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BLOOD OF OTHERS

by

Lyn Viviers

The wiew Ffrom the medical centre was spectacular, Far below he
could see the river Flowing down the mountainside to encircle the
spread-put clty of N'vet, sparkling crystal clear in the dawn sun.
He traced its path through the city, envisioning the waterways,
parks and marble buildings. IF he looked to his right, he would see
the enormous complex and adjoining centre which was the seat of
government and the space complex. Behind these, the Neman Desert
started, stretching out Into an endless wasteland, past the Rock of
Remembrance to an area that most people avo ided.

To the Left of him lay the cobbled pathway, winding down fthe
incline to the guarded gates where he could see cltizens walting to
be cleared into the grounds. He had never had to walk thal Long
path; his was a short trip every Ffour months Ffrom the space complex
along the inner connectlting corridors.

The door to his sterile white-walled room opened, and he Jumped
at the sound. Always precaut ions where he was concerned, because of
his aversion to the manner of surviving - always on the point of
rebelling against his heritage, of refusing to feed - which threw
his system into cont inual chaos, causing o more vicious streak when
he Finally succumbed to the hunger. only drugs helped, calming his
system - and, of course. Devon. His Friend, and the Keeper of body
and soul; his shadow, who now stood next te the doctor, waliing to
assist Iff necessary.

He lay down on the indicated examinat ion bed, automatically
tensing as the doctor touched him, his nerves already at breaking
point.

Control!

The pain in his upper gum was becoming excruciating, buit he
could not release his biting teeth yet. The doctor held up a
syringe, Judging the correct amount of medication, and squlirted the
contents into his arm. He struggled into o sitting poslition.

"No, don't get up,” the doctor satd. *yYou are Jjust about
ready, so we will ftake you through now."

He lay back on the bed, heart beat ing fast as they wheeled him
out of the room into a lLift and down into the insulated section
where rooms stood in neat rows. They turned into the room at the
end of the corridor, the doctor shutting the deor and activating the
foccupied! Light.

He was helped off the bed and led into a smaller inner room.
The door was bolted behind him, leaving him alone, but he knew they
would be watching on a monitor, ready to assiat i1Ff he needed them.

A small door on the opposite side of the cell opened, and a
Jehad was pushed (n. 1+s terror hit him like a blow to the gut, and
he backed away, sweating, the drug increasing his tension.
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The Jehad was a female, young and pretty and aliwve. No; he
couldn't... do 1t. The old horror engulfed him as his wvision
blurred and his muscles started to ge into spasm as his instincts
drowve him towards her and his conscilence held him back. And then
she screamed and went on screaming Iin a high sopranc, the sound
cutting inteo his shattered nerves until he could ne longer stand it
- or control. He felt his biting fteeth break ouft, and then sanity
snapped.

He went for the kill.

Awareness returned in a hazy fog and he found himself lying on
the Ffloor curled up in a Ffoetal position, with Devon and the doctor
bending owver him.

“Rylet? Devon'ts volce held a note of worry. HKwyile, can you
hear me?"”

"You wvrash?' he hissed through clenched teeth. "What did wou
do to me?¥

"A new drug. It hasn't been used before.” The doctor beamed.
"1t worked perfectly. You borely hesitated. How do wou feel?”

tSick - as usual. I*t1L1l hawve nightmares Ffor dawpys after this?

Help me up, Devon."

He was supportaed fto his Ffeet, and he shivered as he sow rthe
body lying nearby. React ion had already set in, as usual, and he
Felt 111, shaking as {f with plague, longing to be sick - but his
body's automatic defences prevented that; and then he passed out,
dimly aware that Devon caught him before he hit the floor.

tPoke him back to his quarters, Dewvon, and double the dose of
medicat ion. There may be side effects to the drug that the lesty
didn't show. Call me if the pattern changes.®

"Dont't worry, I will. That was a powerful drug! Hula, I've
never seen him attack that Ffast before.”

"Nor I. Go, now."

The long day passed into night and Devon kept wvigil at his
K'Tzan's bed, dosing him with medication at regular intervals,
listening te his ravings and scothing him when the raving turned to
gullt and then to huysterla, and finally holding him like a child
when the tears came.

The pattern had not changed.

Finally, exhausted, Kyle fell asleep. Checking him, his
'Keeper' was satisfied that he would be passed fit for duty the next
day. Then, weary himself, Dewvon Llowered himself onto the bed next
to his charge and Joined him in sleep.

The pressure became too much for the old star; the fragile
shell eracked under the increasing assault from the molten fires
within, and then the star blew itself to pleces, hurling new life
into the blackness of gpace in a filery red. Shock waves rippled and
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contorted until they reached a whilte object blocking their path.

Captain Jame=z T. Kirk gritted hie teeth as the Enterprise
rocked violently. This was getting unhealthy. He turned to his
Vulecan Firgt Offlcer, who had all his attention focused on the
hooded viewer at the science station.

"Spock, aan we go before my ship shakes herself apart?"
"Yag, Captailn. I have all the relevant data."™

"Tthank the staprs for that! Mr. Sulu, take us out of here, and
haead for Starbase 10."

"aAve, sir." The Oriental helmsman heeded no second bidding.

Kirk settled himself back in his chair, happy to feel the surge
of the engines and finally be under way again. They had been
gitting there recordling the astar's death for a week, all because the
asgalgned scientific ship had engine trouble. Somecone in Starfleet's
Sceientiflic Office had squeaked in alarm at missing this valuable
data, so Starfleet Command had sent along the nearest ghip ~ the
Enterprise.

The 11ft doors opened to admit Dr. McCoy, who took up his usual
position behind Kirk's chailr. "Glad to see we're moving again. I
was getting quite seasick with all that rocking."

"vYou mean 'spatceslck', Bones."

"Whatever. Wall, Spock -~ was it worth 1t?" he asked, turning
to the Vulcan.

"Naturally, Dr. McCoyp. Thig information is vital to the
experiments bheing conductaed at Starbase 10. If it had not been
gathered, it would have put the regearch programme back by five

vears. The paper Professor Havtmann is compiling will make
interesting reading."

"In what way?" McCoy asked, and then could have kicked himself
for the stupilid guestion. The Vulcan would now give them an in-depth
lecture on gomething only he understood.

"It 1g a whole new concept of the disintegration and reforming
of planetary systems." He broke off abruptly, studying his
readings.

"What is 1t, Spock?"

"Captain, sensors show a residual cloud rapidly approaching.
Fagcinating. I have never seen anything like this before."

"Ihock wave from the gtar?"

"T do not think so, Captain." He studied the readings for a
moment longer, then added, "It i1s increasing in spead.”

"3ulu, increase our speed to warp 8ix," Kirk ordered.
“Tt dg still gaining, Captain," Spock warned.

"Sound red alert. Sulu, give us rear megnification.”
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The rear scanhers focused on a whirling massg of light milsts,
the outer shades of grey darkening towards the middle of the vortex
until it resembled a deep black pit.

"What 1s 1t9?" McCoy breathed, his heart threatening to burst
through his rib cage.

"Unknown, " Spock replied. "Nobody has been this close to a
nova bhefore."

"Sulu, evasive action. Hard to starboard!"

It was useless. The cloud enveloped them, caressing gently at
firat, but then the Enterprise began to rock violently while the
crew hung on to anything they could in an attempt to keep their
balance. Then the ship gave a final bone-~jarring shake ag she
plummeted into the depths of the eye of the cloud, then listed as if
an unseen hand was trying to tupn her upside down,

Kirk wasg thrown out of hig chalr to crash against the hridge
ralls. He grabbed them for support, fighting a sudden feeling of
vertigo and nausea ag the deck seemed to drop gickeningly from
heneath his feaet,. All around him he heard the cries of his crew,
and then the lights went out. The last thing he heard was the red
alert klaxon sgtill blaring throughout the ghip, before a tight hand
crushed the alr from his lungs and he knew no more.

When he woke he was lying face down on the deck. He struggled
up as far as his kneesg, shaking his head to clear the ingiatent
buzzing in it. It was a mistake. A bolt of pain hit him between
the eyes.

Then a hand appeared, helping him to hilia feet, and in the gloom
of the emergency lighting he paw the familliar figure of Spock.

"Thanks, Spock. You okay?"

"T am uninjured, Captaln, but I fear there are those who will
need medical asgsistance."

Kirk looked round the bridge. "lLighting?"

"Is ocut. At the moment only the emergency lighting is
operative. Eassentially, the ship 1s dead in space."

As he spoke they heard the secondary life support pumps begin
to gerub the air, and Kirk sighed in relief. At least they would
not guffocate,. The deep breath made him aware of the acrid smell of
overloaded circuits.

Around him he heard the bridge crew stirring, some cursing, =a
few moaning in pain.

"Where's MoeCoy?" he demanded. There was no reply but the crew
fell silent. Worried, he continued 1n ag even a voice as posgsible.
"We have gome injured with us. Thosge of you who are all right try
to make them. as comfortable as pogsible until the medics get here.
Spock, find MecCoy. tThura. ™ :

"Hare, Captaln.™
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"Can you raise Sickbay and Engineering?"

A profesasional, she had immediately begun to check her congole
as soon as she rezained consciousness, working by touch. "Mosgt of
my board is burned out,”™ she replied. "But I'11 trey."

"The l1liftg, Spock?"

"Not working, Captain. However, I have located Dr. McCoy. He
appears to be unconscilous."

Kirk followed Spock's voice to where Mcecloy lay. "Bones?®?
Bonasg!™

The Doctor stirred under Kirk's shaking hand, and the Captailn
couldn't help grinning at the siring of oaths the Doctor let loose
as awareness returned.

"What the hell happened?" he ended his tirade.

"That will have to walt for later. Are you all right? We have
some injured here.?'

Concerned, McCoy struggled to his feeat. "T+'d help 1f we could
gee further than the ends of our noses."

As 1f on cue, the main lights flickered on, although only at
half power, and McCoy breathed a sigh of relief. "Scotty's agtill
with us, then... Good Lord!"®

The bridge looked like the aftermath of a apace slaughter; one
or two of the crew lay in wvarilous positions on the deck or slumped

ovelr congoles. Everything was 2 shambles.

No~one had escaped without seratches or brulsing. Others were
more seriously injured; Sulu lay next to the navigation console, one
leg bent at an impossible angle. Chekov was bending over him,

trying to help, as McCoy hurried over.

"Captaln, I've raiged Sickbay," Uhura called. "They're sending
a unit up via the emergency stalrwell. Dr. M'Benga reports
casualties from all over the ship."

v"anything from Engineering?®

"No, sir. I can't get through.™

"Keep tyrying. Spock, get that door open.”

The medical team eventually arrived, mostly out of breath from
the long climb. Under McCoy's directions they sought out those who
needed immediate attention, struggling with thelr burdens back down

the emergency stalir, Kirk watched asm two attendants carried Sulu
out, followed by Mcloy.

"Captain, I've got Mr. Scott," Uhura called.

Kirk hurried to her station. "dootty, what's the situation
down there?™

"It's a mess, Captaln. I've had to unhook the lines as one of
the crystals has cracked, and most clircults have burned out. Mind
asking young Chekov what he managed to navigate us into?"
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Kirk smiled at that. "It's not his fault, Scotty. It's
probably tied in with the star wa were watching. Is anyone in your
section hurte”

"Only young Simpaon. His hand is badly burned. Other than
lumps and bumpsg, the rost of us are fine. Here come the medics
now, I1'11 keep you posted, Captain.”

"Do that. Yes, Uhura?"

"Damage repalr units are at work, Captailn, and an emergency
rellief crew 18 on lts way up. The bad news is that I can't railse
Starfileet. "

"That's not all the bad news," a Russlan voice gald gloomily.
"Wwhat 1is it, Chekowv?"

"aip, I don't know where we area. These consgtellations are not
familiar. I think we are lost."

Twelve hours later Kirk and his senlior officers assembled in
the main briefing room. Under the mopping up operations the ship
was glowly being repaired. Her turbocliftas were working again, as
was the main life support unit. Now it was a matter of time for
burned out circulte to be repaired, and, most ilmportant, the
replacing of the cracked dilithium crystal.

"How many casualties do we have, Bones?"

"Not many seriocus casesd,. Sulu will be up and about in a day or
two. The beone has been lasered back, but he will have to rest it
for a while. Simpson's hand is badly burned and will need skin
grafts and therapy to make sure he recovers the full use of 1it.
Besides those two there are a couple of cracked bones and two or

three cases of cancussion. Apart from that 1t's just cuts and
bruises. We were damned lucky."

Kirk nodded. "Damage report, Scotty."

"The warp drive is out until we replace the crystal. Impulse
engines are only at 60% at the moment, but normal life support is
now working. There iz still a lot of minor damage to fix, not to
mention geneaeral breakages. One of the maln storage bins broke open,

so don't expect a good dinner tonight. A couple of lab animals got
loose, and what I hear is that Poppet is still missing.®

"Poppet?" Kirk looked more than a little vague.
"Dr., Dextor's serbocat," Spock prompted.
"Oh, yves. Poppetl?n

"She's harmless enough, but you wouldn't =say s0 to lock at
her," Scott laughed.

Somaewhere at the back of Kirk's mind a pleture formed of a
feline type animal with a long boa-congtrictor tall, coal black eyes
and a mouth full of fangs. "Let's hope Dr. Dextor is the one who
finds her." He turned to Uhura. "Any luck with Starfleet,
Lieutenant?"
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She shook her head. "No, Captain. Nothing. I have replaced
literally every circuit on my board, but I c¢an ralse no outside
tranamlissions. "

"Which brings us to you, Spock. Any i1deas or auggestianse"

The Vulcan steepled his hands. "The data I have so far
gathered agrees with Ensign Chekov's theory that we are losgt. No
star system has been ldentified by myself - or by the computer -~ as
being famililiar.m

"So we've been thrown into uncharted space?" Mcloy sald.

"In a manher of speaking, Doctor."

"Which meanse"

"7t is my theory that we have crossed aver into a different
galaxy or universae."™

"*"Oh, come on, S3pock! How can you be sure of that?" McCoy
scoffed.
"Wait a minute, Bones. Carry on, Spock."

"Thank you, Captain. The data I have point fto simillarities
with pagt occasions. Captain, when you were transported into the
Empire, you experienced nausea and vertigoe, the same asg here."

"Well, I suppcose I did."

"Eut this was on a larger scale. A vast majority lost
consclousness. The other incident I refer to was the occasion when
the Enterprise collided with the ship of lights in that other
dimension. Tt was they who pushed us back, but we experienced the
same vartigo."

"Spoeck, you can't guess on two past experiences,'" Mcloy
objected.
"No., However, if you will look at the scraeen, here is data

recorded by long range mapping cameras."

"Reautiful plctures of aspace with a fuzzy patch on it. S0
what?"

"Here 1s another, prior to the accident.™
"Same cloud, Spock?"

"Yag, Captain. It could be a corrldor that has opened betwaen
the two unlverses. I suggest a closer look, Captain."

"Tt couldn't hurt. How far, Spock?®

"A rough estimate of twenty hours, Captain. Thera is a
constellation not far from the cloud that could prove valuable for a
fixed pogition.™

"T agreea. I for one do not intend Just to sit here., Carry on,
pacople. That's all."

Kirk went down to Sickbay with McCoy to look at the injured.
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Sulu was lyilng in bed, his lasered leg supported by a pulley.
"That looks most uncomfortable, Sulu," Kirk said.

"It's not too bad, sir. Dr. McCoy said I won't be here for

long. ™

"Tf you behave yourseelf.," McCoy threatened.

"You've already threataened me, Doctor," Sulu sald.

"Listen to him, Jim! He sounds Jjust like Spock," McCoy
complained. "I swear your Filrst Officer is giving lessong on how to
cheek ma. Pon't ask me why, as they are provided with a comfortabdble
bed and three meals a day at ne extra charge. No, keeaep quiet,

Sulu. I'm leaving.™

"Kt'Tzan, I am plicking up a reacding of another wvessel.”
"Distance?"

"Approximately 5000 faner. She 1is net moving wvery Ffast, but
she ix definitely on our heading.”

"Can wou plck up a scon reacding?!

"I think so.” The young officer bent owver hils board,
‘concentrating, and then pushed a button. "Coming through now,
KtTzan, "

Kyle leaned over Zared's shoulder, watching as o plcture
emerged onto the screen. He frowned.

"pDevon, come take a look at this," he called.

The tall blend man left hils station and Jjoined Kyle. T have
never seen a ship like that," he said, surprised. Pitl's not one of
ours."”

"Curious., Jehad?" Kyle asked.

"Maybe, butr that colony has auoided us for years. Why tempt a
confrontation now?"

"She's crossed our boundaries, so let's take a look. Keep
tracking, Zared. Ir we can pick her up, she can do the same to us.
Felay information to the helm If she deviates In any way."

"Yes, K'Tzan."

"Kinter, get Emon up here," he ordered the communications
exec. "Was it only wvesterdawy I was complaining aboul the guiet
patrol? Hula, I should learn to keep my mouth shutit

For six hours Kirk had been on the bridge watching the empty
unknown spacé through the maln viewacreen. Thay were moving on
impulse power, Scott hot yet having fitted the replacement dilithium
erystals. The constellation they were heading for stilll looked far
away — it would take many hours to get there at this spesed - and
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then, 1f Spock was right - which he didn't really doubt - home.
2ulu had been released from Slcekbay, but was not yet allowed back on
duty. Kirk glanced &t the relief helmsman, & stocky blond man with
a cheerful grin. David Tragard normally worked the B crew shift.

"Captain, I am plcking up another vessel in the near viecinity,"
Spock sBald, breaking inte Kirk's thoughts.

"Haading, Spock?"
"Towards us, Captain.®

"Can you identify here" Kirk asked, moving to the smcelence
station.

"Not from this distance, sir. She is travelling at warp
spaad. Vipual contact in ten minutes.”

"Uhura, can you pilek up any transmissions?"

She baent over her board, concentrating, and then turned back to
Kirk. '

"Nothing, sir. All 1T get is gtatie."

