
1t around full circle. '"Navigator, compute a course for Starbase 16, and the most
direot route from there to Gairm, Delta Capporum system.m

Phye, sir."

"Mr. Sulu, prepare to leave orbit."

With her incrcased warp-drive capacity and brand new engines, the Enterprise
made short work of the journcy to the Starbase, and it was not long after their
departure from Earth that Kirk and Spock were walting patiently as fmbossador
Shondar beamed zboard.

Kirk straightened his shouiders as the figure meterialised through the sparkl-
ing beam. He had heard before of Maria Shondar, and knew of the many peaceful
migssiong credited to her name. If anyons could sort out the troubles on Gairm,
she could, -

Kirk stepped forward to greet his passenger. "hmbassador Shondar, welcome
aboord.M

She took his hand in a confident, firm grip. "I'm happy to be herc, Captain.
I've hoard a great deal sbout your adventures,!

A1l good, I hope."
"Of courscet?

Ambessador Shondar was a small, middle-aged woman, and she wore and cream and
crange outfit, stylishly cut to fit her slightly plump figure. Long blonde hair
was left fTo hang down her back, and sparkliing brown eyes etched with laughter lines
revealed o sense of humour uncommon in fest diplomats. Above her eyes her eyebrows
archod slightly, @n inheritance from Vulcanoid stock generations back in her family
line. Sho looked from Kirk to the tall Vulecan waiting unobtrusively at his rear.

"Captain?!
"Oh. My apologies...hmbassador Shondar, my sccond-in-command, ¥r. Spock.!

Thoy nodded to each other ond oxcheonged pleasantrices, then Xirk claimed the
hmbossador's attention again., M"Ma'am, your guarters are all ready for you. Would
you like to freshen up, perhaps change, or would you like to see round the ship
first?? '

.

4 glesm ceme into Shbndarfs eyee "I know I sound like a little girl, but
could T see the ship first? I don't often get the chance to tour a completely
Cup~to-date Starship.” .
"I understand the foeling," smiled Kirk. "I felt like that when I first
arrived on board. Everything was completoly - "

"Bridge;to Captaini®
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TEYOUSE MSewe’

They waited while ke cnswered tho urgent call and returnced from the comsole,
shrugging philosophically. "I'm sorry, hmbassador, I'm ncecded clsewhere, I will
have to lesve you in kr. Spock's capable hands. He is an cxcelisnt guide.!

Shondar nodded understandingly. "That's all right, Captain. You're a busy
man." '

"infortunatsly, you're right,h grimed Kirk. P"I']ll see you again later, I
hope

"T should think you will," replied Ambassador Shondar. She waited until the
door had closed behind Xirk, then turned to Spock., "Well, Mr. Spock, lead on.
Parhops on our travels we can discuss our mubtual heritage, though I think I am
Turther removed from Vulcan thon you arc...!

At 1600 hours, ship's time, Kirk, Spock, McCoy and Scott met with Ambassador
Shond=r to go over the delicate situation on Gairm. Asg Shondasr woent over her
notes it soon became apparent Just how sensitive the situation was.

"The Gairmites are a touchy race, given %o frequently changing their minds at
the drop of a hat. They themsslves have lost count of the number of international
wars through the ages.

The planet consists of nine separate island states ruled by the High King and
their own representatives in the High Council. &t the woment High King Vorda is
in power, and for the past fifty years has quite happily done business with the
Federation, trading in winerals, artifacts, general things of that sort."

"i mining company set un business near the capital not so long ago, didn't
1£?" asked Kirk.

Shondar nodded. "That's correct. The Centurian Mining Corproretion, run by
Mr. Andrew Meersham. They mine Pertimite, which Gairm has in plenty. Gairm used
to trade with the Xlingons, and it's a gign of Vorda's faith that he let the company
onto the planet. 4s you nodoubt know, he changed sides when he inherited the
throne and after a lot of argument monaged to get his own way. Wow we're on the
way to keeplng Gairm on the right side of the neutral zone.!

"If I am correct," commented Spock, "a sudden return to dealing with the
Xlingons would put a congiderable strain on the cother Federation planets in that
area,'

"Security would have to be stepped up,! Kiri mused. "It could cause quite a
lot of repercussions over a fairly wide area,"

"Exactly," sgreed Shondar. "The trouble is, Vowrda may not be sble to sway
Council opinion much longer. His son Henon'ar is pushing for change. Recently,
there's been some bother with the miners - general ilgnorance of local customs,
rowdiness, that sort of thing, The Gairmites have stood 1t well enough, but a few
wecks ago a group of men desiroyed a shrine.™

"Let me guess," said MeCoy. "They're highly religious too."

"Very. They worship thelr ancestors, and this particular shrine belonged fto
Veorda's family. That, as far as the CGalmmites are concerned, was the last straw.
Ignorance they could accept, but not the desecration of a shrine. There have been
murmurings of driving out the alien devils, and I wouldn't be ot all surprised if
a fow Klingon agenbts haven't been sniffing out the land.M

"L ticklish problem in diplomacy, Ambassador," murmured Xirk.

But net an unsolvable one, I hope," replied the women.

"o refuse to be intimidated!" cried the young Gairmite, his lime-green crest
riging in anger. "You come here wishing to fool us, to trick us, but we will not
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te taken in hy your lies!M

The elderly alien scated behind him blinked his double eyelids impatiently.
"fenon'ar Neeth Krel, be silent!™
Ls the heir-apparent to Galrm's throne angrily subsided, Vorda settled himself

further into the hammock-~like arrangement that served ag & seat on Gairm. He
locikied sideways abt the group waiting before him.

"I seek forgiveness for nmy son's brashness. He knows little of etiquette,
and ignores what he has learned.”

smbassador Shondar bowed respectfully. "The impulsivencss of the young is
comunen to all races, High King. Thers is naught to forgive."

Vorda clicked shut his beak and glanced at Manon'ar. L few seconds passed,
then the youth spoke reluctantlys. "You are generous in your forgiveness, Ambagsador.
I hope I am worthy of such generosity."

Seemingly satisgfied by this token apology, Vorda looked back to Shondar, and
hehind her Kirk and Spoclt traded looks, It was cbvious where Menon'ar's sympathies
iay, and they would have to guard sgeinst giving him ény ammunition for his
argumonts.

To prevent sny awkwardness or misunderstendings with the difficult Galrmite
language, all four Federation representatives wore small, compact translators, and
it wes into this that Shondar epoke. Vorda listened intently, perceiving her
words in the clicking, gurgling spesch of his people.

"High King, we come not to intimidate you or trick you, bubt to help our people
and yours to understand each other. Thers heve been too many unfortunate incidents
in the pagt. We wigh only to smooth out any animosity caused by these insults and
crente harmony hetween us again,”

"In truth, I wish it to be so," sighed Vorda, "but sometimes I fear the voice
of trust is not heard by my people, or by yours. Why else do you come in numbers,
in 2 grest ship which can destroy our woridf?!

Miajesty, the snterprise is a tribute from the High Council of the Federation.
She is the finest ship in her fleet, and before all other duties, she was sent
herc." Ls Vorda digested the mesning of her statement, Shondar pointed at the
three men behind her. "These men are heroes. They have fought injustice many
times, and respect the customs and honour of other races.”

