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Kirk leaned against the door frame of their small camping dome and looked up at
the turguoise sky as it faded to wauve, the high cirrus clouds flaring orange with
the last rays of the sun.

"o wonder they call Starvase 7 the Sunset Planet," he said at last.

Spock came to Join him; handing over z mug of coffee. "The effect of dust
in the upper atmosphere...”

A8pock!®™ Kirk said warningly, grinning like a maniac.

A small surge of amusement came through their bond although the thin face
did rnot change ag 1t looked at him, "I wmerely sought to prevent cne of your more
poetic flights of fancy, Captain. Your remarks each evening are becoming
astonishingly predictable.”

Mieaning I'm becoming a bore," ¥irk translated, sipping the coffee grate—
fully. MI'm sorry if this shore leave hag been too...monctonous and undiversified
for you, but I thought it would do us both good to pass the time restfully,.v

"Restfully®® Spock thought of the long hours passed in rock-climbing,
walking, swimming. “Hardly that. It ig fortunate that my heritage provides
sufficient stamina o allow me fto keep up such a hectic pace without effort.v

Kirk just grinned.  "Perhaps you'd rather have visited the fleshpots," he
said politely. F"Forgive me., MNext time I inviite you to come ashore with me
we'll make it Wrigley's, shall we?!

Spock suppressed a2 shudder. HHe had once — Jjust once — gone ashore on that
infamous planet., It had almost cured him of curiosity rnce and for all. "I am
quite content,”" he said hurriedly. "This leave has been most enjoyable,™

Serious agaln, Kirk said, "Yes, it has, hasn't it? Will you be soxry to
get back abiozrd agaln?

Spock shook his head. "For cnce, shore leave was granted at precisely the
right moment and four days has provided ample time for the prospect of refurning
to space to be not unatiractive.®

"I didn't spend two and a half years flying a desk with nothing to show
for it then, did I?%

Spock looked enguiringly at him as he took his mug and turned to set it in
the small porta~cleanser on the galley wall.

Kirk pushed himself off the door frame by his shoulders. "If T achieved
nothing else T did at least make myself heard on the vital necessity of adequaie
R & R for deep-space crew. OF course, I had some able back-up by a then ex~Stai-
fleet doctor. Bones didn't mince his words and neither did I."

Spock had no difficulty in believing i+, knowing both men as he did., ¥He
watched Kizk disappear into the tiny shower ~ompartment, picked up his own mug
of tea and drained the last few drops hefore adding it to the rest of the supper
things and setting the machine to work, noting yet again the irritating, high-
pitched whine it made; it had hothered him ever since they first used the
cleanser and he'd had the unit apart twice in an effort to ftrace the source of
the problem. In the end he'd had to concede defeat; 1t was wost probably
caused by a wmicroscepic mote of dust and if so there was nothing he couvld do
ahout it now. Fortunately the sound was above Kirk's hearing range and hadn't
bothered him...but he would be sure to mention it to the manager of the camp-
hire firm when they rebummed to the base tomorrow.

He pottered about quietly, tidying up in the compulsive way that made Jim
tease him so pleagantly ~ not that the Captain himself was untidy, but he could -
and did - live with a greater degree of...unsymmetry...than Spock found
gesthetically tolerable.

Having taken his own sonic shower earlier, he was tucked neatly away in his
sleeping bag when Kirk finally emerged, his bhair in damp disarray. He grimnmed
down &t the Vulcan.
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"overything shipshape and Bristol fashion, Migter??

Spock looked up at him consideringly. FKirk took a delight in trying to
catch him out with cold=fashioned idicwmatic phrasesy for once he was ready for him,

"Tf you mean to enguire whether everything is tidy, then yes, it is, Coptain,®
he said, politely. HHowever, since the precise meaning of the phrase implies
that everything has been completely organised and made resdy for a voyage I feel
consirained to point out that this dome is not going anywhere until the end of
the suamer season in four local months! time, when it will be transported to the
northern hemisphere for the duration of summer there, an arrangement which ensures

a constant source of income for — " He fielded the thrown cushion neatly and
tossed it back,

Kirk got into hig cown bag, yawning widely. "Goodnight, Spock., Pleasant
dreams."

"ulcans do not..." Spock began automatically.
"Oh yes you do...1 once shared one with you, remember?"