“"Mp, Tregard, go to yellow alert," Kirk ordered.

"Ave, sie. "

"Captalin, 1f she is hostile, we cannot outrun her, " Spock =zaild.

"[at's test that, shall we? Mr. Tregard, ralse the shields and
turn 60 degrees to port."

n"anields up, and turning... now.™
"The vessel hag also changed course," Spock reported.

The 1ift doors opened to admlt McCoy. "what's happening?" he
agked.

"ps yvigitor, Doctor.®
"There, Captain! At eleven o'clock!" Tregard sald urgently.

A pinpoint of light emerged through the blackness. They
watched as the ship grew larger until they were able to define her
lines. She was smaller than the Enterprise and obviously built for
spaed and manoeuvrability. Hor sleek lines gave her the impression
of a swooping bird, similar in design to the Romulans' Bird of
Pray. Against the dark blue of her hull, rad symbols glowed 1n the
wash of her navigational lights.

Kirk twigted around. "Spock?”
"Unfaniliar, sir," the Vulcan replied.

"Captain, I may have picked up a transmission, but I don't
understand 1it."

"ink up with Spock's console. See 1f you can decipher it."
He walted agonising seconds as the Vulcan went to work.
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"It 1 of no known Federation dialect, Captain, wa are being
scannad! Fagcinating ~ they have broken r»ight through our shields."

"UUhura, try raising them. Mr. Tregard, return to our original
coursea. Let's see what they do."

Ag the Enterprise turned, 2 yellow tracer spat passed the
viewscreen.

"They den't want us to go that way," McCoy remarked.
A warning shot only,"™ Spock said.

"One across the bows, eh, Spock?"

"Prabably, Doctor.®

"Mr. Tregard, slow to one half impulse power," Kirk ordered.
"Koeop your finger off the firing button, Mr. Chekov.™

"Shouldn't we go to red alert?" McCoy suggested.
"Bones, pleaset™

HSorry."

"Jhura? Can you pick them up?"

She held her hand up. "Nearly there... Got it! The channels
‘are open, sipc.n

"Right, let's try talking to them. This 1s Captaln Jamaes T.
Kirk of the Federation 3tarship Enterprise. We have no hogtile
intentions. Please identify yourselves."

Silence ¢rackled from the speakers.

*Talkatlve lot," McCoy remarked.

"Mr. Tregard, try mancgeuvring again. Slowly."

This only resulted in ancother tracer of yellow fire which
drilled into the ship's bodywork. Kirk winced, thinking of what

Scott would say, and then tried again.

"T vrepeat; this 1s Captain Jamas T. Kirk of the Federation
Starship Enterprise. Please ildentify youvselves.,”

The Enterprise gave a slight lurch. "Tractor beam, " Spock
confirmed.

"Can we break frae?"
YNagative, Captain. We are locked in tight."
"What now, Jim?" McCoy asked.

"That, Doctor, depends entirely on them. Mr. Tregard, stop
engines."

"What do you think, Bmon?®
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"If they are Jehads, they hawve a lot of cheek In First
violating our space, and then demanding that we tdentify ourselues,”
Emon saild. He was a short teddy bear of a man with bright, shrewd
eyes.

"T dont't think they are Jehads," Kyle sald thoughifully.

"They speak the language,” Emon pointed out,

*I realise that, but no. A ship of that size... I don't think
50, As Ffor the !'Federation', I have newver heard of one. The scan
shows advanced technology, and that is one thing the Jehad do not

have;} but Just to be on the safe silde, we'll keep them on ice. See
1f they make any mistakes.”

"And If they don't?" Dewvon queried.

"Why, then wetll talk to them. Invite thelr commander over to
the Shuwvra. No Jehad would want to do that, now would theys?V

"Kyle, T've sald it before. You are devious," Emon =aild.

H1'1l take that as a compliment. Zared, no comnunicotions, and
keep that leash tight. Kinter, you're in charge. Come, Dewvon. I'm
hungry. ”

"I don't get 1tt" McCoy fumed. "We've been sitting here for
two hours. Why haven't they done anything?"

"They're playing with us, Doctor. It'a called 'the walting
gamea',"

"But what for?"
"They are testing us, Dr. MceCoy," Spock replied.
"Are you golng to call them again, sir?" Uhura asked.

"No, not now. We'll play it their way for a while. You can
call a yeoman for some coffee, though - and a couple of sandwiches.
It's going to be a long walt, and I'm hungry."

"How much longer are you going to keep them walting?? Deuvon
asked.

"Not much longer," Kyle replied. "The scan shows the presence
of drive power, and yet they were using thelr secondary systems.
They must hawve damage somewhere." He scanned the reports. "Yes,

there. Look, Dewvon - there are signs of extreme pressure on this
part of her secondary hull. I wonder what - Uugh?”

The report dropped from his hands and he buckled ower in agony.
"Hulalt Not now!®
"Devon! Quicklyt" Emon shouted.

Devon was already at Kyle's side, hands reaching Ffor the nerve
roints. YpDont't Flght 1f, Kyle. Ride with it. There. Now breathe
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deeply. That's it. Emon, help me get him flat. Easy now. "

Devon wrapped his arms round Kyle'ts walst and with Emon's help
lowered him to the floor where he lay pale and Limp. Dewvon
unclipped a vial Ffrom an inside pocket of Kyle's uniform. He
studied the quantity, frowning, and then squirted some of the
contents into Kyle's mouth. The spasms passed, and Kyle slowly sat
up, cross-legged, his head bowed as he caught his breatrh.

"K'Tzan, may I enguire when wou last took your medications®
Devon asked, one eyebrow raised.

"I forgot," Kyle maid, squirming under those angry eyes.

"You forgot? I am your Keeper, K'Tzan, but I do expect pou to
remember when to take your own medication. You hawve yourself and
the crew to considert”

Kyle looked up into Devon's angry face. "I consider myself
duly reprimanded, B'ruam, and I am Sorry. It won't happen again,”
he said meekly.

"It had better not," Devon threatened, and then he smiled,
holding out a hand to help Kyle up.

"What are you looking at?" he demanded of his crew, who were
all wearing grins of relierf.

They were rescued from having to answer by the timely
“transmission Ffrom the alien ship.

"Now, Captain James T. Kirk, let's see what vou hawe to say Ffor
yourself," Kyle murmured softly.

With each passing minute Kirk was growing tired and impatient.
Who were these peaople?

"Okay, that's itt Uhura, open the line again. Mr. Tregard,
gat ready to go into reverse. If they won't talk, we'll have to try
and break free. 1t may weaken their hold on us even 1f we can't get

free. Stand by to divert power." He sat in his chair, mouth set in
a tight line.

"USS Enterprisge to alien craft. We are getting tired and
impatient of waiting for your convenience. If you can understand
me, regpondl®

"Indeed we do, Captailn Kirk," a voice said,

"Well, that's a start!"™ McCoy muttered.

"what 13 the meaning of this attack on my ship?" Kirk demandead.

"Captain Kirk, you have violasted our space,. I will ask the
questions i1f you dont't mind."

"We had no intentlon of violating any space,'" Kirk answered.
"Then why are you hera?" the voilce asked smoothly.

"It was an accident, If you had responded to our first
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transmisgion, you would have heard this and not wasted our time by
keeping us on a tractor beam for four hours.™

"an acclident? Perhaps you would care to clarify thaet remark."”

"lLook, 1t's a long story," Kirk protested.

"We have all the time."

"Maybe you da, but we might not."

"] beg your pardon?®

"We hit a freak phenomenon in space and landed up here, which
might not even bea cur own galaxy. It 1is the theory of my sclience
officer that we were forced through an opening between our two

universes."

"Your ship is damaged?" the volce asked after a fractional
silence.

"I+ 4g," Kirk confirmed.
"Your answer ig, fortunately, the correct one, Captain.”

"What do you mean?" Kirk asked, feeling suddenly as if he was
being toyed with, that these aliens already knew all the answers.

"If you had denlied any damage you would have been lying - with
unfortunate consequencen to yocurself and your crew. Now I would
like to apologise and offer you a safe conduct to my home planet of
Akronila. This part of space is not safe."

"That 18 very genercus of you, but why the sudden change in
attitude?"

"Forgive ma, Captaln, but we had to be one hundred percent
certain that you were not... who we thought you might be."

"Yayuy have been scanning us?"

"Naturally. vYour drive power ig desmaged and there are sligns of
a weakening in the secondary hull."

"How do they know that?" MoCoy whispered.

"“Wery well," Kirk agreed. “"Wa will accept your help."

"Good. For gspeed we will keep you on leash until we get to
Akronia. One more thing," he added lazily, "“would you and your
fallow officers care to come aboard the Shuvra for dinner, where we
can maeet face to faca?™

"It could be a trap, Jim," McCoy sald softly.

"] agaure you it is nothing of the sort," the voice sald,

"Gaod grief, he's got ears as sharp as Spock's!"

Kirk couldn't help smiling at the lock of total astonishment on

McCoy's face. "Wa will be pleased to accept, and sort this
misunderstanding out."
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"I will send a shuttle over in twe hours to your port docking
bay. Until later, Captain Kirek."

"He's cut transmission, Captain," Uhura said.

"I don't l1ike this,"™ McCoy said. "We didn't even get his
name, "

"Never mind Bones. You'll find out later."

"Now walt a minute, Jim! I didn't say I was going. They may
be serving us for dinner."

"Consider 1t an order, Doctor. Spock, you're coming too.
Scotty can run things here - not that there is much toe run at the
moment. Uhura, get a relief crew to cover the bridge for two hours,
and then I want you all back on duty. That's all. Come on you two,
dress uniform."

He disappeared inte the turbolift, missing the look of horror
on MoeCoy's face.

"Seems like you were right, Kyle. They are neot Jehad, " BEmon
said.

"Or they are wvery clever," Devon oadded.

"No matter. They will be thoroughly screened. Zared, pet hold
of Meira and tell her to ready the shuttle; and tell whoewver 1s on
my cabin shift to arrange dinner there,"

Pror how many, K'Tzan?®

"oh, I don't think he will bring more than three with him, and
then it wili be Emon, Deveon and myself." He turned to hils security
exec. "Emil, arrange security. If they are Jehad we don't want to
be caught off guard, though there Is not much they can do except
blow both ships up."

"That's a comforting thought," Devon said. PALL there Is left
to do, K'Tzan, iz let you get some rest. Comer"

"All right, I know when I'm beaten. Take owver, Kinter, but iFf
you smell a rat let me know immediately.”

"Are you golng to contact the Proktul?® Devon asked as they
made thelr way to the officers' quarters.

"I will hawve to, but only after we hawve met with the aliens. I
have offered help, but If 1t will expoze... We will jfust have teo
walt and see.

"I feel like a dog's bhreakfast,'" McecCoy complained, fussing with
the collar of his dress uniform. "I could have forglven you for
having dragged me along, under protest let me add -~ but this -~
navertt 3

YDr., McCoy," Spock anaswered him, "perhaps 1f you follow your
own dilet, you would realise why you fesl uncomfortable."
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HIdim!? Did you hear that? You cheeky Vulean! I am not fat!"®

Kirk was saved from answering that by Scott's timely call.
"aiien shuttle on final apprcoach, Captain.”

"Thanks, Scotty. Stop arguing, you two, and let's go."

They took the turbolift down to the port docking bay level in
time to hear the shuttlecraft's suction pads locking ontoc the outer
hatch.

"We're golng now, Scotty. Take care of my ship."

Kirk deactivated the door release, and they stepped into the
inner compartment, the door closing and locking behind them.

"what do we do now?" McCoy demanded. "Knock?"

"Thae green light is on, Dector, which means we can deactivate
the outer hatceh."®

"and 1if nobody i1s there?"

"we breathe space,” Kirk said lightly, punching in the
sequence.

"Oh, great! Why couldn't we use the transporter?"
"They probably don't have one."

The hatch siid cpen and they stepped over the 1lp into the
gshuttle. The Enterprise hatch slid closed and seconds later the
shuttle followed sult.

"pPleage be seated," a feminine volce said, "and fasten the
harnesges. "

"a11 that's miseing 1s the soft musie," McCoy muttered,
pettling himself into a soft blue couch. "Now how do these damn
things fasten?”

"laet me assist you, Doctor," Spock offered, bending ovar.
"No, Itve got it now, thanka.™
“"Bones, please try to behave yourself," Kirk begged.

"Soroy, Jim. I ramble when i'm nervous, and right now I'm wvery
nervous."

The flight was short and smooth. Soon they were flying under
the belly of the alien ship, floating up into the hangar deck to
come to rest with a slight thump. Darknass closed in as the bay
doors shut, and then the engines cut out, to be raplaced by the
sound of machinery, and the shuttlie was lifted upwards. With & hiss
of pumps it stopped and the hatch slid open.

"Wall, here we are. lLet's not keep our hosts waiting."

They stepped out into the small enclosed chamber to find three
men waiting for them. They were all humanoid in appearance, the
eldest a short tubby man, his halr growing grey at the temples. The
second was tall and blond with sharp nordic-type features and clear
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blue eyes.

It was the third that drew Kirk's attention. He had dark hair
and a sharp bone structure with deep grey eyes set in a pale, almosat
drawn face. He was shorter then the blondg alien, slim in bulld, and
carried himsgelf with a sureness that borderad on arrogance.

But the one aspect of all three that caught Kirk's attention
thae most was their handsa. Iinstead of fingers they had short
tentacles that twitehed like lary snakes, and for gome unknown
reason Kirk felt goosebumps start along his arms. He could see that
they were being equally serutinised, especially Spock.

The dark alien stepped forward, offering a hand.

"I am K'Tzan Kyle Fh'lers.'" His sensitive lips broke into a
smile, as charming as Kirk's own.

Kirk took the hand, feeling the tentacles wrap gently around
his fingers, noting that they felt dry rather than slimy. "Thank
YOou. I am Jim Kirk. This ip my First Officer, Mr. Spock, and our
Chief Surgeon, Dr. Leonard MceCoy."

Kyle shook hands with MeCoy, but some instinct made him refrain
from offering his hand to Bpock. Uncanny, Kkirk thought. How does
he know that Spock hates close contact?

"May I present Emon Ind'r and B'ruam Devon T'Zon, our exec.
officer. I am pleased that you consented to this meeting after the
-way wa have treated you."

"You head your reasons,. I might have done the same, " Kirk
replied.

"Maybe. Come, thig is not a comfortable place to talk in.
FPlease follow me."

They passed through a hatchway and into a curving corridor,
Kirk stoppad in amazement at the sight of a central wall, the
corridor rising in a spiral from the depths below to what must be
the bridge. Tha walls were of a clear plexiglasgs, allowing visual
contact with the levels below. in this central core were alcove
exits into the banks of 1ifts, all see-through domed constructions
moving swiftliy and silently. Thae outer sides of the corridors led
off 1in varioug directions to other parts of the ship.

"rageinating!" Spock murmnured.

Kyle opened the door of s 1ift, ushering them ingide, and
warning them to hold on to the handralls. I+ was necessary, as the
1ift shot up at a tremendous aspeed to stop smoothly at the desired
leveal.

"Mogt impresgive,'" Kirk said. "You have qulte a view from the
corridors."”

"It keeps the crew on their toesz," Kyle smiled, "They hevear
know who is watching them." He grinned at Devon, as 1if 1t were a

private joke, and the blond man actually looked embarrassed.

The Enterprise party was ughered inte a room, simply but
comfortably decorated in warm tones of blue. Another door led into
what mugt have been the sleeping area.
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"Please be seated, gentlemen. I am really glad your physician
is with you, as I am not sure 1if these refreshments are safe for
You. We have never had visltors from a nelghbouring galaxy before."

"So you accept that as the truth?" Kirk asked.

"Parhaps. I would be interested to hear exactly what
happaenad.”" The alien looked relaxed, but hils eyes were intense in
their watchfulness.

"The Enterprise," Kirk started, "is both a military and
sclentific vaesgsel. We were recording the death of an old star when
the incildent occurred."

"What star?" Devon asked.

"K 34L B76 - Z," Spock replied.

Devon shrugged. The name was not familiar.

"Parhaps Mr. Spock would explain. He is more famlliar with the
scientific details than I am," Kirk broke in.

HCertainly, Captain.”" The Vulcan rapldly gave the detalls of
the cloud. Kirk watched the three mliens closely. They obviocusly
undergtood the sclentific Jargon, nodding in agreement with certain
things Spock said.

"So you were thrown into this universe?" Kyle said.
"rFascinating. ™

"We were heading for the nearest constellation on impulse power
whan you appeared," Kirk told them drily.

"Why that one in particular?™ Emon askaed.

"There 18 a plece of distorted space at its furthest point
which we balieve to be the same cloud which we encountered from our
gide.”

The three allens glanced at each other.

"The Devil's Staircase," FEmon said. "That is one place I would
avold at all costs. ™

"Why dis that?"

"It ig also known ag a ships' graveyard. Many wvessgels which
have gone into that sector have never been heard of again. It could
be your answeaer - or your death,"” Kyle said seriously. "We have sent

numerous probes into that area, and none have ever raturned.™

"which could also support our theory of an opening." Kirk
insisted.

"It is pogaible," the alien agreed. "We have a research
library on Akronia; perhaps it would be wise for you to explore all
aspecte before making a move in that direction. You will have time
before your drive engine is working again. I offer you our
hospitality for as long as you wish." -

"Thank you." Kirk looked him straight in the eye. "You seaeem
to have examined us pretty thoroughly without our knowing 1it," he
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accused,

"A bad habit we have, which I will admit has caused friction in
certain aveas. Ah, here's Zeora with the food. I hope you don't
mind sitting on the floor." He waved them over to a low table set
in the corner of the room, and they sat down on comfortable
cushions,.

"It maves sgpace," Kyle explsined. "Dr. McCoy, 1f you would
make certain we are not about to polson you?"™ There was a glint of

amusaement 1in hisg eyes.

MceCoy looked startled, and then relaxed, taking a guick reading
with hisg medical tricorder.