The High King fixed the heroces with an unnerving stare, then Menon'ar spoke
from his corner. "They arc...'"thon a sharp gurgling click the traanslators could not
deal with. Vorda struck him across the face, sending him reeling.

”I‘z‘it&y your feathers be oilless! Boorish lout, how dare ¥ ol insult our wvisitors
\ )
thug!!?

"I beg forgiveness," Menon'ar muttered sulkily, but his father had hed enough.
He camce to his feet, crest raigsed to its full glory, one withered hand pointing
inperiocusly dewn the long hall.

YBegone from my sighti!

The young prince hurried away, his small, useless wings twitching against his
broad feathered back. He disappeared through the maln door as Vorda resalb, his
crest bobbing up and down in agitation,

"Arbagsador entlebeings, my most humble apologies are of fered to you," he
y & £S5, P J U,
said anxiously. "My son...there can be no excuse for his behaviour.!

"We accept your apology, and already forget the matter," the Lmbassador assured
him. M"He ig doubtless upset by the desecration of your shrine."

"hh yes..." Vorda's eyes olouded and the three claws on his right hand flicked
in and out again. "My shrine... The leader of the miners, Mee'am, promiscd most
faithfully to deliver to me the culprits of this most insulting deed. This hes not
veen done.!
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Kirk stepped forward. "High King, I asgure you that when we hove spoken with
Moersham, we will find the culprits.”

The alion's double eyelids slid up, and his topaz starc settled on the
Enterprise's captain. "It would not go well if you did not, Kirz!."

Fiftcen minutes later, a rathor disgruﬁtled Lndrew Meersham found himself
giving audience to three Jtarship officers and a persistent, if not hard-headed,
hobossador. He sighed, rubbing his chin os he prowled round his office desk.

"Tou meon I have to hand over my men for them to do with as they plecase because
of some stupid high jinks? Christ, I offered to pay for the demage!"

Maria Shondar moved into his path, fixing him with her direct stare., "Mr.
Meersham, I =m sure you must be aware 1t is not only a matter of a damaged shrine,
though thoat's bad enough. To Vorda it's a matier of honour and pride to punish
the descerotors of his ancestors' tounbs."

Meorsham dodged round her and walked into Spock, who gave him an unfathomable
look as he backed away and finally sat down. "Yeah," he said. "But who would have
thought a lean-to with a pile of stones and evil-smelling plants was a royal
shrine "

"This ig eon alien pl=mnet," Spock pointed out, "Customs are bound to be
different .M

Kirk gighed and lesned on the deosk, bis hands gripping the edge. "Meersham,
why don't you give up the men? I don't know what the local punishment foxr this
crime is, but I'm sure Lmbasscdor Shondor will be able to agk for leniency, since
it was done out of pure ignoronce of the customs.!

M therwise," put in Shondar, "you might not hrve mining rights here for much
longer.m

: Heersham drumm:d his fingers on ithe chair arm for s moment, then threw up his
nonds in disgust. "Ckay. okay, I'11 do it if it will keep the pence.”

"I4'11 help, at any rate."

They left the office in silence, with Meersham's promise that the culprits

would be found and sent Yo the palace the next day. Kirk glanced at Ambassador
Shondear, who was deep in thought.

"Thet ought to placate Vorda a little," he said.

"Lot us hope so. Captoin, were you thinking of going back to the ship just
yetup!

"If there is nothing else we can do," Xirk answered. "Would you prefer ~ 71
>

Shondar shook her head. "No, just the opposites I think I'1} go on to the
palace, tell Vords what's happeoning. If I go myself, he moy speak o little easier
about the situation. I think he's frightened of losing hig hold over tho Council.
With luck, I may be able to quell any doubts he may have about backing us,"

Kirk grinned "It might just work. You have your communicotor?™
g ’ g% ) Yy

She raised an arm to reveal the wrist~band bensath her long sleeves. MALL
present and correct! IT'1l1l call the ship when I want to beonm back, Captain., Until
lator, gentlemen..." She walked swiftly away, and McCoy took the opportunity to
teage Kirk o little.

"Just your type, eh, Jimp"

"Who, me?" Kirk protested. "Bonecs, I may like women who kuow their own minds,
put I don't go chasing ofter every onc who proves she can charm o High King or two.
Begides, she's married!i!

#cCoy harrumphed loudly, plessed that their friendship was as strong ss before.
The fact that he had “een pulled willy-nilly from hig comfortable civilian life




37
ranitled & iittle even yeot, but for now he was recsonably happy. Perhaps he would

reconsider his life's route in the near fuburs, dbut until then he was Loonard
McCoy, ship's doctor, ond that suited him fine.

Like a well—fitting'glove, Kirk thought as they walked back to the beam-up
point. That's their friendship. Always dependoble, strong... I should have
listoned to Bones then. ¥Why did I throw this away?

He thought back over khis years as chief of Storfleet operations. They had
becn ompty years, he realised. He had been haif alive, the vibrant, questioning
poart of him submerged under planet-side plesssntrics. This was where he belongeds
in the contrasting alicanness of Btarfleet life where the bitter-swect taste of
danger was always prusent.

And what of Spock? What did he think of as they wolked togother in the same
cloge companiocuship that hed held thewm secure throughout countless trialg?

He thought of the pest, and of the future; hig future, on the Bnterprise.
He felt more ot pesce now than he had ever been, even after the deeply cleanzing
meditation of Kolimahr. The trials, the doubts...it had all become 2 dream which
finally ended when he was given his answer. There waos a certoin amount of irony
in the way he hod found thoe truth. ‘

"Hey, you! You Captain Kirks"

The harsh voilce broke into Spock's thoughis, and hig heed lifted as Kirk
helted in cnswer to the call. He confirmed his identity, his goze stondly cool
and forbidding towards the miner who had shouted.

4 small, wiry man wondered over, locking Kirk up and down with an insolence
thet spoke of habitual bravado. His breath recked of the local equivalent of heer,
the sourceo of his sudden courage.

"Thought you were him," he seid at last. "I wanna talk to ya. Namehs Norsen
- Kurt Norsen. He an' the boys are wonderin' what's goin' on,"

"I don't follow you," Kirk murmured, cyeing the miners drifting towards them.

‘ Horsen spat on the floor, wiped his hands on his trousers. "We heard the
guys wno broke up that shrine are bein' hended over to the Galrmites. What're you
gonna do 'bout it"

"r, Morsen, I will make sure theoy are handed over."

"Zat so?" Norsen swaggered closer +to Kirk, but stopped uncertainly as Spock
moved very slightly forward. He said nothing, but managed to convey a great deal.
Worsen shuffled back. Kirk folded his zrms and stood with a deceptive calm which
bothered Norsen even more. He looked towards his fellow workers, but found no
sunport there.

"Uh...we don't want no trouble," he said at last. "It's just..."

"Don't worry, Mr. Norsen," XKirk assured him. "The men responsible will he
defended by Ambassador Shondar and myself. There will be no trouble.!

"Yeah, Well, thanks," Norsen mumbled, walking uneasily away, while keeping
an eye on Spock. The other miners drifted away as quickly as they had gathered,
and the Starfleet men left the planct unhindered.

"The local spokesman, it seems," McCoy remarked as they rounded the corner.

Kirk nodded. "All mouth and bluster, but dangerous just the same. Somshow I
don't think the trouble will end with the punishment of these men."