Thul - how long ago that sesmed. They'd learned a lot about sach other in
thoge few short months, begrn a friendship that could gtand up to anything by
now, Kirk thought comfortably as he settled down to sleep.

#Indeed T recall it," Spock murmured softly. YIt tavght me so much, Jim,
that first meld ~ that I need not fear your condemnation of nmy...differences,
and that T had found what my soul unknowingly craved — a friend."

Silently, Kirk slid a hand ocut of his sleeping bag and reached across to
the hand. that was meeting him half-way, and gripped it in silent affirmation of
that friendship, allowing the menital eguivalent of a rib-cracking hug to slip
through thelr hond.

Soon, both men were asleep,.

Back at the Starbase they wade their way to the Commedore's office to
receive the Fnterprise's new owders — a straightforward trip to Beta Draconis,
carrying a mixed bunch of businessmen =2nd ecologists to a conference there. The
Journey time allowed for a short stopover at DNelta Australis 2 for a brief check
on some 'interesting' ruins nocted by the original landing party.

“ust routine stuff, Jim,"” Parrish assured him.

Kirk groaned. *Just routine, Don. If you'd ever flown anything except
that desk, you'd know that's the one thing you never promise a deep-space (Captain.
It just about guarentees anything from piracy to parstyphoid is about fto break
loose.™

Perrish grinned disbelievingly., ¥irk wished his words didn't bear the long
imprint of exyperience. Maybe Just this once, just routine would stay Jjust
routine.

As Spock followed him out he said, "Before we beam up I would like to have
a word with Mr. Zeltzer concerning the porta—cleanger in our dome."

¥irk nodded. He hadn't been able o hear the sound himself tut the effect
it had had on Spock was almost startlingly noticeable to one who knew him ag
well as he did. They made their way over the husy concourse towards the eleve
ator on the far side, ¥irk eyeing the crowds with a knowledgeable interest as he
did so. You could pick up a lot of unintended information about all sorts of
things simply by noting carefully precisely which races and individuals were
passing through a Starbase at & certain time.

Ye tapped Spock's arm, nodding unobtrusively fowards a small group to their
right. ™Look, Yulcans. Anyone you know?#

"Tndeed.” Spock sounded pleased. "Jim, Savon and St'lurik sre about to
leave for Thul,®
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"or Thul?P®

"Yog - the survey party has requested additional help there now they are
safely established. Four members of the criginal team are to return because of
commitments on Vulcan and Savon leads a2 team of eight to replace them.m

Antyvoun want a wordes. 7"
"Tt would be interesting, ves."®

gpock had come a long way since he'd first known him, Kirk reflected,
watching him with his peers and noting not only the respect with which they
greeted him, but alsc the quiet, relaxed dignity of Spock's own pose. He no
longer stood ramrod stiff, as though challenging them to deny his right to a
place in their midst. All the wmore surprising, then, to feel Spock's sudden,
sharp sense of dismay and indecision through their bond. '

[fulatts wrong?/ Concern rising.
/Nothing, An echo of the past only./ Shields forming.

Kirk frowned. It wasn't like Spock to close him out guite so firmlyy still,
there didn't seem anything he could do here and now, mor any need to act, eitber.
He could probe later if he thought it was warranted.

They finished their short conversation. Savon could tell them 1ittle enough
that they had not alrveady heard, which was that the survey party had learned much
of interest spout Thulyan culture but had come no nearer to the greatest puzzle
of 8ll = the presence of a vulcanoid people on a planet which, like Vulcan, had
some of ite past velled in wmystery.

27 pemember Spock once saying there were many enigmas in Vulcan pre-hisiory,”
Kirk sald thoughitfully.

tTndeed.”  Sttlurik inclined his head and appeared aimost upon the verge of
enthusiasm. %I have a theory which I am eager to test concexrning the evolutionany
patterns of both planets.”

He spoke for several moments, a good deal of what he said being incompre-
hensible to one of hig listeners, but Kirk had long years of practice behind him
in hearing out voluble and animated scientists in full flood.

On their way %o the camp hire office, he chuckled. "3t'lurik got quite
carried away, didn't hew®

He glanced at Spock mischievously, expecting his friend fd'rise'to the bait
if only to please his Captain, and found him looking pensive.