Satisfled, he put 1t away. "Ivarything is safe except for that
dish of red stuff.™

YThat's & pity. They are really very good. We call them
brinda - a type of mushroom found only in the Kigshantu area. Passg
me the bowl, Deveon - I'1l keep 1t by me, Just in case."

The food was very palatable. Kirk notigced that not one dish
held meat of any kind, and he asked Kyle about this.

The alien wrinkled his nose In distaste. "No, we do not eat
animal flesh."

"You're in the right company, Spcock,'" McCoy grinned, and turned
-to Kyle. "Our Firgt Officer is like you — vegetarian.®

"Wwhat I would like to know 1s how come you speak our language?"
Kirk asked.

"It ig not our language,?” Kyle explained. "It ig the language
of another race, an enemy of ours. That 18 the main reasgon we were
so suspieceious of you in the first place.”

"RBut you all speak 1t? We call it Federation Universal."

"That 1s not the name we have for it. But yes, most of us do
speak it,. It helps to understand your enemy."

"Who are they?" McCoy asked.

"They are called Jehad,"” Kyle answered carefully. "ho you have
mahy enemliss in your universe??

"ouite a few,"™ Kirk asdmitted, "although the enmity is not of
our making."

"Parhape one day you would tell us mere of this Federatlon of
vours., Mr. Spock 18 evidently of a different speclies from the rest

of you."
"7 ocome from o planet called Vulcan," Spock said.

"And you are part of thig Federatlont®

"We are; as are numerocus other planets of different races and
cultures.”

Y"Remarkable.
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"Just ilmagine if we were 1ike that, K'Tzan," Devon mused.

tand think of all the problems we would have," Kyle laughed.
Kirk got the impression that they were missing the point of a Jjoke.

vwhat does Ktsan mean?" The word shattered over MaCoy's
tonguea.

wK'Tzan? Head; chief; leader... "

"It i3 also the equivalent of 'Captain'," Devon put in. "We
know the exact usage almost instinetively, but the meanings are 8o
many that I realise it might be confusing for you.

nk'Tzan Kyle is Captailn of the Shuvra; he is also Chief of the
Family Fh'ers. Emon 1s K'Tzan too," he added.

Seeing the startled look on the faces of two of theilr vigitors,
Emon explailned. "Yan; I hold the same rank as Kyle. But I am
K'Tzan of the Family Ind'r - he ig K'Tzan of the Family Fh'ers.

"Wa do not hold muceh with rank on the ship; but our shoulder
tabs do show our rank, along with a coloured ribbon so that evenryone
knows which Family we rapresent. My colours are rad, and Kyle's,
blue. at official functions we usually wear ghort capes in our
Family colours."

"hoes that msan you are both Captains of the Shuvra?" Kirk
anked.

"veg," Kyle said. "You BEe... Although we have Houses and
relatives on Akronia, you could say that the ships are alsgsQ our
homes. Two Families run one ship, with every position duplicated.
I# T were to fall 4111, ¥Emon is herae to take over. pPevon, too, has a
rank-partnar; and B0 with everyone on the ship. All members of the
Families Fh'ers and Ind'r who wigh to serve in space must Join the
Shuvra; no other ship would take them. Nor would we take as crew
members of any other Family."

vAn interesting aituation,”" Spock said. mput 1f you are Chlef
of a Family that still has membersg living on a planet, it ig logical
that you only spend a 1imited amount of time in space.

"yYou are correct, Mpe. Spoeck. We have two months on active duty
and two off. For the crew, that is shore lLeave; for we K'Tzani, it
gives us time to attend to our planet-based responsibilities. When
we return to Akronia, another ship, manned hy the representatives of
two other Families, will take over our patrol."

A soft chime interrupted them, and Kyle excusead himself, rising
guickly to answer the call at his desk.

"Yes?"

"Forglive the interruption, K'Tzan, but the officer in charge of
the Enterprise wishes to know what has happened to his Captain. Him
tvogutine report' is overdue.'" They could hear the whatever thal i
in his voilce.

"Pe1l the Enterprise that we will return their Captain in one
plece - ghortly." He grinned at Kirk. "vYou sre being worriled
about, Captain Kirk."
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Kirk returned the gvin. 1 supposs we had better et back
before Mr. Scott has a heert stteck. Thank you for the dinner.™

"It was a pleassurs, I hops we have been forgiven and will
remailn frlends. Am #moon as you ave back on board your ship we will
start for Akronis.,”

"And the tractor beam?” Kirk enguiresd.

"Will remain. War have & def=2nee system which - with a1l due
raegpect ~ you would not be able to negotlate.

"Falr encugh,” Kirk said lightliy.

"I will say goodbye from hers, ™ Emnon aald. "Kyle and Devon
will escort you. I hope 1 wlll sze you again?®

"I am sure of 1t, sir."” Kirk was not about to try to say the
allen word.

They followad Kyle baak to the 1ift, desgcsnding back to the
lower level. It wes as they resched the shuttls departure room that
they heard IT,

IT was a acream, szo full of terror thaet i1t halted them in their
tracks, rsising googebumps an the Humans' arms, Kirk paw Kyle turn
deathly pele and zyrab at Devon Ffor suppori.

"What 1n heill woes that?" MoCoy demanded.

Do not be concernsd,” Deavon repliled. A crewman was probably
careless, Our staff will attend to 1t.%" He spoke firmly, his tone
discouraging, but XKirk was watching Kyle. The allen seemed to be on
the point of collapea, hls tentacles wrapped round Devon's arm.
Then, with an obvicus effort, he pullad hinmgelf togethesr.

"Untdl later, Captein. Maeldra 18 walting.'™

They entered the zhuitle, the door closing as the machine fired
her rockets. As they weres lowered into the hangar deck, Kirk caught
a glimpse of Devon plcking Kylse up bhbodlly. The allen Captaln gseemed
to have pagged out.

Then hig view was obacured.

It was with gome reliaf that Klirk f2lt the deack of his own ship
under his feat.

They had remained silant on the return +trip, none of them
mentioning the scresam that they had heard for they Knew that Melra
would hear anything thay maid. Bat they ware all aware that it was
the flirgt popitdve sign they had had that things aboard the Shuvra
were not a8 they appesyrsd,

As goon ar they were safsaly abosrd theldr own ship and the
Akronian shuttle undsr way agaln, McelCoy explodsd.

"I4imt?” he biurted out the momant he felt it was mafe to speak.
"That was no scream of pailn. It wasg pure tarropl®

It sure sounded that way,” Kirk agreed. Wand Deavon knew 1t.
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Also... why did it cause Kyle to react that way? Spock ~ what do
you think2"

"I do not know of any explanation that will fit the facts we
have, Captain. Perhaps it would be wise 1o be cautious until we
have morae facts."

"Keep locking over our shoulders, you mean."
"Yeg, Captain.®

"Wall, there's nothing we can do while we're locked into their
beam. Let's get to the bridge before Scotty sends ocut a rescue
party."

Thay arrived on the bridge to f£find Scott apoplectic. "Did you
not straighten things out, Captain?” he demanded.

"*What's the problem?"

"T called their ship to tell them you were safe on board, and
when would they be releasing their tractor beam. I was IiInformed
that the 'leash', ag they c¢all it, would stay in place as a tow?
Tow to where, I asked, and they cut transmission.®

"Calm down, Scotty - I'1ll explaln later. Uhura, open a
ship-wide channel,"

"You have 1t, =ir."

"Attention all hands. This 1s the Captain. As you aAll know,
we have encountered an alien race. Dr. McCoy, Mr. Spock and myself
have been over to the alien ship to talk with her commander, who at
first thought ug to be a hostile force invading thelr space. They
now realise that this 18 not so, and have offared -~ probably ocut of
continued caution - t¢o tow usg to thelr home world so that we can
continue with our repairs. I have accepted the offer, and from
there we will work out how to get home, through what they call 'The
Devil's Staircase', an uncharted plece of space simlilar to, or the
same as, that which got us here in the first place. Everything
points to its being a corridor between ocur two universes. I want
you to be cautlious and ready for any emergency that could arise. I
know you will give your fullest attention to the problem in hand.
That is all."

As he signed to Uhura to switeh off, the Enterprise started to
movea.

"Hare wa go,'" McCoy muttered.

PRxplaint"

Kyle looked at the wyounger man standing before him, his anger
obuious in the cold gray eves and suver—-twitching tentacles.

wr... I am sorry, K'Tzan. The insulated deoor was not closed
properlyf"

"Due to whose error??

"Mine, K'Tzan.” The wyoung man looked miserably at his fest,
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the wonderful feellng of renewed Life gone.

"This has happened before, Alek," Kyle said. "You always make
the mistake of walting too long, and that makes You careless. The
whole crew heard the Jehad's scream and reacted to i+ - myself

included. Quite apart of the shame of having the Family of

Ind’'r

know that one of the Fh'ers is so careless, what I do not need is o
shipful of hypersensitive people all Ffeeling Hunger ahead of their

time. "

"No, K'Tzan. Please don't transfer me to ground dutyf
not happen again — I promiser?

It will

"T hope I can believe that. To make sure, I am placing wou

under the medical staff, where they can monitor your cycle,
are to do exactly as they say. You owe it to the ship and t
yourself. Do I make myself clears®

"Yes, K'!'Tzan. Thank you."

"You can go, Report te the medical unit.”

and you
o

Alek left as fast as he could, more ashamed of beilng hauled

cver the coals by Kyle than of the actual crime itself. The
K'Tzan's words could sting lLike a barb when he was angruy.

Kyle leaned back in his chailr in utter weariness. His system
was still shaking. "I don't want to lose him, but if it happens
again he'll hawve to go," he commented. Then he smiled lopsidedly at
-Emon. "What made me take to a life in space? I could have stayed
at T'zon in peace and tranquillity, handiling one Job instead of
two., "

"We both know the answer to that, my Ffriend. You are running
away -~ Llike the rest of us."

"But it doesn't help, does it, Emon? The curse and the
come with us... The curse of our ancestors,?

shame

"You can't take the blame on wour own shoulders. We are what

they made ws, wes; but it was a mistake.”

"An expensiue one. They were all right but tt turned thelir
future generations into... " He shrugged. "Tn the end we will be

the losers." His eyes were haunted,
*"What wou need is sleep. Be reasonable for once."

"When has he ewver been reasonable?" a wvoilce asked Ffrom
door.

"Ah, Devon. How are things upstairsse®?

the

"Everything ls running smoothly. Wetll be home by nightfall.

Kule, why don't you go and get some resto?
"That's all I seem to have been doing lately.”

"I'lL pull Keeper's Privilege on wyou If you're not care

flut.”

Sighing, Kyle got teo his feet. "Wake me on final approach.

He closed the door of the sleeping area behind him.
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"Phat damn cretin Alek!” Devon swore sawvagely. PKyle will
probably come early now because of that fool, and be oulr of phase
For who knows how long before a new cycle establishest?

"Let's hope not," Emon murmured, "Certainly he can't keep on
like this,. Its wearing him down, and it there is no improwvement,
the Proktul will ground him when he's next tested."

"Weltll get him through, Just as we did last time," Devon said
Flrmly.

Prhatts optimism, not certaintwy," Emon commented. T wonder
what the allens thought. What o messt®

*They know something is not right," Devon said bitterly. "aA
flve-year-old child could have seen though my lLie. 'A careless
crewmnan' - and Xyle on the point of collapse? Hula? It tore

through my gut bad enough, and I'm classified as unusually stablel?”

"Keep an eye on him, Devon. I*'Ll have to get up to the bridge
now, and he shouldn't be left alone.”

"OFf course, K'Tzan Emon."

When the older man had left, Devon went quickly into the
sleepling area and settled info a chalr. He Llocked at the sleeping
form of hils Family K'Tzan with affection and worry.

Kyle looked wvery pale, liries of ftension and exhaustion etched
inte his face, and Devon thought, not for the first time, that for
this man he would do anything. He thought back to when they were
boys, woung and idealistic, growing up on the T'zon estate with no
real theought Ffor the future and no knowledge of the bitter strugole
Ffor survival that went on dally around them.

And then thelr world was complefely changed when they matured
and the secret of how theilr pecple survived was made known fto them.
Devon had accepted the unpleasantness, pushing the gullt to the back
of his mind, locking 1t away with an alr of Fatalism and a Finality
that earned him hils classification of unusually stable, It was his
people's way - their heritage, begueathed them by thelr ancestors.
But Kyle was different; unusually sensitiwve, he couldn't tgnore the
gullt. Tortured by the knowledge of what he must do to survive, his
system rebelled every time, his metabolism Fighting back, until all
that was left was a man with a broken soul and a thin shell that
threatened to crumble at the slightest shock. It was fortunate,
Devon, knew, that he was there, already a friend, unusually stable,
to become Keeper for the Tfgon helr.

Hula knew that they had tried every new i{dea - the
psychiatrists had proved now that only a perverted Ffew actuclly
enfoyed what they must do, and everyone knew it - but even with that
knowledge Kyle could not come to terms with his conscience. Guilt
was sitowly killing him, and ewven theough Devon acted as an anchor,
coaxing him through Llife day by day, sheltering him, as Ffar as
possible, Ffrom the traumas caused by thelr phuysioclogy, the Keeper
often knew despair.

All he was doing was delaying the inevitable. In the end, he
would be helpless. .
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"Captailn Kirk to the Bridge."

Uhura's call came inte the re¢ room where Kirk was trying to
have an undisturbed cup of coffea.

"Kirk here. What 48 1t, Uhura?"

"Meagsage from the Shuvra, Captain. Their commander wishes to
speak with you."

"I'm on my way. Coming, Bones?"
"May as well. He's taken his own sweet time calling back."

Kirk nodded. He had called the Shuvra to find out the aprrival
time at Akronia, but had been firmly put off by one of Kyle's
offlcers.

"K'Tzan Kyle is not to be disturbed," the voice had told him.
"I will gladly relay any message on his return to the Bridge."

Kirk had then asked for Emon, and had got the same reply. Now
- as8 luck would have 1t - the minute he tried to take a break, he
wag summoned to the Bridge. The Shuvra was clearly run on different
lineg from Federation vessels!

"What did he say, Uhura?" XKirk asked as he settled intao his
chair. :

"Only that he is returning your call, and could he speak with
yvou at your convenience. Terribly polite people - I can't walt to
meet one."

"I will personally introduce you. But for now, can you opean a
line for me?" He raised a Spockian eyebrow to soften the mild
reprimand.

"Certainliy, Captain,' Uhura replied sweetly. "We have visual
this time."

The viewscreen changed to show the Bridge of the Shuvra. The
alien bridge was decorated with the same blue/grey, scresns and
conscles encircling the outer walls., There did not seem to be a
central command saat. In its place stood a circular 1ift, 1its walls
transparent to give a clear viaew.

Kyle detached himself from a console, moving closer to the

viewscrean, "Captaln Klrk. I apologise for not being availlable
when you called." Kirk noticed that he looked terribly tired and
drawn.

"It wag not particularly ilmportant," he replied. "I only

wanted to know ETA to Akronia."

"Another twenty minutes now. Wa are about to negotiate the
defence gystem. Can you not see her?"

"Na. I guppose we haven't been looking very hard." In fact,
Spock had taken the copportunlty to adjust the sensors, and they were
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off line.

"Oha 1s8 usually difficult to see on this approach; the defence
syatem throws a blanket around her,. Wait = minute, and I'il give

you B visgsual." He noddad to the man at a console, who brought up a
magnification of a beautiful silvery-blue planet with a sun and two
moons. It appeared to have only two land masses.

"Thaey can camouflage an entire planet?" Chekov saild in wonder.

"7 wonder what else they can do," McCoy muttered cynically.

The viewscrean was replaced by Kyle. "You must excuse me,
This i1s the tricky part of entry. I will contact you agalin when we

are safely in orbit." He cut transmission.

"An ingenious method of defence," Spock said. "It will be
interesting to learn how they devised such & system."

"Oor what they have to hide,"™ McCoy anawered soberly,

The Enterprise lay in synchronised orblt arcund the planet.
Spock, realising how close they were to landfall, had hastily
taerminated his work on the sensors, returning them to operating
readiness just minutes before they swung into orbit. He started
scanning immediately, but with negative results. Thelr scan was
being blocked.

"Now why would they do that?" Kirk wondered.

"Ohviousgly they distrust strangers," the Vulcan replied,
slightly piliqued. .

"Captain, I have an incoming call from the planet's surface.
It's from someocne who calls himself Proktul Denru.®

"Oon audlio, Lieutenant."

vAm I speaking to Captain Kirk?" a deep wvoice enguired.
"That is correct, sir."

"I am Proktui Denru. Welcdme to Akronia."™

"Thank you. We appreciate the Shuvra's assistance," Kirk said
dryly.

YK'Tzan Kyle has given me a full report, and I too wish to
apologise for our hostile approach. Pleapae feael free to call on us
for any assistance you may need in repalring your vessel."

"Thank you. I will keep your offer in mind."
"7 would like to talk with you, Captain, I £ind the idea of an
opening between ocur two universes very interesting. Parhaps you and

your officers would accept an invitation to a banguet tomorrow
avening?"

"We will be glad to accept, Proktui."™

"Good, good. Kyle will make the necessary arrangeﬁents. Until
then, Captain."
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“Transmisslon ended, Ceptain," Uhura reported. MceCoy had not
walted for her; impulsive ag he often was, he spoke at the same
time.
"Wwhat's a Proktuil?™ he asked.

"Wa will find out tomorrow."

"Wa? Haven't I done sncugh for you?" McCoy let an Injured tone
creep intoc his volce.

"You surprise me, Doctor. It's not 1like you t¢ pass up an
invitation to a party."

"Vary funny, Captain, sir. As long a&s I don't have to wear
dress uniformt"

"This is going too far," McCoy growled, squeezing his fingers
in between hig neck and the collar of his dress uniform.

"vou should elther get a larger uniform or go on a diet,
McCoy. "

"hon't you start on me, Scotty. Where is that shuttle anyway?
Why couldn't we have beamed down?"

"1 never though I would hear the day transportaer-phobice McCoy
-would refuse a shuttle," Scott sald slowly.