"Knowing Human nature," said Spoeck, "I suspect it may Just be beginning.M

The very next day, Meersham kept his promise and - %to both the prisoners! and
¥irk's relief - Shondar persuaded Vorda to let then off with a light sentence.
This congisted of three CGairmian years in their squalid prisons and a light whipp-
ing of fifty lashes. When one of thom protested at the sentence, Vorda eyed him
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critically. "Be gled you receive this little, Human. In the old days, offenders
hed their feathers shaved off and their wings cut from thelr shoulders. They were
then blinded.., Since you have ne wings, the Council wished your hands cut off -~
I persuaded them to reduce it to the whipping. You are indecd fortunate.!

The miner subsided rapidly. Unfortunately, Mr. Meersham did notsy probably
because he was not under the piercing gaze of the High King. . .

"You said he'd be lenient, Kirk!" he roared, thumping the desk in his anger.
HHe wasg,'" Kirk said pleasantly. 'For a Gairmite.!

"Surely you realise that in order to live on this planet you must be prepared
to abide by its laws," Spock put in. '

Meersham glared at him, '"But three years, dammit! That's the cquivalent of
ten Barth years! Four of my best men incarcersted in their dirty little prisons...!

"It was the best Vorda could do," Kirk said firmly. licersham leaped to his
feet, ready to hit Kirk before he remombered who he was. Angrily, he sat again,
breathing heavily.

"The men will be angny..."

"Then you had bebter keep them calm. MWr. Mesrsham, perhaps you don't realise
Just what is at stake bhers. If your men anger the Gairmites too much, they may
leave the Federation, and that would have ropercussions all the way across this
seector. The Klingons are just waiting to get a toehold in here again, and if
Vorda says he wants them, there's hothing we can do. Perhaps it would have been
better if the men had been tried by a Federation court, but that would have
insultoed Vorda even more. You see my pointt"

The mine owner grudgingly agreed. "Okay, I'1l do my best to calm them down,
tut don't expect too much."

Kirk breathed a gquiet sigh of relief. "Just stop thoem from insulting the
natives," he said. "That's all I ask.!

Kirk and Spock left the mine slowly, walking along the busy street outside.
Both noticed the respectful, if wary, looks the Gaimmites gave them. The bird-like
poople admired the obvicus trappings of wealth displayed by rich merchants and the
like, and to them the crisp, well-cul uniforms signified a great deal of wealth
behind these strange aliens. Traders watched thoem hopefully, but they showed no
gign of stopping to examine their wares, so the Galrmites turned their attention
back Yo their own kind.

"Captain..."

Kirk came to a sudden halt and followed the Vulcan's geze. Across the dusty
road a familiar figure was just leaving & tailor's shop, sweying slightly as he did
g0« His thin, sinewy body was covered in a suit mads of venkr, an expensive fabric
made on Gairm for those who could afford it. The tailor wabtched from the shop door
ag his customer wandered away, his clawed hand still clutching a wad of money.

Kirk frowned at the sight. "I wouldn't have thought he could afford clothes
like tkat.®

"It is unlikely," agreed Spock. "A month's pay from the mine would buy only a
metre of venkr, yet Norsgen has a complete suit. He is also drunk, and to become
that intoxicated takes a great dezl of money."

"It depends what youlrc drinking..."” Kirk said absently. "However, it may
be worth finding out where Mr. Norsen got his sudden riches.”

It was easy enough to follow behind Norsen, and the miner never noticed his
two shadows wntil he was firmly hustled into an empty doorway. Worriedly, he
lookod from one to the other, his oyes widening as he recognised them. Xirk let
go hig arm and pushed him against the deor, while Spock loomed silent and foreboding
ovor the unfortunate man.

Mhat...what do you want?!
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Kirk looked at him with an expression of complete innocence. "Why, nothing,
Kurt. I can call you Kurt, can't I? We just noticed your fine outfit from
across the street, and wanted to sce it closcr at hand..." He lightly fingered
the neatly-stitched material, standing back to admire the cut. "Fine work, fine
woriz. Hand~tailored, of coursc. Must have cost quite a lot.™

Worsen could not resist a little bragging: He looked down at himself proudly.
"You bet it did! 2000 kquatasi!

Kirk whistled, shaking his head in wonder., "2000... Let's see, that must be
900 crodite, at least. T never realised miners were paid that much. You must be
favoured, Kurt."

"Yos, well, I do have..." Norsen trailed off as hs rcalised whot he was
gaying., "EBr, that.,.that is... I saved up for it! Yes, that's what I did.
Saved up. Quite casy if you..."

Spock fixzed him with an unnerving stsre. '"Fascinating.”

"Whe..what 1ig?" agked the miner, swallowing nervously. Ha wag rapidl
?
sobering up.

"The fact that you were able to save so much from what is cbvliously a low-
paid job. Did your diligence not interfere with your drinking habits?!

¥eorgen shook his head in bewilderment and Kirk moved in for the kill., "Come
on, Kurt. Are you trying to tell us that a low-grade worker like you saved up
enough money to buy clothes only nobility can afford? Where did that money really
come from?"

" saved it, honest I didi" wailed Norsen. "I'm very thrifty that way..."
Hig knees began to quiver ag Spock moved menocingly closer. Kirk turned slightly
away, examining his fingernails minutely. He spoke in = nonchalent tone as if he
wag discussing the weather. ‘

"Hurt, you may have noticed Mr. Spock hers is a Vulcen... Now I don't know if
you have met any before, but I'm sure youlve heard of thelr greant strength, at the
vory least.!

Norsen nodded furiously, and Spock raised an eyebrow very slightly at his
captain.

"Good," Kirk continued in the same tone. '"Did you also know that Vulcans
have a vory barbaric pasgt? I didn't think so... You see, Xurt, the peint is, as
& Vulcan Mr. Spock knows many ancient technigues used for punishing wrongdoers.

How these can be gquick and painlessg, or thoy cen be the exact opposite. You get
my drift? It's been a long time since Mr. Spock had a chance to practice...”

"I...I thought Vulcans werce peacefull™ Norsen gulped, trying unsuccossfully
to edge further away from Spock.

"You don't want to believe everything you hear, Kurt. Whoever told you that?"
"Stopi" Norson shrieked. "Stop, for pity's sake. Don't hurt me, pleage..."
"Where d4id ths money come from?"

A new fear came into the miner's eyes. "I can't tcll you. They'll find out
and - "

"Who will find out?" srnapped Kirk,

"I don't know for surc. They scnd money...tell me what they want donce..
Don't kill we!l"

By this time the miner was almost on his knees,; and curious Galrmites were
pausing slightly as they passed, eyeing the three aliens. It was unlikely that
Norsen would gay any morc, torn as he was betweon feor of injury now or later, at
another's hands.

Kirk took pity on him and stood aside. "Go on, get out of it."

Hesitantly, Norsen edgod past them and hurried away for the safety of his
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quarters. Xirk watched him go, rubbing hig chin thoughtfully., "I% sounds asg if
someone is deliberately trylng to stir up trouble," heo said. "The Kiingons, for
oxamnlae s

"It is likely," Spock agreed. He was about to go on when Kirk's wrist-com
bleeped demandingly. The Captein snswered it at once, and listened with a sinking
‘Theard.