"Come on,” Kirk said persuasively. "You can tell your Uncle Jim. What
happened back thersy®

Spock looked at him out of the corner of his eye, his expression vigibly
clearing., "It really was nothing, Jim. It was foolish of me to be even mildly
surprised. It was just that I have not experienced such a reaction to my
presence since I was very young, and it startled me,"

A reaction to hig presence? Did he mean...? Kirk's brows drew together
in a heavy frown. "hat sort of reacticn®®

1y withdrawal,® Spock said succinetly.

Xirk stopped dead. "Just withdrewal?" he demanded disbelievingly. Some-
thing so simple would not surely have caused the sharp reaction he had feli from
gpock himself, "That wouldn't have wade you jump like & frightened rabbit," he
said flatly.

Svock smothered a faint sigh. "I sensed antipathy and fear algo," he
admitted reluctantly. "Hany young Vulcans reacted to me in that way when I was
a child. fThey did no’ guite know how to deal with me, how T might react to them
in turm. It is gquite natursl for the young to be wary of each other.”
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And of course you gave them more cause than most, Kirk thought grimly,
being haif Human. The young could be horribly cruel on occasion, and telepathic
young in particular.

Spock saw the sympathy on his face and smiled faintly. ™Jim, it is many
years since I last experienced such a reaction to we,” he said quietly. "That
is why it surprised me so. Sadiok is young; 1t is not really so very surprising
that he should be.,.uncertain how to behave towards me - and he was most respect—
ful afterwards." A

As always, the warm amusement within their bond, at such variance with the
placidity of the Vulcan mask, warmed Kirk in turn..

"Yes, I've noticed you take kindly 1o a little respectful flattery,™ he
sald blandly. "Come on, let's go and file your complaint. I'm getting hungry
and I'd like to eat here on the base before we're due back on board. Have you
ever tried the fudge cake with serks-cream they serve at the Tower Buttery?
It's out of this world."

¥R O A F K H

Duly arrived at Delta Australis 2, the miterprise made its appointed stop-
over to view the 'interesting' ruins. Since the first landing party had found
nothing dangerous in the area and the Interprisesensors confirmed this, Kirk
felt he had no excuse not to leave the investigation in the capable hands of
hig Science (fficer while he reluctantly caught up with mounting paper-work.

After two hours, the landing pariy besmed back aboard and Spock made his
way to Kirk's quarters, accompanied by WeCoy. Kirk looked up from his desk and
eyed them both in growing surprises McCoy was positively beaming with excite-
ment, and even his bondbrother, tc one who could read him, was wearing an air of
suppregzed enthusiasm ~ and yet they both seemed 4o be eyeing him warily, as if
they brought bad news. He laid down his pen and said hopefully, "Don't tell me
- you've found Harry Mudd's gravel”

FicCoy was still grinning responsively when Spock said, "If you recall,
Captain, the surveying ship's report mentioned inscriptions on some of the
buildings here.” ¥irk nodded. "The symbols in one area are known to me - they
are identical with those on the obhelisk on Flanet Amerind.?

Amerind!l Wow he knew why thelr animation had been overlaid with that odd
touch of anxiety...he pushed the memories down ~ it was a spectacular discovery.

"So we've finally come up with wmore evidence of the Preservers, have we?!
"It would seem possible, yes."

Typical Spock caution, Kirk found himself frowning. "It ought %o he
dealt with immediately, of course, but we can't afford the time to hang around.
Welll have to leave a team behind and come back to pick them up later "

"t would seem the most practical course, " Spock agreed,.

Rezlising MeCoy was still big with news Kirk said, "And what are you hopp-
ing up and down like a power cat's fleas for, Ronest!

iYou remember I told you the other day about the new dmg they're testing
for Muller's digcase...?" ‘

Winm, yes. TC-something, wasn't it

"Yes, TCU-5. They found it in one of the plante from this planet which
they described as rare - but it must be the right time of year for it now or
gomething, it's all over the place. We could take back enough refined TCU-5
to keep half the hospitals in the Federation supplied.”

iRefined 7!