_ "pleage, gentlemen,!” Kirk begged. "Behave yoursgelves -~ just
this once."

"We always do, Jim,"™ McCay sald innocently. "EFapacially when
we are abgut to be polsoned."

"What are you rambling about, McCoy?" Scott demanded,

"aAvoid the red mushrooms. I'm being serious. Check with me
before you eat anything. Some of their food is poisonous to us."

"aSoma party,” Scott salid gloomily. "*T hope their beverages are
okay?"

"D, McCoy is correct. S8tay with the focod he passeg as
edible.”

"Wall, whédda vou know. 0l1d Spock is agreeing with me!"
"rhe shuttlecraft has arrived, Captain,® Sulu informed themn.
"Right, Mr. Sulu. L.ook after my lady."

"vYag, sir. Enjoy yoursalves."

"What's to enjoy?" McCoy muttered.

"Hon't be such a party pooper, Bones."

"Me? A party pooper?”" The lights on the panel changed from
raed to graen. "Here we go again. After you, Uhura."
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"Thank you, Dr. McCoy. Chivalry 4g not dead ~ I think."

Kyle and Devon were wailting for them in the shuttie cabin, and
Kirk introduced Uhura and Scott.

"Ah -~ tha lady of the airwaves," Kyle smiled.

Uhura blushed, taking Kyle's hand although she was unable to
stop hersgelf from looking at the tentsacles which wrapped gently
around her fingers. They felt soft, like velvet bandsa.

Soon they were settled for the short trip to the planet.

"How's your injured ecrewman?" Klirk asked idily.

"Iinjured crewman?" Kyle laooked vague for a minute. "Oh. OCh,
veas. He's fine. it wag nothing serious - he was frightened more
than hurt."

"What happened?" McCoy probed.

"let's just say he was... carelesgs. Something he won't
rapeat.™

Kirk left i1t at that. Maybe they had imagined more to the
incident than there was... No, they hadn't, but he knew that they
would get nothing more out of Kyle or Devon about the affair,

A short Jjolt announced thelr entry into the planet's
atmosphere, and they dropped down from the blackness of gpace into a
magnificent sunset, The Enterprise party gatheaered around the
shuttle's window to watch +the passing terrain ag thelr pllot
zlgzagged eacross open filelds towerds a distant mountain range.

"What we have been able to gaether is that your planet is made

up of only two landforms," Kirk remarked.
"That 1is correct," Devon maid, "but only this one is
inhabited."

"Why i thate®

"We have had a long strugglé to pull our civilisation back from
the brink of disester," Kyle told them. "Our ancestors made a fatal
mistake that all but wiped out life on the entire planet."

"What happened?" Kirk asked.

"Nuclear experimentse, Captailin, or so the old writings say. It
is only in the past two thousand yesars that vegetation has - with
our help - beagun to win back some of the ground that was claimed by
the desert. We are a strong race, and slowly we reclaim more land.
The other land masg, however, is completely dead. There is nothing
there but barren rock and volecanice ash. ™

"Oh, look!"™ UDhura exclaimed.

Blending into the mountain side lsy the alien city, the white
buildings glowing with 2 pink hue in ths evening sun.

"That 1s N'vet, the only city on Akronia, and also the seat of
our government, the Proktui. The space centre runs through the
mountain to the other smide. Those bulldings at the back are the
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official guarters of the government workers and alsoc provide the
Chiefs of Families with town houses.”

"It is beautiful, but... the only clity?®

"Yag, Most Akroniansg live there. The rest moptly form farming
communities on Estate lands. There are a few coagtal villages.
Cecasionally s younger son from one of the Estates gathers a few
workers, younger sons like himself who would not, in the normal way
of things, dinherit much from their fathers, and sets out to reclaim
land from the desenrt. If he succeads, he sets up a new Estate and
founds a naew Family.

"In some ways 1t is like two different cultures; one modern,
the other clinging to the old ways. Thet is why 1 enjoy coming home
~ hardly any modern technology, Just hard work of a kind different
from what I am used to."

"Where ia your housgea?" Kirk asked.

"West of here, in the middle of nowhere. If you have the time,
I could take you therae. It has the most apeactacular surroundings
and the richest aoc0il in Akronia - though I am sure the other K'Tzani
would argue that point.™

"Who locks after the place while you are in space?"™ McecCoy
agked.

"My younger brother, Vor'een. . It is giving him practice in
¢ase he has to.,.. Uught®

Kyle fell forward onto his knees, arms encircling his middle.
McCoy sprang forward to help, but was blocked by Devon.

"Leave him!" he ordered. He knelt next to Kyle, concern on hisg
face, while McCoy hoveraed anxiously, wanting to help but realilising
that 1if Devon knew what was wrong he would be of more assistance
than a sympathetic but ignorant stranger.

Devon had dropped into the native tongue, and the Enterprise
party watched anxilously asg Devon placed hip tentacled fingers over a
certain area on Kyle's neck, pressing down with a strength they
would not have considered possible for tentacles. Kyle was gasping
for breath, his face white, but then he shuddered, visibly
relaxing. He took a deep breath and murmured something; Devon
helpad him to his feet.

"I am sorvy," he sald.

"There 18 no neaed to apologise." Manners made Kirk refrain
from asking what was wrong -~ in much the same way that, on Earth, ha
would refrain from asking what was wrong with aomeona who clearly
suffered from ¢pllepsy, but those gray eyves seemed to read his
slilent queation.

"A sglight malady I suffer from. Nothing serious, but
unfortunate in its timing." The explanation told them nothing, and
the locok on Deavon's face gave the lie to Kyle's claim that 1t was
not serious. "That's why Devon is always hanging around me as if I
ware about td have triplets. He knows how to terminate the attack."

"Otherwlise?" McCoy asked, his medical inatincis aroused.
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"It lasts longer. Ah, here we are."

Looking closely, they saw a man-made opening in the rock face
of the mountain, and this was where the shuttle was headlng, cutting
power ag it glided inside. They landed with a soft bump, halting
beside a platform similar to that on the Shuvra.

"Thank you, Meira,?” Kyle said into the intercom.
"My pleasure, K'Tzan."
A woman!!" Scott exclaimed.

HCome now, Scotty. Don't sound so surprised. Wa have women
pllota.™

"Byt not that good, Captain.®

"Don't let them hear you say that, or you'll get lynched," Kirk
laughed.

They followed Kyle out to a bank of 1ifts, which took them up
to the ground level of the complex.

"Wa are now in the main complex. It may look confusing, but 1t
isn't realliy. Come - there is a view-window around the corner.
I'1l show you the different areas."

They followed him down an enclosed corridor to a gection
dominataed by a huge window.

"Wa are now in the rear building, the space complex. That one
to your right is the Proktuli buillding where we will be going later.
The immediate twoe on the left are Famlly houses, and the tall cone on
the far left 1g the medical centre. Thay are all connected by
corridors and moving walkways. I'm sorry, but the gigns are all in
my language, so if you want to go anywhere, just agk."

"And the c¢lty?" Uhura asked.

"Maybe something can be arranged, but please - for your own
safaty, do not go down there alone. The populace may mistake you
for Jehad, and I would hate anything to happen to you."

"parhaps you would define the Jehad," Spock said.

"They are not friends of ours. You could easgily pass for them
- your hands are similar, with Jjolnted digits rather than
tentacles."

"I think then that the city is off limits," Kirk ordered. "But
what about the people here? Do they know about us?"

"Most certainly. Yorath especially would like to meet with
you. He has done a lot of research on the Devil's Staircase and is
willing teo help you."

"TPhat would be appreclated."”

"pParhaps you would like to see him now. There is plenty of
time. "

"of course. Why not?"
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They feollowed him around a series of bends until they came to a
sunken section in the floor. The bottom was level and carpeted, but
they could see that it was moving.

"A walkway?" Scott asked.

"That 1a correct. Just step onto it, and hold onto the
grabrails." He demonstrated how, and soon they were all standing on
the platform, They travelled through the buildings, the journey
swift and smooth, following Kyle as he ateppaed over onto another
walkway.

"This is the turn for T'zon and Ind'r, ag well as some other
lasper Housas."

it took them through a trangparent tunnel, and Kirk saw that
they were very high up. The walkway ended in a rotunda,
disappearing back to the maln causeway.

"The library is not far, Just follow me."

They went up two more levels, stopping in front of a heavy,
ornate door. it opened at Kyle's knock, and they stepped into an
office crammed with shelves of books and papers. Behind the laden
desk sat an old Akronian, hils hair snow white and his face wrinkled,
but his eyes were sharp and bright, of the deepest brown, seeming
almost black, as they appralsed each viagitor.

"Who have we here, Kyle? Renegade Jehads?"

"No, Yorath. These are the visitors from outside our galaxy -
the onaes you wished to meet with."

"Yems, by Hula. I didn't expect thaem toc look... Kyle has gilven
me the outiine of your dilemma. If any of you can use a computer,
please feel free to use thesmse facilities.™

"I have had some training,"™ Spock said with surprising tact,
while McCoy choked and the rest of the Enterprise party grinned
behind their hands. kKyle looked heavenwards in a 'give me strength'
attitude. Did Yorath really think these aliens would be able to
travel 1in space without knowing how to use computera?

"You can start in the morning if you wish," Yorath sald,
unaware of the smusement.

"Tomorrow will be appropriate,™ Spock agreed.

"Let me show you the basices, in case I am not here when you
arriveae."

"Yorath, we have this banguet to attend," Kyle reminded him.

"Stop fusaing, Kyle. Thia will only take a minute, and anyway,
Denru and his crowd are usually late.™

MeCoy wandered over tc the window, looking down on the city
lights. A8 he turned asway, he caught sight of a solitary bullding
to his left. It lacked windows and loocked extremely uninviting.

"What bullding is that?" he asked Devon.

The Akronian shrugged. "A selentific complex.™
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"Oh? What do they research there?"
"*Nothing which would interest you, Doctor. It 1 off limits.®
"Wwhy the red flag?™ McCoy persiasted.
"You would not understand. Please cease thesge questionst"

McCoy looked up in surprise at the tone of Devon's volce, and
took a step backwards, startled at the coldness on the alien's
face. It had a frightening quality to it.

"I'm gsorry,'" he stammered.

Devon seemed to shake himgelf mentally, the anger disappearing
to be replaced by his natural charm. "I think it is time we
returned,. The Proktul would be most dlspleased 1if we were late."

On the return trip, McCoy sidled up to Kirk. “Thare's
somathing strange here, Jim," he whisapered.

"Why so?"
"ITt's just something... I feel... uneasy."

"We'll diascuss it later. Just try and look as 1f you are
having a good time."

Kirk's voice was teasing, but his eyes were serious.

Kirk strolled lazlly through one of the gardens in the complex
grounds.

It was his second visit planetside since the banquet, and
tomorrow they would be leaving. Scott had completed installing the
crystals, reinforcing the mix chamber's casing in case they
experienced a similar mishap on the return trip through the cloud.
All they ware walting for were Spock's final calculations and to say
their goodbyes.

At the bangquet they had met the five Akronians who made up the
Proktui, two women and three men, 2ll elderly, polite, but seemingly
hesitant, as 1f they were uncertain about something - even Denru,
who had spoken to them sarlier.

Kirk frownaed, remembering McCoy's warning that something didn't
fael wvight. His mind may have been playing tricks on him, but he
had felt that way too. The Akronians at the banguet had been
friendly enough, but there was always a tangible feeling of caution,
as if their guestions and answers had been carefully thought out,.

The feeling had been there yesterday, too, when he and McCoy
had been taken on an official tour. In the medical complex they had
been taken to only a few departments near the main entrance, nevear
going deep inside the building. A carefully chosen tour.

And Kyle himself. What caused those collapses of his? He was
friendly anough, but he always had an alr of tension about him.
That incident on the Shuvra had had a significant meaning to the
alien to causgse him to react the way he did; and Deven had lied.
That had been elear in his whole manner and nervous glances,. And
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what of McCoy's bullding? It lcocoked more like & prison than a
regearch centre.

"Hello, Captain,”™ a volce gaid, startling him,

Kirk swung arocund to mee Kyle sitting on a bench. His thoughts
had been go deep that Kirk had not seen him.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to startle you so.,M
"I suppose I was daydreaming," Kirk sald, forcing a smile.

"Something we all do. Have you got anything planned for
todaye"

"No, not really. Everything is ready for tomorrow's
departure. We're only walting for Spock.™

"I am going out to my home for a day visit. The invitation
still stands 1f you want to come with me. We willl be back by
sundown. "

Why not? Kirk thought. "Yes, I would like that, I'm sure
MceCoy would too."

"By all means. I am leaving in half an hour. IT'11 collect you
at the library." Ha uncurled himself from the bench. "T had better

#£o and report where I will be, otherwise Devon will have a f£it."
"Won't he be coming?"
"No, he has... ancther matter to attend to."

Kirk watched the alien walk back inside. For no reason he falt
cold. Ha felt that something was about to happen, but he didn't
know what.

The deseart shimmered in the heat haze as the flyer skimmed over

ite surface. Kirk winced as the glare reflected off the scoreen,
envious of the shaded sunglassas Kyle wore, and of Spock sitting in
comfort back on board the Enterprise. The Vulcan had returned to

the ship to feed the data on the Devil's Staircage into the main
computer. Although - on consideration -~ Spock would probably
consider this as little more than a mild summer day.

"I normally take this route over the desert," Kyle said. ittty
a bit shorter, and 1 can fly much fagter than in the traffic zones. "

The flycar was a trim four-~seater, and Kirk could see that Kyle
wasg enjoying himaself, as he zilgzagged acrosg the desert floor. He
flew with confidence, and was obviously a good pilot.

"Do you see that solitary rock over there, Captain?" Kyle
polnted. "That 12 the Rock of Remembrance.'

Kirk followed his pointing finger, seeing a towering formation
that resembled a kneelilng figure, i1ite head thrown back as 1f in

agony.

"Ramarkable. It is very life-like."
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"Tn the old days 1t was considered a shrine, FPaople used to
make a pilgrimage out here every year as a reminder of what happened
all those years ago... what mlight happen again 1f we are not
caraful. It is a symbol of desolatlion and waste."

"yary appropriate,” McCoy sald. "Can you take us cloger?®
Kyle circled, bringing them closer. BSuddenly the flycar
shuddered and they heard s booming clap asg one of the boosters

backfired, spewing gouts of smoke and flame.

"Hulal" Kyle swore, throttling back and cutting off the damaged
boogtar.

"what happened?" Kirk shouted.

"Raar rocket hasg falled. I'm turning back." He turned the
control yoka, but nothing happened.

"Wa're in trouble,’ he gald. "The gystem's Jsmmed;
communications are out too." He fllicked swiltches futilely. "When T
get hold of the basha who was supposed to have checked this
flycar... "

He broke off asgs the flycar slewed violently, and then the gyros

cut out. There wasg an unpleasant smell of burning.
"We have to bail out," Kyle said. "The whole seat will
jettison. Don't worry, there's a chute pack on each seat.”
"But... " McCoy panilcked.

"Gat ready, Doctor. I'11 f£ind you both," Kyle sald urgently.
He hit the main jettison awitch, and the canopy blew off. 41l three
shot out of the crashing flycar.

Kirk gasped at the altered pressure. Ha heard a slight whoosh
as him chute billowed open, and was tugged up higher as the air
pockats filled the chute; and then his increased momentum ceased and
he smlowly started to descend. From his high perch he saw the flycar
hit the ground, exploding on contact.

Worriedly, he looked around for the others, spotting McCoy at a
lower altitude, but he couldn't see Kyle, Then he stopped worrying
ans the seriousgness of landing confronted him. He would have to
unbuckle the safety strap before he hit the ground, because although
the seat was light, it wouldn't do to get entangled in it. He
iloogenad the strap, tensing as the ground rushed up, and then he
threw himself clear, rolling easily in the sand,.

He stood up, brushing dirt from his uniform, and looked
anxiously about for MecCoy, spotting him in a heap behind a slight
incline. He ran over, and then grinned in relilef. The chute had
collapsed over the chalr, and MeCoy was fightling 8 losing battle
trying to extract himself from 1ts silken folds, using language that
would have made a cargo freighter's crew blush.

"Bones, what are you... "

But tt wes too much for Kirk. He burst out laughing at the
sight on McCoy's various limbs punching in vain at the folds.

"Stop mmph... and get mmuph... of here!™
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Stilli laughing, Kirk rolled back the s81lk to reveal a terribly
rumpled McCoy.

"Thank you," he spald acldly.

"Bones - ©Oh, Bones! I'm sorry, but you should have unbuckled
and rolled clear.m

"Kinda forgot about that," MclCoy growled, "Where's Kyle?"

"I didn't see where he came down, We'll give him five minutes
then go and look for him."

"Damn all flying contraptions! They're all the same, no mattear
where you are... Here comes Kyle now." He pointed.
"I hope you weren't hurt," the alien sald when he reached them.

"No. We hoth made it in one plece. A slight varistion in
mathod, though," Kirk said, grinning at McCoy.

The allen's eyes took in McCoy's mussed hair, a faint smile
playing around his mouth, but he didn't say anything to embarrass
MeCoy further.

"It's a long walk back. We had better get astarted 1f we are to
make it before nightfall.®

"I've got my communicator," Kirk saild. "I can contact my ship
-and they c¢an sgsend a mesgsage through to your control."™

"Of courset They can plack us upt"

Kirk flipped open the communicator's grid. "Kirk to
Enterprise. Come in Uhura." They waited expectantly.

"Maybe it's broken," Kyle offeread.

"Here, Jim - try mine,"™ McCoy offered, handing it over.

"Kirk to Enterprise. This 18 an emergency!" He twiliddled the
dials. P"Nothing. I only get static," ’

"Could be atmospheric interference," Kyle sgaild. "ITt's been
known to happen before. Saorry, we'll have to walk."

He scratched in the back of McCoy's chair, handing over a small
watarproof pouch. "Survival kit. Clip it onto your belt. Here's
yoursg, Captain. I picked it up on the way over. Let's go."