"Secott here, sir. Uhura's just intercepted a message from Gairmm. It's a woe
bit garbled, but by the sound o' it there's a fire at the royal palacelM

bs Kirk replied and switched off he looked at Spock. "hmbossador Shondar may
8till have been visiting Vorda. If cither of them is hurt..."

The palace wag surrounded by a milling crowd, and over their heads Kirk and
Spock could see whisps of groy smoke still ecmexging from windows. The Enterprise
mon weaved slowly through the curlous aliens, but were brought to o halt at the
main gates by a royal carriage leaving the poalace. It stopped as it rcached them,
and Prince Menon'ar glared menacingly from his seat.

"Kire'!" he bellowed, angry at his inability to pronounce the Human's name
properliy. "Now you show your true cclours, as I know you would!™ :

Kirk glanced worriadly at Spock, then bowed respectfully. "Your Highness, I "

"Do not patronise mei" interrupted the prince. "You and your people have
planncd this from the beginning. You hoped to kill my father and myscelf and take
over our planet, dbut you have failed! Wo mow have proof of your treachery and I
will stand by no longer.”

"Prince Menon'ar.,."

"Silence! I hear no mors iies. I go now to the Hizk Council to tell them of
thisg deed, We shall belong to the Foderation no longeri" The carriage lurched
away hefore Kirk could utter a singic word of self-defence.

"He does not scem to want to Iigten to reason," observed Spock.

"No, more's the pity," Kirk said grimly. "Let's hopo he cools down before he
docs too much damage. Come on, we'd better find out what's happened.!

Gotting inte the palaco was not as casy as Kirk thought it would %bves As soon
as they entered the lerge ontrance hall a line of royal guards appeared from no-
whore and surroundoed them, weapons levelled at their chests. Several tense moments
passod, then Vorda's chancellor came up and explained who they wore to the guards,
who then, grudgingly, let thoem pass.

Necmary led Kirk and Spock through the smoke—filled corridors to Vorda'ls
private chambers, where the High King waited for hisg visitors., In the midst of
carcfully draped cloths and Jingling windchimecs the aged Galrmite lay in his bed,
blinking irritably at the flustored administrations of hig physician. When Xirk
and Spock sntered, he pushed the doctor away, muttering that he wag not a weask
nestling to be cossetted. Ambassador Shondar, who sat at Vorda's side, smiled in
welcome to thewm, but sald nothing.

Vorda sat up as Human and Vulcan approached and bowed respectfully. WCaptain
Kipe!'! I wished to speak with you again, but I d4id not mean it to be in my
vedchamber! ™

"Wo are both glad to see you arve well, High King," Kirk answered, relieved to
hear no trace of anger in Vorda's voice. "The message we recoived gave no indic-
ation of your welfare. !

Vorda tossed his hoad, raising his oxrest a little. "I am well enough, ‘though
my foolisgh doctor will not beliove msi®

Kirk grimed. "I know a doctor very much like that too, your Majesty."
Moy we ask what happened, High King?" asked Spock.

The crest rose impercentibly higher. "Treachery, lir. 'ock, most despicable
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treachery! A fire was begun deliberately in the throne hall but a short time ago,
and had my son not scen tho culprit leaving the palace, T would be deadl? He
clicked his beak sharply and lay back, waving 2 band at Shondar. "ifwmbasscdor,
you continue, please...m

imbagsador Shondar noddod and carried on with the story. "His Majesty and T
wore in o small room noxt to the throne hall, but we didn't know anything until
Princc Mencon'ar rushed in with the news that a fire had started behind the throne.
Imecklily we had enough time to get out, bubt it wes 2 close thing. If he hadn't
seen & wincr leaving by o side door and beeor s suspicious, we might both have been
trapped. There was only one door to that room, and that led into the hall."

"A miner?" echoed Kirk. "That sounds bad."

"The trovble 1s, there's proof he did 1+." Shondar rogse and honded Spock a
blackened round object. '"That was found where the fire began.!

Kirk looked to Spock for an explanation, and the Vulcan obliged, "4 X7B
lcealised incinerator, Captain., Occasionally used to burnm off pockets of inflamm-
able gas found in perbimite wines. It can be set o a timing device, which this
one obviously was.!

Fow Kirk uwnderstood lienontar's ongry words. This was a deliberate attempt
to harm the High King, and would very likely cure any doubts sbout leaving the
Federation. The miners would never be accepted on Galrm now,

Vorda pushed himsclf upright again, absently smoothing down his feathers as
he did so. He cocked his head at his vieitors. "I know what you think, Kirr'.
Menon'ar goos to speak with the High Council, and I will join him in wishing our
vlenet rid of the Federation. I will not."

£11 threc looked in surprise at him, This was not the rcaction they had
expectod,

"Majosty?" Shondar gaid hositantly.

"I will not deal with the Klingonsi! Vorda cried resolutely. "I distrust
their siy ways, their silent lies... I will not be ruled by such as  they! Let
the High Council shrieck and moan - my word must be given to such a decision, and
I will neot change my mind. I may agree to the miners going, but I will not
desert the Federation!?

Kirk's gaze met Shondar's. There was hope for peace on Galrm after all, bui
would the members of fhe Council accept Vorda!s ruling?

Ag things turned out, they 4id not, but the High King's word was still
absoluto, and they could not change planet policy without his consent. Argumexnte
raged fest and furious in the Council chambors, but Vorda would not be moved. The
Aubagsador stood up for the miners, fighting a losing batitle against the hatred
stirred up by the shrine desecration and now by the fires; Councillors called for
the imprisoned men to be execudod at once, but that notion was firmly squashed by
Vorda, and thoe men were left te serve their sentences. However, thers was no way
Meorsham would be allowed to continue mining on Gairm, and Vorda ruled that all
excavationg should stop immediately. Neersham refused.

Both Gairmites and Humans were at loggerheads when the mystorious saboteurs
gtruck again, this time at the nmining plant.

"There is no proof that this was done by the Gairmites," said Kirk, loolking
through the office window at the chaos outside.

"What proof do you need?" cried keersham. "Dammit, Kirk, it's revengs for
the fire! They want us out of here, and they think blowing up my computer will
do that. They'd better think again. I sank sll my money in this place, and I'm
not giving up now!"

Kirk nodded grimly, able to see the mine boss's viewpoint as well. If he
could just find out who was really behind all this ~ give both sides some positive
vroof either way. Relations on Gairm were as bad as could be, and if he didn't
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find Norsen's 'benefactors! soon...

Where!s Kurt Norsent"

Meorsham looked up in surprisc at the unexpected question. "NWorsen? I don't
know for sure. Why?"

Kirk left the window and crossed the room. "Becsuse a few days ago he was
flashing money around like it was out of fashion. From what he told Spock and me,
he was being pald Yy somesone for work other than mining. I'd like to talk toc him
again.

He did not see Meershom's eyes narrow slightly at his words. So FNorsen had
been opening his mouth teo much, huh? The mine boss shrugged carelessly. "Norsen's
a gmall fish, a nothing. Who would pick on him to do dirty work?"

M"hatts what I want to find out. Where is hef!

HI'13: send one of the men to get him. Hxcuse me... ! Meersham left the
office, and Kirk wolked back to the window. The mine's main computer lay directly
across from where he stood, a large ares of grey flooring between him and the
grouy of computer experts brought down gpecially from the Enterprise. Spock was
among them, of course, carefully replacing = ponel he had removed moments before.
Kirk watched him, confident of his ability to have the computer working again
within a short time.