"Yeg, " Ideally it should be dorne straight away - they found 1t loses
potency otherwise. They only got decent stuff from the growing specimens they
took away with them."
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Kirk leaned hig elbows on his desk and grinned. "So the top and boitom of
it is, Doctor, you're asking me to leave you behind as well.m

"he drug could be valuable," McCoy said persuasively. .
"Only could be. The clinical frials haven't been completed yet, have they?"

o - but the last I heard they were expecting results within weeks,..and
if it's positive, someone'll have %o come here and get supplies. There aren't
that many known sources. Besides ~ " he ghot a quick grin Spock's way - Wit's
only logical if one party has to stop over, to let me stay as well. You'll have
to come back and pick up the sclentific . teawm, afier all.n

"Caortainly the Enterprise can't stay," Kirk agreed. "We didn't expect more
than a brief stop-over here and the conference on Beta Draconis 4 reguires our
passengers'! presence. We should get back to you in twenty-—-three days.n

¥eCoy grimmed. "I knew you'd come wround to my way of thinking, Jim.®

"ou'lve got three hours to get ready in, Bones, then we've got to be on our
way." As Kirk pushed his chair back and got up, McCoy went to the door. Xirk
grimmed again and called out sweetly, "Oh, and don't think yvou're going to spend
half your time dowm there acquiring a sun tan = I doubt if vour commanding
officer will give you a chancel"

When the door had closed on McCoy's indignant face he saild, "You are the
best man for the Job. Pity, though.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. 1 had assumed you would wish me tc go with the
landing party, Jim, VWhy should you regret I am the best qualified to do so?"

#T thought you'd conveniently forget I've won the last two chess rames,"
Kirk tcld him, hiding his laughter. "Trust you to find an excuse to duck out
when I'm on & wimning streak. Who do you want tc take along with you?W

¥hre MeCoy intends to agk Miss Chapel if she will be willing: a medieal
technician, possibly Lt. Moritony ILt. Coclling and Lt. Arana from the science
section and Lts. Leslie and Lemli if that will be satisfactory.m

“Why specifically those two from securdty?"

"1 should like the use of a shuttlecraft if possible, then we can undertake
a mach more comprehensive survey to see if we can discover any more areas that
wera once inhabited. ILt. Leslie is an excellent pilot, and Mr. Lemii's
gxperience in the engineering section could be invaluable.®

Mhat!'ll be 0.K." Kirk paused, eyeing his bondbrother shrewdly. "How good
is our link going to be? Will we be able to keep in touch, do you think?¥

"nlikely."” Spock pondered the matter. "The ancients found that theirs
were sufficient anywhere on the surface of Vulcan, of course, and we know from
our own experience on Penthyrica that ours is effective from ship to shores
however, I have never heard of any bonded pair being able to contact each other
over intersiellar distances. One will, of course, immediately know if anything
igs seriously wrong..."

Kirk nodded almost absently. The memory of that brief contact befors
V1Ger, the contact he had not even been conscioug of at the time, as a non-
telepath, was very precious te both of them, and neither of them referred to it
lightly. "You say not over interstellar distances," he said, looking away,
‘I‘i'but ‘ea i3

"7 know." As always, a faint awe tinged Spock's eyes at the memory. “The
circumstances were exceptional then, Jim. Your need of me was very great. It is
possible that we may be able to reach each other if we have to, but it will
undoubtedly be a strain upon both of us. Do not atbtempt 1t except as a last
resorb.®

Kivk smiled. "I'11l miss you.t

T, toco.% Spock's face softened momentarily.
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ﬁislbondbrother's smile broadened. "Sentimentalist! T'11 leave you to
get on with the preparations, then, while T go and scothe down our pagsengers.
Uhura %ells me they're getting restive at the delay.”

e bulk of thelr equipment, environmental domes for temporary homes and
workshops, food supplies, and all the many and varied specialist requirements
were ‘beamed down to a spot a mile and a half away from the ruined city and close
to the landing co-ordinates of the party from the original survey ship., There
wag o small river in the area to provide Them with water.

“Lebte hope you've picked the right place," Kirk said, watching the last
lead shimmer awasy. "It'l1l take you a weelk to shift that lot if you have to.V

"Your estimate seems overly pessimistic. I would calculate it to take less
than a day, provided we were not required to move more than Tifty kilometers,”
Spock sald solemnly. "inless of course we were to be so careless as to lose
the ghuttlecraft.”