They swung south-gast, following the Akronlian who set a fast
pace. The going was falrly easy, the sand soft but not deep, and
avery now and then they crossed a rocky surface. Kirk wags thankful
for their heavy boots which protected them from the sharp rock. The
sun was their worst enemy. It blasted every blt of exposed skin,
turning it cherry red, and burning as thelr sweat dripped down in a
Bteady stream.

"How you doing, Bonea?" Kirk asked the puffing McCoy.

"Ready to drop. Blagt him! He locks like Spock, fresh-as a
daisy and tireless. I wish he would slow down."
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The Akronian was slowly drawing ahead of them, walking awiftly,
gure of the way home. They had changed direction twice, and now, as
a rocky patch loomed up ahead of them, Kyle swung inte 1its path. He
glanced back at the two wilting SBtarfleet officaers and plowed down
until they caught up with him.

"we can rast there for a whila. It's sheltered from the gsun."
"Thank goodnesgss for that," MeCoy gasped,

They reached the jumble of boulders, sinking down into the
shade. "Ahhh... Thisg is marvellousi" McCoy sighed.

v There are frozen water sticks In the kits. I would advise
against eating anything, though. The food 1is all dehydrated, and I
don't know what is in {t."

"How far now, Kyie?"
“Another three or four hours, I think. We're about half way."

"I apotted a mountaln range over to the north. wWhat's over
there?"

"rhope are the Draco Mountaina. It's very desolate, and ncbody
goas there. Once a group of prospectors went exploring those peaks,
and were never heard of again. It's dangeroug country to fly over
as well, due to freak updrafts and duststorms."

"Not at all inviting," Kirk agreed. "let's gsee 1if I can save
us mora walking." He tried the communicator again, but gtill got
nothing.

"I am gsorry I got you into this," Kyle said.

"7+ was an accildent." Kirk grinned. "You can pay us back with
an encormous supper when we get back."

"Done. If you are rested, we had better get golng again. it
gets a bit... Hulal®

“"What is 1t?" Kirk leaped to his feet as Kyle doubled over.

"Aattack,” he gasped. "yigli,.. Iin my belt... Pleass... get
it... " He gritted his teeth in agony.

"MaCoyt! @Get over herel!"™ Kirk shouted, feeling along Kyle's
belt for the wvial. "Kylel! It's not heret?®

"Must have lost it when... Aaahh!" He colilapsed, curling in a
ball on the sandy ground.

"7a11 us what to do," McCoy sald urgently. “"What does Devon
do?"

"Not... possible. The pressure polnts... Digite... won't
covar... Hula, stop i1t! Why won't it stop?" He started convulsing,

body arching and rolling in agony.

"Jim, grab him! Hold him still. Tightert" McCoy lay full
length on the sand, prising Kyle's mouth open with considerably
difficulty, trying to grasp hls tongue to prevent him from
swallowlng 1it. Yrar Pote's sake get something to keep his mouth
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open. He's biting my fingers offt™

Kirk looked arocund in valn for a stick, and then unhooked his
communicator.

"Better than nothing. Gat 1t between hilp teeth, Jim; I can't
let go now."™ MceCoy was lying in an awkward position as he held on
to the slippery tongue with grim determination. Kirk eaged the
communicator in.

It seemed that the coenvulseions and groaning would nevaer stop,
but then suddenly Kyle went limp, his mouth slack.

Craaking in every muacle, McCoy releasaed his grip, removing the
communicator as he did so. It was dented with tooth marks, the grid
buckled.

"Boneaes, you're bleeding!”

"Tt's nothing. Help me turn him over. Easy now... At leasgt
he's alive; but that's all I can sgay."

"Thig attack wasg llike the one in the shuttle.™

"But worsa, much worse,"™ McCoy said grimly. Ha unclipped his
medical tricorder. "The readings are all there, but I don't know
what they mean,"™ He fealt helplass.

"We can carry him," Kirk suggested.

"No, It might be better to walt until he regains
congcliousness, We don't know what damage that seizure did to him; I
don't know enough about his physiology to tell. Moving him might
aggravate an injury, even kill him."

Kirk noddaed sagreement. Thelr main hope lay in the complex
sending out a search party once they were overdusa. If only he could
contact the ship! They would be safe in seconds. He tried the
communicator again, but atill with no luck.

"Take your Jacket off, Jim. He may be in shock ~ 1f so0 he'll
need extra warmth. Wa don't need our jackets here in the ghade."

They both took off the jackets that had protected then from the
sun, wrapping then arocund Kyle.

"You'd better fix your fingers,™”™ Kirk suggaested.

MeCoy looked at the bloody appendagaes and then rummaged in his
medical kit, taking out a hypo and gsetting it to a wide-range
antibiotic. Wordlessgly he injectoed himself. "Jugt a precaution,™
He said, noticing Kirk's look. "Right - help me bandage this lot."

Kirk wrapped the white strips of bandage around three fingera.
His knowledge of first aild was quite up to the tagk, but Mcloy
inglsted on giving him instructilions Just the same. Then they waited
the hours out until the sun began to sink.

The evening air turned cold.
"T+11 heat up some boulders," Kirk paild, surprised at how

chilly 1t had become. He moved gome larger rocks nearer to them,
using his phaser to heat them to a glowlng red. They sucked on more
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water atlcks hoping to ease the hunger pangs. Throughout, Kyle
didn't stir.

They settled down for the night on empty stomachs, wedging Kyle
in between them to kKeep him as warm as possible,.

"Bones, 1f he hasn't come round by tomorrow, maybe I should try
to get back alone."

"And 1f you get lost?" McCoy demanded.
"I won't, a® long as I keep the sun on the right side of me."

"Maybe they will find us by morning. Spock won't jugt dismiss
your not being on the Enterprise. He always keeps an eye fixed on
you,"

"Come on, Bonagt®

"He does, and I'm glad. Even Starshilp Captainsg need somaeone to
ioaok after them... especially youl"

"I'm not that bad," Kirk protested.

"No, of course not,” McCoy replied sarcastically. "Goodnight,
Jim, "

Spock closed up the front panel of the main computer, the
adjustments concluded and all relevant data fed in. He had checked
and rechecked the readings, coming up with the same anawer every
time. They had forty eight hours left to enter the corridor; it was
cloasing. At some indeterminate time Iin the future, it would open
again, but there was no guarantee that it would then lead them
home. The next opening might send them into yet another universe,
send them further and further from home, forever unable to return to
the universe they knew.

He left the computer room, taking the turbolift up to the
of ficera' quarters, and buzzed at Kirk's door. There was no angwer,
80 assuming that he was with McCoy, he tried there.

When he received no reply there either, he went te a wall
intercom.

"Bridee here.™
"Lt. Uhura, 1is Captain Kirk theree"

"No, Mr. Spock. I haven't seen the Captain all day. He may
not be back from the planet yet."”

"Please contact the duty officer. I am coming up."

Faintly uneasy, he went up to the bridge. Uhura looked round
as he entered.

"Mr. Spock, the duty officer reports that the Captain and Dr.
MeCoy are-gtill listed ag being on the planet.™

"Thank you, Lieutenant.™
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"But sir, he should have reported in if he 1is staying there
ovarnight," she protested.

"The night is relatively young, Lieutenant,"™ Spock said
gquietly.

Uhura grinned as she caught his meaning. "Yag, sir. I*11
leave word with my relilief to contact you when the Captain calls.™

"I would appreciliate 1t, Lieutenant.™

Devon entered Kyle's quarters, his spirits scaring. It had
been good, and the Ffeeling of renewed alertness made him feel
aptimistic; but then he dampened his Ffeelings, mindful of the
reverse effect 1t would have on his K'Tzan. Inside, he stopped in
pruzzlement. Kyle wasn't there.

Perhaps he had chosen to remain late at the Estate. Deuvon
shrugged and poured himself o drink, then settled himself on the

couch.

He relaxed as he sipped the drink; scon he was asleep.

An insistent droning disturbing his sleep idirritated Kirk, Half
awake, he swatted at it, sighing as it stopped; then suddenly he
sensed something asnd wap instantly wide awake.

A group of five men s8tood over then. All weaere heavily armed.

"Well, wall, what have we here?" a tall bearded man said.
"Three bhabes sleeping soundly.”

McCoy woke, looking around blearily. "Ig thilis the rescue
party?" he asked.

HYHear that, Kiran? They think we're here to rescue them!"
"Aren't you from the city complex?" McCoy ashked.

"I'm afrald not."™ He sounded slightly mocking as he levelled
his blaster at Kirk.

"Who are you?" Kirk demanded.

"You gseem to be confused. I am the one who will ask the
questions. Gat up nlice and slowly and put your hands where I can
see them. Pon't make me neprvous. Search them for weapons, Kiran,'"

They did as they were told, and Kirk blt back an cath as his
communlicator was confiscated.

"Hold it!" the besrded man ordered as Kiran turned to approach
the prone Kyle. "Your friend there - is he dead or something?"

"He's unconscious, ' McCoy saild,
"Check 1t out, Kiran. Carefully."

The younger man went over to Kyle, Jabbing him in the ribg with
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his boot. "Yup. Out like a light."
"Search him. "

Kiran tore off the jackets covering Kyle and then took a
startied step backwards. "Take a 1look at this, Zac. We've got
curselvas a bloodsucker." ‘

8+t1i1l keeping Kirk and McCoy coverad, 2Zac want to look. Hisa
face hardened as he turned back to them,

"What are two Jehads doing 1in the middie of nowhere with an
Akronian?"

"We are not Jehad,"™ Kirk said guietly. There was something
strange going on here.

"oOh, really? I find that hard to belileve. Tie them up," he
ordered. "They're coming with us. And you two had better have the
corraect answerg,"

Rough hands grabbed them and thelr hands were secured behind
their backs. Kyle was rolled over, his tentacled hands cruelly
lashed.

"Ha'g 111, for Pete's sake!" MceCoy exclaimed. "He can't harm
yout™

"Better safe than asorry," Zac sald. "And that's the way we
like 4t. Load them up. The sooner we head back the better.

Kirk and McCoy were hustled into one of two surface skimmers,
thelir captors pilling in after them. The pillots inflated the grav
cushions, and with a whisper of sound they headed back into the
degert at a fast speed.

To Kirk's relief, the Akronian who was wedged in betwean them
gtarted to come to his genses. His eyes eventually opened and he
looked about him blankly,., and then in an unconscilous imitation of
Spock he raised an eyebrow.

"How do you fael?" MoeCoy asked. "You were out for a long
time. "

"{*'l1l be all right. This has happened to me before. Where did
this lot come from?"

"Were not gquite sure," Kirk asnswered. "Do you know who they
are?"

HoP course. Thay are Jehad.'" Kyle put his head back, closed
his eyes, and refusgsed to say another word.

They flew on, heading towards the towering crags of the Draco
Mountains. Kirk could only admire the pllot's skill as he zigzagged
between large boulders and through deep ravines.

They turned at last on reduced power into a dark tunnel. The
askimmer's headlights threw eerie shadows off the walls, and then
they stopped in a section 1lit by wall torches and were ordered out
of the craft, Thaey were marched down a connecting tunnel which
opened into a wide cavern. Another smaller group of Jehads stopped
thelir chores to stare at them, some of them flinching as they saw
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Kyle.
Why were tﬁey o afraid of him?
A young woman came up to them. "Zac, who are these pecople?t

"We're about to find out, Chani. But firgt I think they had
better be put into the cages for safe keeping. Movet! Through
there.n

They were prodded into an adjoining cave that was filled with a
row of trap-cages.

"I'm not going in therae!" McCoy protested ss Zac threatened
with the blaster.

"T'm not asking you - I'm telling you. Get in. ™
"Do as he gays, Bonesg.™
"Vary wise of you."

cursing with disgust, McCoy waent into one cage, Kirk and Kyle
into others. The trap doors were lowered and secured.

"There. All safe and sound. Now wae can talk. First - your
names. "

"I am James Kirk. That is Dr. McCoy, and our Akronian
.companion 1s Kyle Fh'ers. Now what do you want with us?"

"What I want, Jameg Kirk, ig to know where you come from; ang
what you are doing in the company of... that."

"We are not from yocur planaet," Kirk began.

"Not from... This will be interesting. Go on."

Kirk did, giving a brief outline of what had happened, seeing
Zac's expresasion turning from scepticism, first to wonder then to

gxcltement.

"1l me, James Kirk - this Federation of yours. Is it big<®
Does it conslst of many diffaerent people?"

"Yes R "

"aAnd... is it msafe therae?"

"In what sense?" Kirk asked.

"Can people live there in safety, without persecution?"
"Yag, they can."

Zac looked long and hard at Kirk, and then abruptly signalled
to the others and left.

"what was all that about?" McCoy demanded.

"I'm not sure, Bones. We will just have to walt and see. They
don't seem to like you very much, Kyle."
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The alien shrugged. "It would be surprising if they didq."
"But why?"

"An old feud, I'm afraid, which they will probably explain to
you 1in great graphic detail.™

Kirk realigsed that Kyle was not golng to explaln further, and
prowled his cage instead. He tested the bars, but they were set

solidly into the floor and top of the cage. "No way out," he
muttered.
"Aut what do they want with us?" McCoy protested. "Why lock us

up? We haven't done anything to them. We don't even know them!”

Kirk shrugged. He had no answer. "They'll let us know in
thelir own time. Damn - if only I had my communicatori"

"Tt wasn't working anyway.'"

The group of Jehads came back into the cave, clustering arocund
Kylets cage, openly sneering.

"How low has he fallent What doesg 1t feel like to be locked
up?"

"let ug glit his miserable throat!" another voice shouted over
the catcalls.

Kyvlie ignored them, and this seemed to make the group more
hostile. The alien could put on a terribly arrogant air, and the
Jehads poundsd and kicked -at the cage while Zac stood watching, as
if indulging naughty children.

"Wait!" Kirk called, trying to attract their attention away
from the alien. “what do you want from him? From us?"

The Jehads turned their attention to him. "Tall the
vermin-lover, Zac!" Kiran shouted.

Zac came clogser until he stocd at Kirk's cage. "First, we only
wanted an explanation of your being with him. Now we want gsomething
more. Your ship."

Kirk and McCoy gaped at him, and then Kirk spoke coldly.
"Forget 1t."

"Come now, Kirk, don't be so hasty with your answer. We want
to get off this planet, and you and your ship provide the only
poasible way. Thisg is a communication device, isn't 1it? No, don't
think of lyilng - it went off a while ago. Somecne ls very anxious
about you and the doctor."

a1l right, it 18 a communicator,” Kirk agreed.

"You are golng te call your ship and arrange our transport, and
vou are going to stress that your life is in the balance if anything
goan wrong."

"and if I refuse?"

"Then I hope Dr. McCoy can gtand pain," Zac replied with utter
conviction.
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Devon woke to the early morning sun streaming into the room.
He felt stiff From sleeping on the couch all night, and then felt
puzzled that Kyle had not wakened him, He went through to the
sleeping area, stopping dead. The bed had not been slept in.
Feeling a bit panicked he rang through to Emon's quarters.

"Sorry to disturb you, K'Tzan, but have you seen Kyule or know
where he might be?"

"No, I haven't seen him since yesterdoy. Isn't he back yet?®
Emon sounded alarmed.

"Back Ffrom where?"

e went out to his house fFfor the day, and took Captaln Kirk
and the doctor with him. They were due back in the evening.®

#17V'1L check." He switched through to the dispatch desk in the
space centre.

"The K!'Tzan has not yet returned," the dispatcher informed him.
"Why wasn't anything done about 1t?2" Devon demanded.

"With respect, B'ruam, the K'Tzan has often stayed owvernight
without Informing us."

"Contact the house to make sure," Devon snapped. HE'm coming
down. "

He raced through the walkways, arriving breathless, and the
anxious face of the dispatcher made him go cold all ocwver.

"The K'Tzan never arrived at T'zon."
"what Fflight path did he take?" Dewvon demanded.
Frhe usual one across the desert.”

Devon swore. "Arrange o search teom, and call the Enterprise.
Maybe he's aboard her.”

# Immediately, B'fruam.?"

Spock wag desperataly worrled. The Captaln had not returned,
and Uhura had been unable to raise him by communicator,

"Mr. Spock, there's a call coming in from the planet."™ She
smiled in relief. "It must be the Captalin.®

But 1t wasnt't. Devon's tightly controlled voice broke over the
speakers, "Mr. Spock, is my K'Tzan aboard your vesgsel?"

"No, he is not. He is in the company of Captailn Kirk and D»r.
MeCoy on the planet's surface. Has something happened?"

"Yeas. They were gupposed to have gone out to Kyle's homé, but
they nevear arrived. I have only Jjust been informed. A search party
has been organised.™
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"We can assist from here if you could'lift the blind to our
sansgorg. "

"I'1l attend to it." He cut transmission,
"Mr., Spock, what could have happened?" Uhura asked.

He had no answar.

"Captain Kirk, I am waiting."

"All right, damn you. Tell your men to untie my hands."
"Gh, no. I will hold it. Tall me how 1t works."™

"Opan the grid and press the red button. Now talk into it.v®
"Like s80? You up there ~ gan you hear mae?"

There wasg a short delay and then Spock's volce answered. "To
whom am I speaking?"

Nevaer mind, just listen. We have your Captain and your
Doetor, and if you want them to continue in good health, you wilill do

ag I say." If the situation hadn't been so serious, Kirk would have
laughed at the melodramatic phrasing.

"What 1s 1t you wish?" Spock's voilicea was mild,

"Wae want gafe transportation te your ahip."”

"And after that has been accomplished?"

"To leave with you when you return to your Federation.®

"Parhaps 1f you had requested this instead of resorting to...
I believe the word is 'blackmail'... "

"You have got to be Joking! How were we to have done that?
Fly?" .

"You could have requested 1t through the space complex,"™ Spock
answerad.

This brought gales of laughter from the Jehads. One of +them
made a mock bow in front of Kyle. "Pleage allow ug to leave on the
alien ship!™ he mockead.

Zac gobered and spoke once more into the communicator. "You
8ti1l1l there?"

"Of course."