The- Vulean stood, writing something on the clivboard he held, and XKirk's eyes
ghifted to teke in the rest of the group working around and in the wide machine.
Something about one caught his attentlon, and he ignhored Meersham's return to the
office as he focused on that shadowy figure. The man was crouched in a darkened
corner, hisg back to Kirk. He moved stealthily, glancing over his shoulder as he
edged slowly away from the corner.

Kirk left the window, heading for the door. He crossed the wide floor, his
thoughts going over the furtiveness of the man's movements, that suspicion of
something wrong. What had he been up to? Hven as the only possible answer came
to the fore, he saw Spock begin to walk towards thet deserted corner.

"Spock M

The Vulcen turned in surprise as Kirk strode quickly towerds him. In the dark
corner, something began to glow, lighting up the area about it. Kirk broke into
a run, calling to Spock even as his disbelieving eyes saw the glow flare into
briilisnt orange. His legs carried him the lagt few feet, then the room exploded
into ghards of red light. Something ~ somsone - caught him, but his mind contimmed
into the black crevasse opening at his feet...

Dazed, his ears still ringlng from the blast, Spock found himself flat on his
back, = heavy weight sprawled across hig chest. He blinked rapidly, trying to
focus his eyes while easing the weight away so he could push himself up. A few
saconds passed before his eyesight cleared enocugh for him to see +the limp form of
Kirk.

Fearfully Spock edged himself from under Kirk, his eyes taking in the badly-
cut face and torn uniform. There was blood spatiered over Kirk's side - a gliver
of metal had been hurled by the explosion into his side. Spock slowly ernged the
torn cloth away from the wound and rolled the Captain onto his uninjured side.
Drops of green blood mixed with the red on his uniform, and Spyock suddenly
renlised that the side of his foce was raw and bleeding. He dismissed the pein
without another thought.

As if in a dresm he hoard others run up, their exclomations sounding like so
many mice to his blasted eaxdrums. A volce replieds calm, steady - his voice.
He had no idea what he was saying, for his world hed shrunk to the sight of 2 pale
white face and a cruelly-torn side. He romembered Jim's cries, the lunge to save
hig friend... Was this how it ended? Had he found peace only to have it torn
away so0 abruptly?




An eternity passed -~ or was it only a2 minute? A hand firmly gripping his
shoulder. AL guntle, well-known voice speaking to him from somewhere miles from
where he orouched. Jim? No. NWo. McCoy. Only McCoy... Digjointed words
drifted through the hoze. .

", ..ghock...there may be...help me got him on..."

Babbling voices echoed behind the familiar tones. Slight pressure against
his upper arm. Jim's face blurred, =nd then the voices followed,

When Spock woke to find himself in the sparklingly clean sickbay, he sighed
rosignedly. & part of hisg mind wondered ot the intricacies of fate which had put
him here twice in so short a time. He said as much to McCoy when the doctor strolloed
over %o check hig readings.

"Believe me, it's a situation I wish I could remedy,! McCoy said drily, but
hig heart was not really in it. Not long before, he had operated on Kirk, and
Leonord MeCoy had been brutally reminded of the contimual dangers in this life.

He felt that until now he bad been playing a gome of 'let's pretend', going through
the motions of a return to his old carser. He had forgotten the ever-present
wings of death.

He shook himself from the morbid thoughts and returned his attention to the
readings cbove Spock's bed. The Vulcen watched him steadily, undeceived by the
doctor!s jocular mamner.

MeCoy, he thought, has come back to earth with z thump. He raiscd a mental

eycbrow ot his turn of phrase. Human sayings were catching.

"Well," McCoy said cheerfully, "you'll live, thanks to my oxcellent vare and
careful nursing. You're gtill recoviring from shock, of course, and you might
Tind your hesring acting up & litdle, dbub that will pass., There are enough cuts
and bruises to last you a lifetime, but they're no problem. Hven the mess the
blast made of your face will heal soon., Tell me if you have any headaches.!

Spock lifted o hond and gingerly touched the plasti-skin covering one side of
his Tace. "Vuleans do not have headaches, Doctor," he soid, suddenly weary of the
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conversation, Hisg eyes met HcCoy's. "The Captain...Jim..."

"T had to operate, but he's recovering well enough," McCoy reported non-
comnittingly. He pointed fo the patient in question, lying asleep o few beds
away. "He should be coming round soon.'

The ward door opened and Ambagsador Shondar entered. She raised a quizzical
eyebrow at McCoy as she approached Spock's bed. "Is visiting allowed, Doctort!

McCoy shrugged. "Sure., He'll be trying to get up in & minute anyway."

The woman smiled and turned her attention to Spock. "I was sorry to hear
whot happeced, Mr., Spock. How do you feel?!

"Tell enough, Ambassador," Spock replied, ignoring the quiet snort from
McCoy. MHow is the situation on Gairm?p"

Shondar shook her hend sadly. "Bad. The wminers want revenge for the lossg of
wages while the computer wag out of action, and Meershoam is not trying very hard
to tollk them out of it. On the oither side, Menon'ar ls crowing about the dasmage
and is saying it's & sigh from his ancestors that the Humens must go. Tempers are
running high down thery, ond 21l it needs 1s one more incident to spark off a riot."

Spock nodded in agreement, then sat up, heedless of the dizziness caused by
thoe sudden movement.

"Oh no you don't," McCoy said firmly, pushing him brck. "You will stay in
that bed if I have to strap you dowmil '

"You may have to," the Vulcon replied with equal determination, "because I
o getting up.”

"Not-in my sickbay."
"In yours or anyone clse's, Doctor."

They glared at each other, cyeball to eysball, then looked round in surprisc
at the stifled laughter from humbassador!Shonder's direction. The dignified dip—
Iomat giggled like a small olump schoolgirl, trying in vain to hold back the
laughter,

"ITeaol'm g0rry.s." she spluttered at last. "PThisg isn't reslly the time to
laugh, but you...you locked so funny. Both of you so determincd to have his own
way, no matter what. If you could seec yourselves...!"

McCGoy harumphed loudly and looked back at Spock, whosge eycbrows were lost in
his fringe.

"In retrogpect, our argument is slightly illogical, Doctor," the Vulcan said
at length.

¥aCoy waved him to silence before he could continue. "Spare me the whys and
whereforess... At leagt you'll be out of my way down there. Let me tell you,
Ambassador, there is no worse patient in this universe than o Vuican. FEspecially
this Vulcan."

Shondar returned his world-weary expression with a knowing grin. "I'11 wait
for you in the corridor, ir. Spock," she said. _

Thoy wedtched her go, thoen McCoy mede to Find a medikit. "If you're going to
arpzue the toss with Meersham or Vorda, I had betier come along."

Spock stopped him with o hand on his wrist. "McCoy, I have only recently
regained my only friends. I would not wish to lose both sgain so soon...perhaps
permanently. It would be better if you were to remain here with Jim."

Their cyes mei, then the doctor nodded undergtendingly. "Okay...but you he
careful., That explosion was predty close, and it way still be affecting you.!