"Thisg 13 what you will do. Send a shuttle down to the outer
reaches of the desert, where the Draco Mountalns atart. There 1s a
volcecanic formation there with geysers. Land there with no more than
one man." .

“"There is a gimpler method," Spock answered.

"What's that?" Zac asked suspiciocusly.
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"I want to speak with Captaln Kirk first," Spock saild firmly.

"No tricka," Zac warned. "You may talk to him, Captain." He
thrust his hand through the bars.

"Spock," Kirk said. "Bones and Kyle are both here with me."
"You are unharmed?"
"Yes, we're all fine."

"Captain, may I enquire how you managed to put yourselves into
thils predicament?"

"It's a long story that can wailt till later, Spock."

"Vary well, Perhape you can tell how many kilometers you
travelled before landing in your present position??

"About fifteen hours, Spcék. We flew a long way."

"Understood, Captain. Exacuting now."

"Here, what are you two... What's happening?"

A low hum filled the cave, and the tightly grouped Jehads
started to dissclve in s sparkle of golden bubbles, and then they
disappeared. Kyle jumped to his feet in agstonisphment, but the
question died on his lips as Kirk told him to stand as close to him
" as the bars would permit and to remain still. MeCoy was already in
position, grinning hugely. In fascinated wonder, Kyle saw the cave
dissolve around him, and then - he found himself on a raised platform
in a medium-sized chamber. A group of men in red shirts had the
Jehads covered in s corner.

Spock stepped forward from the transporter consola, obvious
relief in his eyes, and untied Kirk.

"Thank you, Mr. Spock," Kirk said, and then turned to Kyle.
"Welcome aboard the Enterprise, K'Tzan Fh'ers."

*How, by Hulsa, did you manage that?"

"A simple technique we have, We call it a transporter." He
untied Kyle's hands while Spock was untying McCoy.

"Simple? It is unbesliavablel®
"You tricked us!" Zac shouted furiously.

"Parhaps. I dislike being at a disadvantage and held to ransom
by a group of misgfits, as I am sure do Dr. McCoy and K'Tzan Fh'ers."

"K!'Tzan?" The big man's face paled. "Captain Kirk, I am now
begging you. Do not send us back. Take us with yout"

ﬂw'hyl? "
"y willftell you, but perhaps... wheaere there is more guiet?'
"“Wery well. Follow me." Kilrk turned, and that was a mistake.

The moment his back was turned Zac sprang, grabbing Kirk from behind
before anyone realilised what was happening, and placed a heavy knife
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at his throat.

"Rack off!" he shouted at the gecurilty men. "Put your weapons
on the floor. Kiran, collect them. You with the ears, keep back
and still. Good. Now, Captailn, we are golng to wherever you

command from, and we are leaving.®

tvou've overlooked the defence systens," Kyle said coldly.
"yYou'll destroy the ship if you leave without an escort."

"Oh no, K'Tzan. I have not overlooked that, Tie him up
agaln," he ordered two of his men. "And bring the doctor as well.
If any of you try anything, you will be without a Captalin and a
ship. Chanl, do you have them?"

"Yag, Zac.™
"Arm ona.™

The girl brought a round globe out from the foldas of her
cloak. It had three ccloured awitches on its silde. She presged
one.

“"T am gure the K'Tzan khows what that is, but for your benefit
I will explain. It's a mine. Nasty things. One button to arm it,
one to render it harmless; and the third - well, nothing on this
world will stop it exploding once that button is depressed. Now,
Captain, shall we go?"

"Do I have any cholce?"

"None whatgsoever. Mikel, loek this lot in here, but smasgh that
device - " he indicated the intercom ~ "firat. We don't want them
warning anybody."

The three hostageg ware dragged out.
"Which way, Captain?”

"The lifts," Klirk wheezed. "Over there." To his disgust the
corridor and 1ift were both empty; they arrived on the bridge
without detection. The two aecurity men on the bridge were
unsuspecting, and as the party burat onto +the bridge they were
gqulckly overpowered. Everyone swung round in surprise, and then
froze.

"Captain!® Scott exclaimed,

"You'll be taking orders from me," Zac said. "Tf you value
vour Captain'as life you will aoheaey. "™

"what do you want?" Scott demanded.

Zae ignored him. "Fasten the doctor and the K'Tzan to the
railings, " he ordered, '"and fasten a mine onto esch of them. on
their belts where everyone can see them." He nodded in
satisfaction, "Now, one of you contact the space cantre."

Uhura looked gquestiloningly at Kirk, who nodded. "o 1t,
Lieutenant, " he said. .

"Pon't think of calling your security!" Zac warned. Uhura gave
him a dirty look.
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"Enterprise, this is space central,™ a volce asald.
"We want to speak to someone in authority," Zac demanded.
"Who 1is this?"
"Dont't argue, do it."
"One moment, please.™
Zac grinned, "Vary polite. They won't be in a whiie."
"This is K'Tzan Emon Ind'r. What has happened, Enterprisa?"
"Nothing 1f you do aexectly as I say. Deactivate the space

defence system. If you don't, the Enterprise will blow up with
everybhody aboard - including K'Tzan Kyle Fh'ers."

There was a sharp intake of breath. "Kyle 18 there?" Emon
agked.

"In person." Zac glanced over to Uhura. "Can you awitch over
to visual?" At her nod, he went on. "Dho it. Let them see what a

predicament he ias in."

The viewscreen broke into visual. Emon paled slightiy.
"Jahad!" someona sgpat, and Devon stapped into view.

"Harm him and you will regret it."

"Thaen you had better behave yourselves. Turn off the defence
system. Once we have reached open space we will let him go. I am
sure Captalin Kirk will not mind losing a shuttlecraft."

"How can we be sure you will keep your word?" Emon asked.

"You will just have to take the chance. We want nothing more
from you - only our freedom.™

"Wa will have to contact the Proktuil. They have the final
code. "

"Do 1it. You have twenty minutes." Zac signalled Uhura to cut
trensmission. "Start warming your engines, Captalin.'

"I will need my Secience Officer on the bridge 1f we are to
enter the corridor," Kirk demanded.

"Then he shall be here - but only then. I think you should sit
now, Kirk. My arm is getting tired."™

Kirk sat in the command chair, helplessaly furious as he wag
tied down.

"The engines, Captain?"
"Dho as he says, Mr. Sulu."”

"Ava, sir." Sulu flicked switches and the ship's engines
throbbed with life.

"Call coming in, " Uhura said. "Oon vigual'
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The figure of Proktul Denru filled the screen. "I am sorry
that such an incident has taken place whille you were our gueaests,
Captain Kirk."

"Stop all the meaningless talk!"™ Zac shouted. "Have you
deactivated the screens?®

"They are down. Where will you releage Kyle?"

"Wa'll let you know later. Juat get one thing straight. Irf
any ship tries te intercept us, they will blow up with us.”

"Understocd. All ships have been warned to stay clear,"
"That's 1it, then, Captain. Let's go."

"Course, Captain?®™ Chekov asked savagely.

"Davil's Staircase, Mr. Chekov."

"Kyle!" Deveon shouted. He spoke raplidly in his native tongue.
Kirk twisted his head around to see the alien shake his head, his
face unreadable. Pevon sagged at the console, his face white.
"Not!" he exclalimed, and then the transmission brokse.

"I think it's working, Mr. Spock," Fielding said. The door
control panel 1lay open, Spock concentrating as he tried crossing the
wires. "T gaw a spark!®

"I foar we may be too late, Lieutenant. The Enterprise is
leaving orbit." He attacked the door's innards furiously, and then
there was a large flash and a crack as the wires made contact,
throwing Spock acrosa the room.

"Mr, Spock!" Fielding cried. rain, are you all righte?

"I am uninjured, Mr. Filelding," Spock said, although he sounded
rather dazed. "Try the door.™

Flelding grinned in relief. "Come on, boys. Let's see 1f we
can push this thing open." They applied thelr combined weight
agalnst the slippery surface, palms lying flat. "Tt¥tg coming,
sir."” The door creaked in protest, a crack appearing at the Jamb.
"Once more - push!?

S8lowly, inch by inch, it sgueaked open until a gpace large
enough to sguearze through opened for them.

"Fraadom at lasti? Fielding grinned. "Do wa go to the hridge,
sip?"

"Yan, but use extreme caution. Ty to confiscata the mines
first. We will require phasers."

#1111 get us some," Ensign Hanson offered.

The engine beat changed before he could leave. "We are in warp
drive," 8pock saild.
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"We have cleared the planetary defence system," Sulu sald.
"Are you sure?" Zac demanded before Kirk could reply.

"We passed a marker buoy,"™ Sulu replied.

"Tt had better be. How long to this Devil's Staircasge?"
"One hour at warp speed."

"Get goling, then," Zac ordered.

"Wailt. You saild Kyle could go. We made an agreement with
Emon. "

"Too bad. I liedq. Get this ghilp moving."

Kirk locoked helplessly at Kyle, but the alien's face was like
gtone.

"Ship approsching, Captain," Lt. Peters said from the science
station.

"Bastards!" Zac gpat. "Underhand, all of them."

"Thaey have probably come to plcek up Kyle," Kirk said
reagonably,

"Or shoot at us."™ Zac placed his knife at Kirk's throat.
"Helmsman, you have ten seconds to get us out of here. One.
Two - "

Cursing savagely, Sulu worked his board. The Enterprise
throbbed with life and disappeared from the sight of the approcaching
eraft,

The ftracking officer leaped to his feel. Prhey've gone Into
Light speed."

"Has the Cursad got a fix on her?¥

"No, B'ruam, but there is only one place they can go. The
Cursad will follow to the Dewvil's Staircase and are sure to pick up
her trail.?

"We can only wailt and hope," Denru said.

"Wailt? Yes. Hope? No, I don't think so. Those 1ll-begotten
bashal! And we beliewed them! He won't be coming back." He stood
trembling with white rage, sorrow and guilt. IFf only he had acted
sooner instead of pgoing to sleep... BProktul Denru. We hold the
brother of the Jehad leader. Gilve him to me." For a moment he saw
doubt Iin the Proktui's eyes. "Do not deny me this. I want him?"

The old man sighed. "You can hawe him, Dewvon. Do whatever you
wish with him. "

"Sir, the Enterprise has gone. Cursad says they have entered
the vortex." The troacking officer looked fearfully at Devon, whose
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Face had turned to stone. Then, without a word, the Keeper wheeled
about and strode Ffrom the room. With rage Iin his heart he went
straight through the complex to the medical cenktre, striding down
the corridors and down a long Flight of =stairs until he came to the
security detentilon areaq. The guard at the 1ron gate recognised him
and let him poss.

Devon halted at a desk, and the guard jumped to hiz Ffeet.

"Subject 502. Where s he?”

"Cell 5B, B'ruam,” the man =aild after consulting a readout.

"Get the physiclan in charge.®

vAt once, B'ruam.®

Two minutes later a white-haired Akronian hurried towards him,
anxiety on his Fface. It was Kyle's phuysictian.

"What's the matter, Devon? Is 1t Kyle??

"No. Kyle... will not be needing treatment any more. You will
be informed officially of the reason. Meanwhile, Proktuil Denru has
given subjfect 502 to me."

YNoted. I'tl put a tag on hig door."

"I want to see him. "

POf course. This way. "

Cell 5B lay deep In the bowels of the building. Devon looked
through the clear plexiglass laid in the door at the Jehad sitting
miserably in the cell. He was about twenty Flve years old, Ffailr
hatred and with green eyes, and in spite of the hardship of his
imprisonment still looked to be In good physical conditicn.

Devon gestured Ffor the physician fto open the door. The Jehad
sprang to his feet, the terror In his eyes belying the apparent
boldness of his stance.

"Relax," Dewvon salid. PHave you been well treated?"

The Jehad Licked his lips nervously, unsure of the smile on fthe
Akronian's face. When he didn't answer, Dewon beckoned the
rhysician to enter.

"Can he understand me?" he asked.

"Of course."

"isten wvery carefully. Look after him well. I don't want my
properity to try and damage itself before I need 1t.*

"He won't," the physician assured him.
"What do you want Ffrom me? Let me got" the Jehad cried.
PyYou know perfectly well what I want, Vin. And if I let you

go, where would you ge? Back to the Praco Mountains? There's
nobody left there any more. Your brother and his mob have gone."
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"How do wou know who I am?® Vin whispered.

"You forget that you were born in that bullding owver there.
You, your brother Zac, Chani, Kiran... and aboulr sewven others. Very
ingenlous, using the sewers to escape Ffrom us - but also stupild. Wea
knew where your hideout In the Mountains was, butlt it was amusing to
let you stay there, hiding in your holes during the day, creeping
ocut al night to steal food... It was unfortunate Ffor wou that you
sirayed too close to the spaca complex and ran into the guardy. Ir
you had not, you would now have been with your brother - off
planet.®

"OFrf planet?® Vin stared at him. "What do you maean?®

"Your brother pulled another one of his stunts and got onto a
visiting spacecraft. Hig bilg mistoke was that he took my K'Tzan
with him. I'm afrald you will have to pay the price for that.”

"I'm glad! At least he 1s freers®

"Perhaps; but you are net.” Devon smiled lagily. W Just think
Vin; every day I will be visiting you... and wyou will newver know
which visit will be your last." He reached out and his tentacles
brushed Vinfts arm. The Jehad shrank Ffrom the contact as Dewvon went
on. "Something to keep your mind occupied. I wouldn't want ywou to
get bored.

He nodded to the physician, and left.

The swilirling mass of the cloud drew closger. "Ten minuteg to
the boundary," Peters said.

"Zac, let Kyle go!" Kirk begged.
"No. He's coming with us."

"What use 18 he to you now?" Kirk persisted. "He can't stop
you now.™

"Be quiet, Captain. His kind are not the paragons you believe
they are., Are you, K'Tzan%?"

Kyle didn't angwer. He was staring, mesmerised, at the cloud.

"At leagt deactivate thome mines," Kirk urged. "I warn you, it
will be a rough ride. The turbulence could set them off."

Zac looked thoughtfully at Kirk, then nodded. "Vary well.
Turn them off, Kiran."

McCoy sagged with relief. "Jim, you have to warn the crew."
"Three minutes," sald Peters.

"And I need to call my sclence officer to the bridge.™

“No communications, " Zac growled.

"You b;s%ard!" McCoy growled. "People could get killed - "

"Hold on!" Kirk warned as the ship started to rock.
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The cloud closed in on them, sucking them into the swirling
MAasgs. The Enterprise shook violently as the red alert klaxon blared
through the cerridors and decks.

Here we go again, Kirk thought as the remembered pressure

pregsed down on him. As the lights flickered, he zaw Zac drop his
blaster, desperately preaching for something to hold on to.

The group of gsecurity men under Spock halted on the emergency
stalrwell. Spock grabbed Fielding by the shirt front as the
iieutenant started to topple backwards.

"Gaet downt Hold ont" he ordered, and they lay on the stairs,
bracing themselves againast the wall.

Throughout the ship, crew members cursed and cried out as those
who had bean unable to wedge themselves or find something to hold
were thrown about like rag dolls.

The small swimming pool overfliowed, flooding the rec room next
door to it,. Emergency sprinklers sgswitched on as the smoke alarm
gensorg were activated by the smoke from burning circuits.

Down in a liab, Poppet gscreamed in fright, clawing at her cage
door. Then the lights went out and the maelstrom ceased.

It was with some relief that Kirk came to to find Spock bending
anxiously over him in the glow of the emergency lights.

"How come you never pass out?" he demanded unsteadily.

"aA guperior metabolism, Captain," Spock salid as he finished
untying him and then moved over to free MeCoy and Kyle. Both ware
unconsclious, as were the Jehad and mosat of the bridge crew.

"How did you get up here?" Kirk asked.

"via the stairs. We had managed to extricate ourselves from
the transporter room just before the ship went into warp drive."

"Then what tock you so long to get here?”

"Captain, we could not just burst in while the mines were
activated."

"So you were behind that door all the time?"
"Most of 41t."

"aAnd left me hanging here for an hour while you eavesdropped!"
a peeviash voice interrupted.

"Ronesg ! T know this is a stupid guastion, but are you okay?"
"If you mean, am I okay after being strung up like a alde of
meat and then minced, then yes - I'm on the top of the world." He

glared at Kirk for a moment and then turned his attention to Xyle.

"Hae'g fine,"™ Kirk grinned. "Ah, Fielding -~ take the=ze weapons
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out of here."

"What about this lot, Captain?" He indicated the Jehads, who
were beginning te stir.

"Take them to the rec room and hold them there. Scotty., are
you up to going down to engineering?"

"Aye, Captain. My poor engines! That was a wee blt rougher
than the first time."

"Captain! I have Starfleet!" a bedraggled but smiling Uhura
called out. Thogse of the crew who weare conscious gave a ragged
cheer.

"What about Kyle, Jim?" MoCoy looked up Prom the gtill
unconsacious alien.

"Spock, can we get him back??

"I doubt that the ship could survive another passage of the
cloud in her present condition, and I am quite sure that a
shuttlecraft would be completely unable to survive the passage. But
in any case, i1t's too late, Captain. Tha corridor is closing."

"Are you sBure? It looks much the same."

"Yag, We got through just in time. The extreme turbulence wasa
caused by movement within the cloud as one corridor closed and
another opened. To try to return Kyle would be folly; if he got
through he would land in an entirely different universe - perhaps
aven In a void with no life at all."®

"Damn. But what could I do? Zac had the upper hand."

"Don't blame yourself, Jim. We underastang."

"Sure, Bones. But will he?"

"Captaln Kirk!" Zac called urgently, struggling between the
security men who were attempting to hustle him out. "Are we aafe?

Are we 1in your Federatlione"

"You are," Kirk replied curtly. "Now please go with security.
I will gpeak with you later."

The bilg man nodded, surprisingly meaekly. T am sorry,
Captain. But we were desperate. It was our only way to gsafety."

He allowed the guards to lead him out,

"I canna believe it," Scott moaned. "Not one flicker of life
to the engilines. They'1ll have to send someona to tow us in!"