"I shall toke all due carc," Spock answered solemnly.
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Spocle gozed steadily about him at the silent wining plant, his stony visage
giving no indication of the momentary disorientation he had cxperienced after
beaming down. He walked away from the mein entrance, aware of the decreased
sensitivity of his hesring and =2 light, throbbing pain down one half of his face.
He cculd do nothing about the hesring, but brief concentration took care of the
pain, 2nd the stiffrness in his limbs would soon pass.

Mentally he made & note of the time. He had arranged to meet Maria Shondar
at the palace in one hour, whore he would help her argue the Federation's cage
with the High Council. It would be difficult at best, impossible at worst. The
councillors were past persuading.

Ahead and to the left lay Mecrsham's office and the computor block, where a
few technicians werc still repairing the explosion damage. Spock veered away
from thers, heading for the deserted mine shofts and tunnels. Work could not be
done while the computer woz inoperative, so thers was no-one io stop the Vulcan
os no ontered the first levels.

If osked; he could not have saild exactly why he was in the mine, but some
instinct had guided him therc ond he found no need to give himself o logical
reagson. He would know the snswer whon he saw it.

y The lighting was still on, illuminating the narrow tunnels with a dull
ﬁellow glow which reflected strangely ageinst the bright green rock. These first
diggings were played out, but here and therce Spock could see troces of the pert—
imite Meorshem's men mined. He continued deeper into the mine, his thoughts on
the jigsow puzzle their mission to Gairm had become. The shrine, the palage fire,
tho computer explosion, Norsen's sudden forture - it all zdded up to deliberate
trouble-making which wos succeeding Tamously. The Klingons were the obvious
suspects, but thoir dircet intervention was unlikely. It wes easicer to bribe men
like Norsen to do their work for them, but it would take a lot of money to make
the mincrs throw away their jobs. There hod to be more to it thon thaty what?

Black on green. Dull ebony running crockedly ithrough the pertimite where
none should be. Spock turned beaok to ‘the anomaly his subconsecious had noted and
exampinced the minute veln running along tho green woell. His mind sifted through
all the possibilities and come wp with tirthanum, o rore mineral occasionally
found in pertimite. One finger troced the black line thoughtfully. There had
been no reports of tirthanum here, even though Mcersham must know such o find
must be filed at once. Once purified, tirthanum was o much deslired ingrodient in
numerous drugs and oentidetes to rors disceses. It was rarely found, and all
deposits were only mined by Federationwowned companies. Doctors would pay & small
fortune for & minute sample, and hlack merketeers were always on the lookout for
fresh supplies.

hmongst a pile of water-worn rubble at the foot of the tunnel wall lay a
few recsoncble—sgized rock pleces with traces of the black minerzl, and Spock coll-
acted them into = pile on the floor. It took only & few seconds to contoet the
Enterprise and have the rocks benmed up for the geology section to analyse.

The trangporter offect hod barely frded when a phaser beoam sliced through
the air, stunning Spock even os he registered the sounds from behind. Three men
walied forward to surround the unconsgcicus Vulcan - Meershem ond his two most
trusted men, M'Buto and Kneale.

M!Buto glipped off Spock's communicator, handing it to his boss. "What do
we do with him?"

Moersham's expression hardened. "Woe can't be sure what he's found out, and
we can't afford any mistakes., No woy am I glving up this close. Take him down
to Lewvel 12.M

H'Buto looked dubious.. "You surc cbout that? There'll be awkward questions.”

ULV 1L handle them," snoppod Meersham. "With the Gairmites being so unfriendly
hig disappearance will be easy to explain away. Kirk will never know. Just do
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it, M'Buto." He dropped the wrist-com, carefully grinding 1t into small pieces
with his heel.

The quict clinical silence of the recovery ward was broken by an almost
incudible sigh, the patient responsible shifting his position and gruniing
gsoftly. Duty Vursce Spence noted his movement and briskly checked his conditien
before going to the doctor's office.

"Dr. McCoy, the Captein is coming round now.!"

MeCoy nodded, put dovm his pen end went into the ward. He picked up a
prepared glass and strolled across to Kirk's bed. His patient blinked blearily
up ot him, 8till dopey from the onaesthetic.

"Bones, I feel terrible. I can't... What hoppened?!

"Someone set off another bomb. You got in the way," HcCoy sald brigkly.
"Here, drink thia.®

The anaesthetic had worn off encugh for Kirk to be wary of the seemingly
ilnocent glass. "What is 1i%7"

"Don't be so suspicious. It'1l clear your head, and it's good for you.
Drink it down like a good Captain.!

Xirk downed the liquid in one sulp, lsunching into o coughing fit as soon as
it wes down. "Phew!" he gpluttered. "It clears more than your head! What
poilgon extract did you get that from?"

"If you're gonns insult me, I'1l leave," McCoy said self-righteousgly. "That
ig your reward for being = hero."

Kirk smiled, wondering at the same time sbout the injuries he was becoming
awarc of. The drugs dulled the pain, but he could still feel a familior numbness
about his side. He would find cut more in a mimute. Right nov...

MeCoy saw his concerned glance over the beds ond anticipated the question.
"Spock's okay, thanks to your fool stunt. He got off relatively lightly snd is
already back on Gairm trying to smooth things over.n

Kirk!'s eyes widened in joking astonishment., "You let him go? Thet isn't
like you, Bones. You're losing your touch!®

"Hao's more determined since he d4id thot Kolinahr etuff," keCeoy replied.
"However, just becsuse he walked out does not mean you can go just whan you feel
3 He J
like dt.¢
"Would I do that?"
The intercom interrupted their tantering, and EcCoy kept o medical eye on
cirk a3 he asnswered., It was Chekov enquiring 1f the Captain was awake. Kirk was

throwing back the covers even as McCoy replied, "Uh, thet devends... Is it
importent, or can someone clse handle 1t?"

Hir. Spock hag not reported in for over two hours," the security chief
angwoered., M"Weither has he kept his meeting arrangement with Awbassador Shondar.
She has scen no sign of him. If the Captain is not well enough I will..."

"I'm all right, Mr. Chekov," Xirk said firmly,; pushing post his angry
friend. "What's this about Spock?!

M7ill you get back to bed?" cried licCoy. "Scotty can deal with this ~ he
would have to if you were gtill under. Now will you - "

"Bones. '

The doctor's mouth snapped shut and he stood with arms folded, glaring ot
Kirk's back. The Captain sighed, returned to the screen. Chekov continued as
if nothing had happenad,

"Three hours ago, Mr. Spock beaueld down to Gairm to speak to Mr. Meersham.
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He sent up a rock sample soon afterwards, but he did not arrive at the palace as
arranged, and he hos not called us since then. There is no reply from his
communicator, ond it is virtually impossible to trace him on Gairm because of
intorference from the pertimite.

Kirk digested the information, only partly awars of the growing pain in his
side., MChekov, do you know what the sapple consisted oft

"¥o, sir, but geology will know. Will I have Uhura put you through?!
"Pleage do."

Moments later the basset-hound foce of L. Mannings replaced that of Chekov.
"You were enguiring about the somple sent up by Mr. Spock, Captain?”

"Wea, What was go special about it?"

Manning's expression became & mixture of digbelief and excited curiosity as
he replied. "All the rocks have traces of tirthanum, sir, which is strange.
There have been no reports  of any traces on Galrm, although tests wers corried
out. If Mr, Spock hag found on unreported source...!