"Never mind, Scotty," Kirk scothed. "Think how you'll enjoy
yvourself refitting them.™

"But it's so embarrassing, Captaint!®

"You've got a point therae. Thank goodness it wasn't this bad
the firat time! Cagualties, Bones?"
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"No fatallties, thank goodnesns. Same as last time - mostly
cuts and bruilses, a couple of broken bones. Ch, and a bitten hand."
"Bitten?®™

"Poppet broke loose again and vented her anger on Dr. Dextor.
He was very upset - more about her behaviour than his hand,
admittedly. Kept on sayilng, "It wasn't my fault!® and 'S8he bit
me! T ¥

"Is she back In her cage?" Kirk asked.

"Ag doeile as a lamb.'™

"What about Kyle?”

"I den't know, Jim. He's still out cold. I have no
information to work on.™

"Is there a securility guard with himev
"Yeg. I don't trust those Jehads an 1lneh. Where are they?"

"In the officers' lounge. The rec room was flooded. I want
vou two to come with me when T go down there.®

The intercom whistled, interrupting him. "Yas, Lieutenant?o"
"Captain, I have Admiral Mendoza."®
"Pipe him through," Kirk sald, wincing.

"Kirk!? Where the hell have you been? And what's all this
about needing a tow?"

"It'g a long story, Admiral.'™

"Save 1t for your report. Have you the data you were sent out
to gete!

"Yag, sip."

"Professor Hartmann hasg been driving me up the wall! I
couldn't get it through to him that not only the data was missing
but the entire ship. The minute you get to the base, you get your
butt over there so I ¢an have a blt of pesce and gulet.?

"Yea, sir," Kirk said meekly.

“Hmrmm . Wa're glad you are all right. Most worrying.
Starfleat out.?®

HPheaw! Short, swaet and flery." McCoy breathed. "Nice to know
we were missed."™

"Isn't 1t7 Come on, let'sz gee to our pagsengers.”

The group of Jehads was sitting in a2 little knot as they
entered the lounge.

"Security, walt outside,”™ Kirk ordered. Before he could say
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anything more, Zac stood up.
"Where 1is ha?"
"Where i1s who?"
"That... Kyle, of coursa."
"In sickbay."

"Captain, for our safety - and your own - you must lock him
up. ™

"Wait a minute. I don't hawe to do anything,” Kirk snapped.

"Then at least gilve us our weapons back s¢ we can defend
cursalves,"

"Against one man? One man you abducted and forced to come with
ug? Listen to me carefully, Mister. While you are aboard this ship
you will adhere to the regulationa, and civilians carrying weaponsg
18 not one of them. Once you reach the starbase, you may go and do
what you want.,"

"It will be too late for one of us by then," Chanil said
fiercely.

Kirk locked at them in amazement. "Walt a minute. I
understand your two pecoples are enemies, but this is going too far.
I c¢an understand your hating him, but why are yvou all po afraid of
hime"

"You don't understand,” Zac protested.

"Then please explalin."

"Captain, he and his kind are persecutors of my people, as they
have been for hundreds of years. Ever year our numbers dwindle
because of them and their perversion.”

"What are you talking about?" Kirk demanded.

"Captain, we are the original descendants of the Akronians;
they are a mutation. Our ancestors nearly destroyed all life on
Akronia, releasing a plague in the form of those such as Kyle.
Nature gave them tentacles instead of fingers; and fangs; and a lust
for our blood. They drink our blood and we die. We die, Captain.™

"Fangs? He doesn't have fangs!" Kirk protested.

"Yag, they do. They are retracted into their gums until they
need them to drink our blood, and the more terrified the victim the

more they enjoy it... and at the end they are left holding a
corpsea.

"Vampiraes?" McCoy exclaimed.
"Much worse," Zac answered grimly.

"I don't believe it,"™ Kirk saild, "If they enjoy drinking bleod
why didn't they move againat use"

"It's no story, Captaln! They feed off us!"™ Zac sgsaild
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desperately.

"You are the only onas of your pecple we have gseen. Where are
the rest of then?” Kirk asked. He needed all the facts he could
gat.

"Bafore the Great Accldent, a group of our forefathers left
Akronia to cclonise other woerlds. Jahad was the main colony, a
beautiful and prospercus planeat. The first we knew of the mutation
on Akronia was when Jehad was ralded. The Akronians were running
out of unmutated... stock. They had evolved once more to space
technology, much more rafined than before, but what use would all
that be without people to feed on? Then the raids stopped...

"Jahad also had space technology, but it was poor in
comparlson. Some years ago the shilip I was on was attacked by these
evil beings, and I learned why they were leaving the colonies
alone. They don't need to raid any more; they reslised that they
could breed my pecople themselves.

"Now can you sea why we are go afflrald of them? To be caught
would mean either death or a life of being treated like animals in
thelr breeding centre.®

MecCoy stared, appalled. "They usa you like animals?®
Zac nodded. Chanl broke in. "It is the truth. I am a product
of that place." She shuddered. "They let us learn to talk because

it amuses them to hear us plead for mercy when they come to kill
ug... "

_ "All of us here managad to emcape through the city sewers," Zac
continued. "Wae managed to reach the Draco Mountains, whaere we have
been living for the past five yaars, always afrald of discovery...
Once we wera discovered by a group of prospectors, but we killed
them, and took theilir weapons and skimmers. It enabled us to do some
ralding of our own, mainly for food. Daesesrt rabblt gets to be very
meonotonous after a while. We needed extra clothing, too. We naver
want nearer to the eity than necessary - we ware terrified of being
recaptured. That's probably what happened to my younger brothar,"
he added ascoftly. "Threa of them went out one night on a rald and
naver came back. Wa were on our way back from a raid whaen we found
you." He took a deep breath, then continued,. "I'm sorry about the
rough treatment we gave you, but there you were - two Jehads, or B0
we thought, with an Akronian, sleeping free and unmolested. I
thought that you were traltors, working with them to capture us in
exchange fopr a sort of freedom, but when you aexplained everything we
knew we had to get to your ship. It was & mad plan, but 1t workedq.
You see, when you mentioned that he was a K'Tzan, we had nothing
more to losa."

"What difference did that make?" Kirk demanded.

"A K'Tzan 1is very highly thought of. I rackoned they would deo
anything to get him back in one pilece - and 1t worked."

"But you want back on your word to release him," Kirk accused.

"Yag, I know. But 1t was an opprortunity to make tham suffer
for once."

"You have deniled him his heritage,"™ Spock saild. "Where will he
go?"
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"7 don't know: and gquite frankly, I don't care."
"Now that you are safe, he is expendable?"

"Yag." Zac glared angrily from one to the other. "I can't
baeliaeve you still side with him against ust"

"We have only haeard your viewsa," Spock reproached,

"Spock, they couldn't have made 811 this up!"™ Mcloy protested.
"] am not refuting theilr explanation, Dhoector."

"But?"®

"RBafore you condemn him he should also be given the opportunity
to explain.™

"For pity's sake, we've brought a dangerous killer into the
Federationt"

"You are being over-imaginative, Doctor."

"oh I am, am I? And what when he turns on somebody? Me, you,
the crew? You heard Zac! They kill for pleasure!™

"You are being paranoid, Doctor. There are many specles here
in our own universe who kill, The Klingons kill, the Romulans
kill. We kill whan necessary! Where there is l1ife there 13 also
death."

MeCoy openad hils mouth to, speak, but Kirk interveaned. YThat's
enocugh. Spock 1is right, but so are you, Bones. Zac, you and your

paople will stay haere until we reach the base. 1'11 keep security
outside to guard the door."

"And Kyle Fh'era?"

"For now he can stay in sickbay - under gusrd - until he
regaling conscilougnass. That is all I am goilng to say on this
matter, The rest will be up to Starfleet. Spock, please arrange
everything. I have to get back to the bridge."

"Cartainly, Captain.”

"The Lexington is on final approach, and is signalling,
Captain. "

"Open haliling frequencies."

"Enterprise, we understand you need assistance." They couldn't
miss the laughter in her commander's voilce.

"Affirmative. Ig that you, Bobh?2"

"Sure is, Jim boy. What a historic moment this is. The great
Enterprise needing a tow! What hag Scotty been up to?"

"Don't let him hear you say that, Ha's in a foul enougﬁ mood
ag it is."
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Bob Wasley laughed. "I won't. I can't wait to hear the full
gtory, though. Stand by. We're shooting a beam acrogs now. Sit
back and enjoy the ride."

“"Thanks, Bob. See you at the base."
"you owe me a drink for this ona, Jim. Lexington out.®

"T don't think we are going to live this one down," Kirk
grinned. He stood, stretching, glad to see the famlliar stars
agalin. "Take over, Spock. I'm going to get a bit of shuteye.”

"MeCoy to bridge.®

Kirk groaned inwardly. "Yas, Boneg, what is 4ite"
"Coma down to silckbay. At once!?

McCoy sounded strange, "What 1s 1it, Bones?"
"Iust get down here, and make it fasti"

"Coma with me, Spock. Sulu, you have the con."

Security Officer Filelding was bored. He liked a bit of action
every now and then, but this stint of guarding the unconscilous alien
wasg not it. He stifled a yawn and went through to the main area of
sickbay for a cup of coffee. His charge was fastened down with
rastrainers, =so it was gquite mafe.

 84ickbay's lights wera turned down, the few crew injured badly
encugh to be kept there fast asleep. Dr. McCoy's office light was
on, but of the doctor there was no sign.

They've got it good, ha thought. Come and go as they want and
get others to do their dirty work. He was missing a gathering in
Lt. Palmer's cabin because Spock had chogen him for this dull duty.

He took his coffae from the hatch, and then cocked his head in
puzzliement. He had heard a noise, almost like a low growl. If that
blested serbacat of Dr. Dextor's had got loose again, he would
personally complain to the Captain. Getting her back into her cage
was always a problem.

It came again, a soft snarl that ralsed the hackles on
Fielding's nack, and then he heard a loud snap. It came from the
direction of the gilide roonm.

"poppet? Where are you, glrl?" Now I'm talking to a dumb
animal, ha thought. Hae went firmly back into the side room and
stopped in surprise.

The alien was sitting hunched over the slide of the bed, body
bent ag if in pain. The restrainers lay broken in half.

"Here, are you in pain? Should I call Dr. McCoy?" Filelding
waent over and put a hand on his shoulder.

The alien threw the hand off, springing off the bed to ecrouch
next to the bulkhead, body tense, and making deep moaning noises.
Fielding took a backward step, and then he blanched as the alien
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lifted his head,

The dark eyes were blazing with an inner madness, lips weare
drawn back in an animal snarl, revealing two long fangs, pure white
and sharp. Flelding stood paralysed with fear, forgetting all about
his phaser.

Galaxy preserve mel! he thought as the alien rose slowly to it=s
feet, tentacles twitching. It advanced on him, catlike, staring at
him with a cruel intensity. Self preservation returned, and
Fielding'a hand flew to hisgs phaser, but he wag too late. The
creature flew at him, tentacles wrapping arocund his arm in a
cerushing vice. Dimly, Fielding heard his flying phaser gstrike the
wall, and then he fainted.

MceCoy returnad from hig cabin to sickbay to plek up a forgotten
report.

Now wharae the dewil s the night nurse? he asked himself,
seeing her empty desk. Higs charges were asleep on medlcation, their
forms outlined in the low lighting. MceCoy went into his office,
plicked up the forgotten report, and, switching off the light, he
crogsed silently to check with Flelding.

The decor of the side room stood open.

"Flelding," he whispearad. "Ig everything all righte?

Hae got no reaeply. "Hey, Flelding! Are you gleeping on duty?"
He stepped through the door. .In one glance he took in the empty bed
and broken straps, and the c¢crumpled security officer lying on the
flcoor.

Heart.racing, he stormed for the intercom. "MaoCoy to bridge!"

"Yeg, Bonas, what is ite"

"Coma down to sickbay. At oncet™

"What is 1it, Bonaeas?"

"Juat get down here and make it fast!"

Kirk and Spock arrived to f£ind McCoy bending over a groaning
Fielding.

"What happened?" Kirk demanded.

"I wagn't here, but it's ocbvious. HBe's gone on a bleoodlust.™

"How is Flelding?"

"No damage. He fainted. But lock at this, Jim." McCoy rucked
up the man's sleeves. Both forearms showed signa of bruising -

1ivid red welts wrapped round them.

"Spock, get security. He'll head for the Jehads. They'must
stop him. Phasers on satun only."
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"Take it easy," McCoy was saying to Flelding. "You've had
quite a scare." IREEE: M

"Captain, he moved so fast!" Fielding gasped. "I froze, and he
wag on me. Thosge fangs! It wasg horrible."

"Congilder yourself lucky to be in one pleca. Stay here in
sickbay. Bones, Spock, let's go. He'll be okay with the others.
Have you got a trangquillisger in that kit, Bonege®

"A very powerful one,"™ McCoy assured him.

"We may need i1it. Here's securlty at last. Jenkins, you stay
here; Thomas can come with us."

He moved down the maze of corridora seeking the one thing that
would give him relilef, The pain wasg getting worse, the madness
intensifying. Twice he had had to stop untll the spasms had passed.

Where were they?

He crept down the emergency stalrwell, every nerve on filire, and
staggered through the door.

Which way? Ah - there! He could feel it - tangible fear,
vibrating along every nerve, hurting him yet enticing him with ice
cold fire. He drew nearer until he heard the angry and frightened
voicas clearly.

A creature in a red shirt that stood by the deocor spotted him.
It shouted, coming towards him with & weapon. He sprang, swatting
it aside, hearing it hit the wall, and then he wag at the door,
looking in on hilig cholce of kill as they cowered in a pathetic
huddle. He smiled and closed in, even though 2 small part of his
mind screamed danial.

The 1ift halted on the deck where the Jehads were gquartered and
the four men raced down the corridor.

"Wa're too late, Jim!" McCoy cried, seeing the security man
lying on the floor. Swilftly he bant down to examine him.
"Unconsclous."

"Get that hypo ready, Bones," Kirk ordered. They crept towards
the door, and Kirk indicated to Thomas to stay outside.

g1ix Jehads stood crowded behind a table, theilr faces taut with
fear, and Kirk saw Chani and Kiran among them. To thelr r»ight, Zac
wasa crouched helplessly beside a chair. Kyle stood poliged in the
middle of the floor, & lazy smile on hig face, toylng with them,
choogling his victim.

"What do we do now?" McCoy whispered.

"Give me the hypo, Bones. Spock, see 1f you can edge around to
the Jehads."

Carefully they slipped into the room. Kyie heard them,
glancing in their direction, and as gquickly dismlssed them. Kirk
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glimpsed the fangs set in a feral face, and he shivered,
undarstanding the Jehads' fear. He moved forward, very plowly and
carefully. The alien growled warningly, and he stoppead.

"Kyle," Kirk said softly. "Dont't do this. Wa c¢an help you if
you will only let us try. You don't have to kill." Hea took another
step forward. "Raelax. We won't hurt you, but you must let them
go."

He thought he saw a lcocok of deaesgsperation in Kyle's eyes; a
moment's sanlity and a cry for help. "That's right. Stay where you
are. ™"

Kirk gripped the hypo, Judging the distance. Out of the corner
of his eye he saw Spock ahlift around the wall, c¢cireling towards the
Jehads.

Kyla'a body wasa colled like a spring, lashing with strain.
Kirk was clcose now, hearing the alien's ragred breathing, and slowly
he raised his hand, the hypo still concealed.

And then thea moment of hope passed. Kirk saw Zac railse his
arm, the glint of steel unmistakable. Kirk threw himself at Kyle,
but he was too late. The alien turned on Zac wilith ineredible speed,
and as Kirk hit the deck he saw the two bodles rolling over and
over. Chanil screamed, and then there was only aillence. The attack
had taken only seconds.

Kirk plcked himself up. "MceCoy!" he yellied.

They raced over to the twe bodies, one lying sprawled, the
other curied in a foetal posilition. McCoy bhent over Zac, taking a
reading.

YHe's dead. Heart failure." He turned Zac's head, exposing
the neck. Thera ware two small punctures along the carotid artery,
both encilireled with alight bruising and a little blood.

"Damn!" Kirk fumad. "I thought I was getting through to him!®

"You wera, Captalin," Spock said. "It was Zac himself who
brought on the attack. If he had stayed still, you would have
succeaeded. "

Kirk went over to Kyle, who was stlll lying ag motionless as
the corpse.

"Check him over, Bones. Spock, get Thomas to move these pecple
over to the rec room. It should be dried out by now."
Chani pushed forward, her face tight with grief. "We warned

you, Captaln. If you had locked him up, Zac would still be alive.
Are you going to let him roam free after this?h

"Chanl, I realise you and Zac were close, but please do as I
ask. I want no more bloodshad.®

"You gshould have locked him up! Now Zac 1 dead instead of
him!" She started to cry, and Kiran put an arm around her, drawing
haer away. The door closed on them.

"Boneag?" Kirk asked, mealng MceCoy bending gingerly over Kyle.
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"He geems to be 1in gshock.™

"Can't you sedate hime™

"That won't be necessary, Captain."” Kyle slowly uncurled,
sitting cross-legged. He looked dazed, and to Kirk's astonishment
there were signs of tears on his face. "Do you have a cloakroom

near hera?"
"Through there," Kirk directed.

Kyle rose shakily to his feet, and Kirk saw that he was
shaking. He make 1t Just in time, and the three Enterprise officers
heard the sound of retching as he wag violently 1ill.

"Not the normal reaction of a psychopathic killer,'"™ Kirk
murmnured.

"I agree, Captain. He appears to be extremely distressed.™

i1t wag a while before he returned, looking white and strained.
He stared at Zac's body as 1f mseeing it for the first time.

"Wag anyone else hurt?'" he asghked.

"No. Kyle, are you up to explaining what happened to you"™
Kirk asked.

"How much do you already know?!®

"What Zac told us. I assume that the broad facts he gave ug
were corract. Ha wanted us to lock you up.®

"You should have listened to him, Captalin.?” Kyle sank weardly
into a chaldr, head bowed.