"It is o possibility, Mr. Mannings," Kirk snswered, "Thank you."

He turned round deep in thought and =lmost bumped inteo HeCoy. Blue eyss met
hazel.

"Bones, I have to go down.'
The doctor shook his head: "Not 4if I can help it."

Kirk sighed. Why wouldn't Bones understznd? Spock was obviously in trouble
of some sort, or else why the silence? He had to be there himself, find out what
was wrong and piece together the puzzle that was so ncar to resolving itse’f. If
Spock had discovercd the final vital picees; he could be in danger from whoever
blew up the computer. Kirk dedged around McGoy.

"Spock pasn’ 4 reported for two hours — it may be because he found out some—
thing he wasn't suppos.d teo. He may be in danger."

"Sc might you," McCoy said stubbornly. !Look, the metal splinter I took
from your side a few hours ago wos damn near plercing & lung. You have barely
come to, yeot already you went to rush off and damn the consequences. I won't let
you risk internal bleeding when Scobty end Chekov can go instead.m

Kirk rounded on him with charecteristic determination. "I couldn't sit here
waiting, you know that. No motter what you =ay, I'm going. If the wound starts
bleeding, that's o risk I'm willing to toke. Something is wrong down there, and
I heve to find out what.!

MeCoy stored at him, sighed heavily. "I might have known I was fighting a
losing battle, I don't kaow why I bother... Just hold on till I geot a kit,
will you?t! .

"Wou don't have to."

"It's partly my responsibility for letting Spock leave here," McCoy told him
wearily. "You kunow, he said he didn't want to Jose both of us. I'm not sure we
could stend losing him."

Kirk noddod, gripped his orm lightly, then went for his uniform.

It was a while before Speck came rounds o phascer on heovy stun was not
oasily shaken off. The vibrating gongs cssaulting his ears guictened to the drips
of woter they really were. After o wmoment he rolled onto his back snd sat up,
testing the rove binding his wrists. It was thin and should have been fairly
casy to break, but his arms lacked their customery strength ond he could not snap
the rope.

Attributing his weakness to the phaser stun, Spock put ogide the task of
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getiing free and looked about him instced. His ayes had adjustod to thoir limited
night vision, and through the darkness he could make out the rough cut walls closg-
ing in on three sides like o tomb., It loocked like a small cove or perhaps the

end of a tumncl left when the seam ron out. Dirty water ron in rivulets down

the stone, collecting in swmell puddles on the dirt-strewn floor. In the middle

of once of the pools = body was sprawled in the cnonymity of death. Spock pushed
it lightly with his foot, but no foul smell arose. iLpparently the body had not
boen therc long enocugh to begin decomposing., The mon had nlso besn bound, but

he hed sufifered physical abuse before he was left in the derk to die. BEven so,

he was gtill recognisable as Kurt Norsen. He hed outlived his usefulness.,

Spock strained ogainst his bonds again, but they still refused to bresk.
He toolk o deep breath, intending to stond up, but was overtaken by o choking f£it
thot left him wecker than before. Waves of nousea and dizziness washed over him,
then another bout of choking worse Than the first. His lungs struggled for air,
but somehow he managed to contrel his breathing long cnough to come to his feet.
There 4id not seom to be cnough sir in the eswve...

Lhead lay a norrow tunnel barely twe men wide. Spock stumbled along it,
his senses reellng., The ground seemed miles away, his legs curiously lecden.
He laboursd for every breath. In the distance he could henr the rooring surge
of his blood, o regular thumping thot was his heartbeat. Then the tunnel floor
leeved up to meet him and he slid without warning into unconsciousndss.

Kneale threw open the office door, quiet fear in his eyes. "Mr. Meershem!)
Kirk's here with a load of his men! If they scarch..."

"Kaep your mouth shuti" ordered Mecrsham. "Get out of here and keep out
of sight. I'11l deal with Kirk."

He arranged himself at his desk, @ prepared lock of complete surprise on
his face when Kirk and Ambagscdor Shondar entered. The jovial greeting dicd on
hig lips as Vorda and Menon'ar followed them in. One hand sdjusted the trans—
lator ot his throat. "Well, well, quitc a distinguished group, I sge... I
certainly didn't expect to see you herc, High King."

"It is not my wish , you can be surc of that," Vorda answered sourly. "I
came only at Kirr''s request.!
"ind I thank you for doing so, your Majosty," Kirk murmured diplomatically.

Dr. McCoy slipped quictly past Menon'ar, taking up & position behind Meer-
gham., The mine owner eyed the small box in his hand, fought back the compulsion
to demend what he was doing there, and turned on the charm instead,

MPell, I'm sure you all have & good reason for being here, so I won't waste
time. What can I do for you, Captain?"

"iore than you think," Xirk replied. "For a start, where is Spock?"

"I'i not exactly surc," Meersham said blandly. "He left quite = while agoy
I thought he wag going baclk to tho Enterprise.Y

Kirk's ¢ycs narrowed impercentibly. "He snoke to you recently?"

"For o whilc. BSorry I can't help you further. Is somcthing wrong?"

"Wo, not really..." Kirk told him just as blandly. "iaybe you can help us
in something else, though. Have any of your mon ever found tirthanum in the
mine?"

Noorshom was taken aback for a second, but recoverud quickly. He made a
pretence of thinking deeply about the question. Mlirthanum... It is Iikely,
but no, Not thet T know of. Has onc of the men beern trading illegally in it?
If g0, I - "

"o, not your men," Kirk assurced him, glancing at McCoy os he spoke. A
nogative headshake answerced him. Moorsham noticed thoe look and followed Kirkts
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gaze to the insignificant box McCoy held. When he looked back, Kirk wasg perched

on the desk edge, his eyes intent on Meersham's face. It suddenly secemed
uncomfortably hot and crowded in the office.

Kirk!s next question increased the unsesn presgure. "Okay, liister, you can
finish with the innocent act! Start telling the truth. Where is Spock?!

"Before you waste your breath any more," put in McCoy, "I ought to tell you
that this little gadget of mine can tell when you lie, Baves a lot of time,
doesn't itp"

Meersham shot him a look of pure hailred, and stared defiantly at Kirk. "So
you've got me. It won't do any good, Kirk. I still won't talk.”

Vorda strode majestically forward. M"If you do not wish to talk with Kirr!,
T shall take you to my prison werders. They know meny interesting ways of
obtaining information without killing the prisoner.”

411 we want is the truth," sgald Kirk. "Tell me now - or later."

The mine owner looked round at the intent faces, decided to give in - for the
moment. "I'1l tell yous.. The Vulean was snooping... We had to stop him somehow,”

Mfhere is he?"
"The mine. Level 12. We didn't burt him, Kirk - remember that.”

MeCoy frowned worriedly. The readings did not indicate a lie - but nelther
was it the entire truth. His concerned gaze met Kirk's, but there was still the
guestion of the tirthanum.

The questions continued, and Meersham quickly admitted finding a seam of the
mineral on Level 13, He seemed eager to tell everything now, which aroused Kirk's
suspicions even mora.

"Fine," said the Enterprise captmin. "Then you won't mind showing us it
after you take us to Spock.!

They left the office, Meersham leading the way with a security man at his
side, Kirk and McCoy behind, and the two Gairmites at the rear. ALmbassador Shondar
excused herself with the explanation that she rarely saw eye to eye with enclosed
spaces. She watched the party enter the levels, prepared for what might be a long
wait. Behind her, the rest of the security men vegan gearching for further
evidence, as ordered previously.

No words passed between the men as they sped downwards in the mine elevator.
Spock had explored the tunnels on foot, but this group had a definite destination
in mind. Heersham avoided Kirk's eye, staring angrily at McCoy instead. He
contemplated meking a break for it when the 1lift doors opened, but the guard had
a phoser pressed firmly agsinst his side. He led the way quietly for a short
distence, then came to a halt.

Mihere nowt" Kirk asked with thinly-veiled impatience,
licersham glanced ingolently at him. "Find out for yoursedf, Captain.

¥Xirk stepped forward, rcady to take him apart if need be, when McCoy gripped
nls arm. "It's okay, I have a trace. The tricorder isn't operating one hundred
percent, but I am getting Vulcan readins.”

"let's go."

The doctor moved into a badly-lit section of tunnel, watching the tricorder
readings carefully. His eyes widened at one point, and he called back to the
others. "Don't come any further. This says there is an odourless gas aboubt here
- pockets of it up shead. I'1il go on alone. Spock's not far away now,"

Kirk nodded reluctantly. "As you say, Bones. The tunnel is getting too
narrow anyway. Be careful - if that gas is inflammable and a spark is created..."

Heersham and Menon'ar exchenged looks. The Gairmite prince edged one hand
towards his waist pouch.
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ifcCoy hurried on, trying not to fall as he stumbled across unseen debris.
He could hardly see 2 thing, but he kept going. The Vulecan readings were stronger,
but so were the gas indications., He had no guarantee he was not breathing the
polsonous fumes ab that very mament. An snkle gave way suddenly; he fell forward
into the dirt. The swimming sensation in his head as he got up made it clear he
was breathing gas, but he had to keep on.

Something he had touched registered in his mind -~ he reached out again, mouth
close to the floor to catch o thin current of air coming from the main shaft.
There 1t was esgaing sofd, rumpled hair, a body lying limply in the dirt.

"Spock! Thanlk God..."

He crawled further on, pushed his hands under the Vulcan's arms. The iri-
corder lay forgotten on the tunnel floor as McCoy sitrained o pull Spock away from
the pocket of gas and back to safety. Halfway there, Kirk joined him, too anxious
to wait any longer. Together they carried their friend.

Light seceped into the darkness and McCoy breathed a $igh of relisf. 4 few
minutes more, and he would have Spock up in sickbay.

"denon'ar! NoiM

Kirk exploded into action, throwing himself in a flying tackle as the prince
made to throw a KTB incinerator at the Starfleet men. Vorda, whe had seen his
sonts swift movement but had been too shocked to move now stood by in ashamed
disgbelief as Menon'ar was disarmed by Kizrk and the security guard. Kirk pushed
the alien unceremoniously over to Meersham, trying to ignore the increaged pain
in his eide where the sudden twisting movement had reopened the wound - he could
not consider that now.

"Gat over there with your friendi"

"Hels no friend of mine!"M cried Meersham. He glared at Menon'ar. "You would
kave killed me too, snd yourself, you son of a ~ "

"Be gquiet!" rosred Kirk. In gentler tones, he spoke to Mcloy. "Bones, how
ig he?"

"Can't say for sure," the doctor answered. "I'm beaming up now, snd I want
you in sickbay as soon as you come up."

Lg the bright dazzle died away Kirk turned to hieg two prisoners. "I don't
care if you are a potential High King, Menontar. If Spock dies, I'1l hold both
you and Meersham responsible, and then your lives won't be worth livingi!

Behind him, Vorda nodded in quiet approval.

"Captein, ¥ have much to thank you for. If you had not come here, my uaworthy
son would have achieved his plan to rob me of my throne and give wy people fto the
Klingons. When I think of how close he and the migerable Meelan were to vietory,

I shiver."

"The lure of riches is a powerful thing," said Kirk. "The Klingons would have
givon & great deal for a piapct rich in tirthanum."

"Hal They have cut their own throats, for none of my ilk will welcome them
hers," Vorda declared. 'hs for Menon'ar, I no longer know of him. I have no son."

"Tour punishment is just, High King," said Ambassador Shondar. "Rest assured
Neersham and his accomplices will be dealt with just as severecly.™

Vorda nodded contentedly. YI have confidence in Federation justice, else I
would not have given thom to you..., Captain Kirr', tell me of Mr, 'ock. Is he
wall?:

Kirkk smiled broadly. "He is, sir, although it was a close thing. He's
already up and about - against doctor's orders, I might add."
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"ind what of your own injury?!

A knowing smile spread over Bhonder's face as Kirk replied, "It is monding,
your Majesty. Dr. McCoy has treated me, and T will be all right."

The High King viewed him shrewdly. "I think...like Mr. !ock you too go
agoinst doctor's orders! I sympathise with your plight."

Mhank you,™

Vorda nodded slowly, blinking once or twice as he turned agein to Maria
Shondar. '"hmbassador, I thank you also for your help. TYou convinced the High
Council most magnificently.!

"Tour Majesty is too kind... However, I feel my talents were wasted herc.
Captain Kirk is as good a diplomat as I.M

"AhiM laughed Vewmda, Mit is so. I hove noticed. Kirr', do you bocome an
ambassador also?!

Kirk shook his hewd ruefully. "High King, I have enough trouble with my
ship. I'1ll leave diplomacy to the experts.!

Closetoed from the laughter and quiet chatter of the rec room, Coptain epd
Pirgt Cfficer enjoyed a quiet game of chess in Kirk's quarters - the firgt in too
many years. An atmosphere of peaceful companionship pervaded the cebin, mingling
with a sense of complete ness both men hed missed in their time apart.

Kirk consideredé the board carcfully, savouring Spock's compeny. He lifted
his quecn,; slowly moving it ncearer Spock's bishop. The Vulcan made no visgible
reaction,

"Hum... You know, I think we didn't do too badly on Gairm. Starfleet
Commond, certainly can't complain,”

"One would assume so," murmured Spock. "However, the burcaucratic mind
freguently finds something which is not to its satisfaction.!

Tou can't pleese all of them," Kirk agreed. Silence fell for a long moment
then hic spolkke with a fainit tonc of puzzlement in hig voice. "3pock, that was a
very illogical, Buman move you madel!

"It wag meant to be," Spock snswored blandly. "Your move, I belisve,"
3 i H

The captain studied the board again, his mind on other matters. "Do you
know something ~ for the first time in o long, long while, I actually feecl at
home. 1 should never have left the Interprise.”

"T concur. It wag the single mogt illogical thing you have ever done...
Mate in twol

It was a few seconds before Kirk's eyos left Svock's and actually looked at
he picees. The nonplussed oxpression changed to a broad grin., "Well I'1l be -
you sneaky devil! I never ¢ven noticed that knight., When did you...? I have to

concede the game.”

The delight in Spock's face matched his. They smiled, each relaxing in his
new understonding of the other. IFriends ~ and brothers.

"I won't give this up again," Kirk said softly.
"I wouldn't let you.” .
The half—téasing‘smilc played sbout Kirk's lips. '"Why, where will you be?"

"4t your side ~ as always."
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