"Parhapse you could gilve us your slde of the story," Kirk
suggested. "You seemed to become transformed into... into a wild
animalil."

"In a sense, we are," Kyle admitted. "Zac told you there was a
mutation??

Kirk nodded.

"T"he exact detalls are lost in the chaom of the time. Howaever,
we believe that we were the result of a sclentific experiment gone
wrong. The air was polliuted; children were born who were unable to
gurvive. .. When the original scientists realised what was
happening, they went into underground sheliers and they, and their
descendants, weare not affected.

"I+ took several generations before the final mutation was
fixed. By that time the air was clear agaln, and the unaffected
Akroniansg ~ the Jehads - came out of hiding and set up communities
as far from the mutated population as possible.

"Meanwhile, the mutated Akronians were having problems with
survival. You see, Captain, once we pass childhood our bodies are
unable to manufacture haemoglobin. In order to survive, we must
find an external source of haemoglobin no later than every sixty
days. Our fangs are linked to our veins; the blood we suck fills
cour vains and gives ug new lifa."
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"A transfusion!" Mcloy gasped.

Kyle went on as 1f he had not sgpoken, "at first we obtailned
blood from animals, hunting them, taking blood and letting them go
again, but we had to do this every two or three days; then a Jehad
wag attacked and we discovered that Jehad blood waes better for the
purposeae, and lasted us longer. The animals survived; unfortunately
the Jehads die. We belleve it is their fear that kills them; they
expect to die, therefore they do.

"My ancestors reasoned that the Jehads owed ua this, for it was
the fault of their ancestors that we were born."

"And the breeding?" McCoy askad.'

"That is true. You realise that there were not many of them -
the children's chlldren'’s children of a handful of scientists living
in a very cramped envirvonment. There wereae far more of usg. But by

then we were no longer mere hunting animals seeking to survive, as
our grandparents were; we had a... I suppose you could call it a
ceivilisation. Certainly a society in which we co-operated with each
other. B0 we captured the Jehads and set up brsesading farms. In
time the numbers grew high enough that everyone, not just the
Akronian leadears, could get Jehad blood,.

"Most of the females and the best, the strongest males, are
kKept for breeding; the unwanted males and the barren females are
taken to nourish us."™

“Zac mentionad that you raided Jehad colonies, " Spoek put in.
"That the... the breeding stock came from there."

"No. We do not touch the coloniles; we only defend ocurselvesn
against them."

"So how do you explain Zac? He came from a colony!" McCoy
blurted accusgsingly.

"Was that what he told you? No, Doctor. Ch, no. Zac was born
and raised at the centre - as were all of his group. They were all
breeding stock who managed to escape several years ago. They ware
not the first, although - with the axception of one group in the
past - they were the most guccesaful, in that they managed to
survive thisa long. We knew whare they were, of course, but as long
ag thelr nuisance value was minimal we chose to leave them alone."

"But if the Jehads were planetbound, how did the colonies
start?" Kirk asked.

"Centuries ago, Akronia had spacefiight. Aftar we began to

rebuild ocur culture, we redeveloped it. The group of Jehads I
already mentioned - the most successful of the escapers - managed to
gtow away on board one of the earliesgt of our spacecraft. They

klllied the crew and managed to reach a habitable planet, their
numbers augmented by the large number of Jehads carried on board to
provide blood for the crew on what was intended to be a lengthy

voyage, That wag the start of the coloniles. Of course, we knew
nothing about that at the time; we simply assumed that the ship wasg
lost, It was only when a Jehad ship attacked us that we discoverad

what had happened.

"That was when the defence system wasg installed; both as
defence againgt a further attack, but also to prevent escape



63

off-~world. Our ships are slowly exploring the neighbouring worlds,
although we aveld Jehad-held space. When you arrived, we assumed
you were part of a Jehad attack, especially since your language is
gso close to theirs. When we learned that this was not so, we
accepted you as friends.™

"That scream on the Shuvra?” Kirk prompted. YA Jehad?®
"“Yag. Young Alek was carelegs."™

"You still kesp these people on board your ships?" McCoy was
hostile.

"I+t would be fatal not to. You are not thinking, Doector, or
else you have not been listening. Tell me, what happens to someone
whose blood loser its haemoglobin?™

"Ha dies."
"So tell me; what cholce do we haves®
"Ordinary blood transfusions, dammit!®

"That has been tried. It faills. it seems that to be
effective, the bleood must mix with a substance specreted in our
fangs. This aubstsasnce loses lts potency immediately it is removed
from the body, and i1t has proved lmpossible to synthesige it."

"*and what happens when you need blood again?" Kirk asked.

"I will die. I know you will keep the remaining Jehads far
away from me. And I cannot return home, Captain, [ realise that.
Neither will I attack your pecple - your blood is different from
Jehad blood, and 1s totally incompatible with curs - when we
realised that 1t was our final proof that you were not Jehads."

"We'll find an answer," Kirk ssid with more confidence than he
felt. "There has to he one. The Federation hasg many ascientific
meang open to them. Vulcan scientists are especially skilled. And
we have sixty days to come up with something. It*'s not ags 1if you'll
neaed blood again tomorrow."™

Kyle looked at him for a moment in silence, then changed the
subjact. "How long before we arrive at your starbase?"

"About three hours at the most. We're under tow. It was a
rough trip back."”

"Can I stay here? The view 1s quite spectacular. I assure you
I am gquite harmless now. Poat guards outslde if you wish."

"That won't be necessary. Bones, get a team to remove Zac's
body, and start checking cut the differences between Jehad blood and
Human. I'1ll be back later, Kyle. Don't give up hope. Come on,
Spock - we have work to do."

After they left, McCoy paced up and down as he walited for the
medlics to arrive.

"You are uncomfortable in my presence, Doctor," Kyle stated.

"I can't help 1it," MaeCoy muttered apologetically.
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"I underatand that. But remember, your blood is useless to my
gyatem." He smiled wistfully. "Parhaps your Captain will take more
care in the future when you are researching dying planeta."

"I am curious,”™ McCoy saild slowly, "about those attacks of
yvours, "

"Ah, ves. My physicimns put them down to a neurotic system.
Poor Devon - I was always giving him a hard time.™

"Neurotic system?" McCoy prompitad.

“None of us enjoy killling, Doctor, but in my case there 1s an
acute aversion to 1t. Thisg interferes with the natural order of
things ~ 1t 1is as if you had an averslion to eating."

"I'm sorry."

"It is the way of Hula. Here -~ " He slipped a ring off his
finger. It was of a fine gold, set with a deep blue stone. "y
would like you to have this."

Prvlie! I couldn't! it's all you have left - "

"I+ 1s my house ring; I won't be needing it any morae. I do
want you to have 1t. You... worship lilfe. Please take 1t."V
"Thank you," McCoy saild, slightly embarrassed. "I'11l look

after 1t well.™

The medlices arrived and MeCoy supervised the removal of the
body. Then, with a final backward glance, he left with them.

Kyle stood at the wide-view window for a long while. Nobody
came in to disturb him. He slipped the knife ocut from under his
tunic - the knife Zac had had. When his senses had returned he had
felt it lying under him, and had slipped it, unseen, under his
tunice. He fingeraed the sharp-honed blade. Zac must have spent
hours getting it so sharp. It would do the Job.

He had killed, and ironically he had not needed medication or
agspistance to get him through the ordaal. Although he had been
slick, for the first time he had almost functioned as a normal
Akronian, his senses awakened and the end result had not haeen as
devagtating to his system. The drug he had been given last time
must have continued to work in him,

For the first time... and the last. He sat down cross-legged
on the deck, drinking in hig last sight of the magnificent
star-gtudded void, so much richer in stars than hig own familiar
skies. He was too numb to feel any pain as the blade sliced through
his wrists.

As T have taken the life of others, so now I take my own. At
last I will be Ffree.

The blood flowaed from the severed arteries, collecting in a
scarlet splash at his feet. He felt tired. 'The battle of living
was at last over. It was time to reast.
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"Control has been taken over by the base, Jim," Bob Wesley
sald.

"Thanks, Bob. I'11 meet you in the bar this evening."

"I'11l be there. See you, Jim."

"Well, that'as that. Uhura, contact the base commander about
our passengers, and Spock - you'd better hightail it to Professor

Hartmann."

"It would indeed be unfortunate 1f he harassed you as he did
Admiral Mendoza.™

Hhigastrous! Uhura, get the Jehads over to the transporter
room, and let me know when they are ready to beam across. Also pont

the crew for a bit of shore leave."

"Yag, sir.™

Lisutenants Sheilla Palmer and Robert Frosit opened the door to
the officers' lounge. "Thank goodnees there's no top brass in
here,”" Frost said.

"What diffaerence would that make?" Palmer asked.

"7 want to be alone with you."

"Oh?  And Jjust what do you have in mind?"

"You'll find out. ¢Ch, oh. My mistake. There 1a someone

here."

"Where??®

"Lying on the floor," he whispered.

"Drunk? That's unusual. Let's go to my cabin. Let whoever
comes in next desl with him." 8She turned to leave.

“"Hang on a minute. What's that?"
"What'as what?"
"There's a red stailn on the floor. Whoever 1t is may be hurt."

They swiftly crossed the room to the body and loocked down.
Palmer screamed.

"Shellal®™

With an affort, she pulled herself together. "It's that alien
guy Fielding told me about. We'd better get the Captain and McCoy. "

"That's the last wa'll see of them," Kirk said 1in relief as the
last sparkles faded from the transporter that beamed the Jehads to
the Starbase. Zac's bhbody had already gone.
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"Where do they go from here?® McCoy asked.

"The base commander ig arranging it. Starfleet will help them
to gettle somewhere. When are you going acrosa, Spock?"

"In a few minutes, Captain. There are some reports that need
your signature firat."™

"Bridge to Captain Kirk."
"Now what? Kirk hereae."

"Captain, you and Dr. McCoy are needed in the officers’
lounga. Lt. Palmer sald it was urgent. Captain, she socunded
upset."

"Dyr. MeCoy is with me. We're on ocur way. You too, Spock."
Kirk had a gut feeling about the summons, and 1t was confirmed as
they entered the room.

HOver here, Captain,"” Frost said.

Kyle was lying in a pool of dried blood, the cause
unmistakable. The knife lay next to him. But what struck Kirk was
the serene expression on the alilen's face.

Kirk pounded the couch in Prustration. "Damn! I shouldn't
have left him alone."

"You are not responsible, Captain.” Spock's guiet voice did
necthing to calm his friend.

"Maybe not; but maybe I am. There could have been a solution;
maybe I didn't try hard enough to let him remlise that. He had two
months; why didn't he wait a while to see 1f we could help him?"

"Perhaps he did net want it that way," Spock sald softly.

MeCoy looked up from examining the body. "Without knowilng the
exect physical norm for the Akronians I can't be certain, but I'd
guess he's been dead for at least three hours." His voiece was
heavy. "I think he probably killed himself just after I left him."
He gstood. "I'1l eall an corderly to take him to sickbay.®

Kirk picked the knife up from the floor, "I overlooked this.
I saw Zac had a knife and I forgot it. Kyie must have planned this
right from the moment he realised he'd killed him."

"You could not have known he would do that.?®

"No, Spock? I understand how guilty he must have falt." He
looked down at the body again. "Do you think it would be all right
to bury him on Vulcan?" He rebelled against the idea of handing
over Kyle's body to the authorities, to be clinically examined and
then disposed of.

"The reaequest will not be refused. My father will arrvange it."

"Thanks, Spock. Well, T suppoée there's nothlng more we can do
here." He sighed. "Get him ready for burial, please, Bonas."

Once agaln McCoy walted for the orderlies to arrive. Asg he
gathered up his medical kit, something shiny fell from 1t. It was
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the ring. He pilcked it up, hoelding 1t against the light. Ingtead
of deep blue, the stone had changed to rad.

For a monment, McCoy gtood undecided,. Then he slipped 1t back
on the dead alien's finger.

The door to cell 5B crashed open, startiing the Jehad inside.
His guts churned os two white-coated orderlies advanced on him, one
grabbing his arm, the other unlocking the collar chaln Fixed to fthe
wall. Holf beside himself with Ffright, he was pushed out of the
room, stumbling on legs weakened by lack of use along the dim
corridor and up to the Filoor above. Without a word being spoken, he
was taken to the showers, scrubbed clean and dressed in a new dark
blue cowverall, and then taken to a small white-walled room. The
door slammed shut behind him, and he was left alone, in terror, his
mind conjfuring up all sorts of horrible images,. So terrible were
his thoughts that he Ffalled to notice a sectlon of the wall slide
open,

YHello, Vin," a soft voice said.

Vints head Jerked up, his eyes wide with Fear. Devon stood In
the room, a gaunt shadow of menace, a soft smile on his lips and the
promise of hell Iin his dark-clrcilied eyes.

Vin scrabbled against the wall, trying to bury himself into the
hard stone. "Notrt" he moaned. ¥please, no.¥

"Yes, Vin. Yesf Today is the day of wour fate." Devon
advanced on him, squatting beside him, and, reaching out, ran an
almost gentle tentacle down the younger man's face to his neck, In a
mowvement that sinulated a caress.

"We have some time wyet; about an hour. And then... " He let
the sentence hang Iin the air.

"Why are you torturing me so? IFf you won't let me go, why
don'’t you Just do 12" Vin scbbed.

"I thought you understood. We walt as long as possible before

we take blood... Ffor our own reascns. As Ffor torturing wyou... Yes,
I suppese I am. Do you know what day 1t is today?" he asked
conversationally. Oh, that's stupid of me. After so long in that
cell, you would hawve lost all time sense, Let me tell you, then.

It is Ffour months today thot my K'Tzan was killed by pour brother.
Oh, he may notl have done the actual killing, buft by forcing Kyle to
stay on that oceursed Federation ship your brother sealed Kylets
Fate. I have often wondered how Kyle died,” he went on, almost
dreamily. A quick knife in the back? Or slowly, inewitably, as
his blood losi its haemoglobin? Or was he glven a reprieve by
killing one of your people on board the ship, knowing that it would
only be a reprieve. How would those Federation people treat him
afterwards? As a criminal, locked in a cell as you were?

"ALL those questions, Vin, going arcund and around in my mind,
never letting up, invading my sleep until I waken cursing our
ancestors, and myself... aond you.®

T hate youf”® Vin snarled.

"Ah, a spark of splrit. I Like that. It will make things so
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much mora tantalising. Will your hatred be stronger than your fear
and enable you to live through glving blood, the First Jehad to do
so? We really need very little, you know.¥

But 1t was only a spark. Davon fell silent and remained so for
some time, watching the young Jehad lying curled in a ball, his body
shaking with soundless sobs. He almost Ffelt sorry Ffor him. Then he
rose swiftly to his feet, having to concentrate to do =mo. n his
preoccupalt ion he had nearly left it too late. His mouth was
shoot ing pain as his fangs began to descend.

"Not long now." He crossed the room, picking up the collar and
chain that had been tossed in by the orderlies, and went back to
Vin.

"Uip you get?!?" he sald cheerfully, and pulled him up. Vin
stood, totally resigned now, even the instinct to struggle lost.
The collar was fastened around his neck, the chain attached to a
ring high on the wall.

"There. Safe and secure.” Devon winced as a cramp hit him.
Vin watched, uncaring, as the Akronian started to pant; his
tentacles twitching, he uttered low throated growls ax his face was
transformed, becoming a mask, lips drawn back as the two Fangs
erupted, sharp and pure white.

Vin looked at them without any real interest. He had no hope
left; fear, too, was completely gone. He was beyond fear; Devon had
wailted too long to obtain his full revenge. only the mildest of
‘curtasity remalned in Vin's mind, In an unreal sort of way he could
even sympathise with the Akronian's hatred; during the weeks when he
had waited Ffor death at Dewvon's Ffangs he had had plenty of time to
think and very Llittle to think about except the reason For his
owner's attitude.

Devon approached. His tentacles wrapped arcund Vin's wrists,
bracing for a struggle that did not come. He bent forward, his
fangs plercing Vin's neck. The suction was not pleasant... but, to
Vin's surprise, neither was it painful. Aftaer a Ffew momentsy Dewvon
straightened, and Vin saw the surprise on his face as he realised
that his victim still lived.

Slowly, Devon reached up and untied the chain.

"Why? I want to know - after all that, why didn't you kill
me?" Vin demandeaed. Then he looked at Devon bitterly. HYou never
intended to kill me! This was revenge for what my brother did. "

"oh, I meant to kill you,® Devon repliled. tMake no mistake. I
debated leaving wou ot the breeding centre - you are, after all, an
excellent physical specimen. But my K'Tzan is dead now for Llack of
Jehad blood -~ the alien bloed is useless to us. It seemed Jjust that
wou, the brother of the Jehad who was responsible for Kyle's death,
should die in your brother's place. But it seemsz that I was right,
although I thought I was merely taunting wyou ~ you have Lived
through gliving blood, the first Jehad to do so.

"yYou are legally my property - no-one alse willl touch pyou. But
we must discover why you Llived when all other Jehads hawve died. You
may, perhaps, wish that you had died before our doctors hauve,
Finished examining youlf® )

"Whatever they do will be worth 1ti" Vin exclaimed. "For 1t
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might mean hope Ffor my people - hope that no more of us need die *to
provide you and your kind with lifer”

"1 should, I suppose, be pleased,” Devon sald quietly. "Few of
us actually enfoy killing. But the discovery is too late for Kyle,
the one person who actively hated having to take life."

He left Vin with the doctors and then went to wash and change.
Later, he maode his way to the space station. The Shuvrae was waiting
For him, but Kyle would not be there; instead, his younger brother
would be co-Captain with Emon.

Deven felt empty and terribly lonely. He would newver hawve said
s0 openly, but inwardly, he enwvied all the dead Jehads.

The long day on Vulcan drew to a close, the sun casting long
shadows on the warm earth. On a lonely plece of land, the last rays
1it up a simple slab of black pollshed stone which covered a grave,
until 1t took on the sun's rays.

The colour of blood. The colour of life - and death.
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