Kirk grimmed and led the way out o the turbo~lift. '"Ig McCoy going down
with vou in the ghuttle?™

sarfirmative, Also Dr. Chapel. They were carrying the last of their
mediczl supplies down tern minutes ago."

2T never thought Bones'd make 1 boin three 3(10&..(‘8 t Kirk said Slﬂlllll . #You
2 ¥ ?
must have chaged hin up a hit.?

Ipock shook his head. "Negative. I wmerely suggested T am as well gualified
as he to carry out the project he has in mind."

Kirk was still lavghing when the hangar doors closed.

The small party settled in quickly and besgan their work under the minor
disadventage of - for the Humans among them at least = overhlph temperatures and
1rr1tat1ng, wind~blown dust.

"Tehouldntt think it's rained here in years," McCoy said disgustediy. He
dropped hig medical tricorder wearily onto a shelf. "I can't think why that
river hasn't dried up.”

"Tte source is high in the mountains. According to Li. Leslie there is
every sign that rainfall in that area is adequate."

WJall, let's hope it rains here soon, (ollinsg is complaining about a sore
throat now, and I don't like the way Chris keeps coughing either "

$pock frowned. '"We do have filter masks, Doctor, and they have been
igsued to all personnel.”

9T know.' Mooy shrugged. "ihey'vre noo exactly comfortable in this heat,
Spock, I dont't know that T blame anyone for leaving them off sometimes. That
dratted plastic makes you sweat like a horse and it drips over everything youlre
doingses It's all right for you."

Seeing the Doctor's weariness Spock forebore from commenting on the
inefficiency of the Human body and asked instead, "How many of us have been
affected?™

Wavana, Collins and Morton all have sowe throats, Chris is coughing, so
are Arana and Leslie. Temli seems to be unaffected.” '

"ind you?W Spock looked at hlm sharply.

Gyftm fine.” He notliced Swock's intent look and added sc@thlnglyg “hon't
you mother hen mel! Save that for Jim,©

W7 am merely concerned that ocur medical officer should remain healthy,"
Spock said stiffly.
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"Miell ~ and so is your medical officer,”™ McCoy grinned. "The mimite I'm
not, you'll hear me moaning all the way %o Iridanil! Didn't you knew doctors
always make the worat patients?"

"I experience no difficulty in believing it either,” Spock said smocthly.

They had plenty to occupy them throughout the entire three weeks they were
Yo be there and for the first week they divided uwp into three groups, Chapel
and Morton to collect specimens of the plant for MeCoy to analyse and refine,
while Leslie and Ccllins carried out an aerial survey of the large, continenial
land~masgs they were on, and Spock, Li. Arana and It. Lemli explored the ruined
town c¢lose by.

It wag not a large towny they estimated ites population at around five or
eight thousand at its peak, but it seemed to have lost population rapidly at one
time, leaving only a tiny nucleus of dweilings on the northern gids which had
been occupied for some fifty or so years longer.

WT 1 say it was around five or six hundred left, wouldn't you, ¥Mr. Spock??
ihat seems reasonable, Migs Arana.”

Lemli looked into one of the small houses, frowning. "But why were they so
much more technically advanced? You'd have thought that such a drastic drop in
numbers would have had the opposite effect.”

"Tndeed,” Spock agreed. ™"nless they had outside help."

Arana digested that. "To-one's seen any sign of a transport system," she
pointed cut. "Ho evidence of rcads leading anywhere." :

itat if it were the Preservers it didn't have to be local help,¥ Lemli said.

i logical deduction. However, it is only speculation, Miss Arana, record
these inscriptions in here and in that bhuilding across the way, if you please...
and please replace your mask. Tt ig foolish tc remove it and aggravate the
cougn.

She pulled a tiny face but obeyed him reluctantly, hating the sticky feel
of the plastic against her skin, the stifling sensation it produced. It made
the cough worse toc, setting her fighting for breath. If only it would rain and
setile some of this dust, pessibly even ccol the place down, this wouldn't be a
bad planet to spend & week or two on., She sgighed elaberately but guietly and
got on with her work.

The next day Spock reifurned early to their camp, wanting to spend some time
on the transiation work. Although some of the gymbols were an exact replication
of those on the Amerind obelisk, the language was not identical; but he did not
anticipate too much difficulty in waking it out. He was even more fortunate
than he expected for that same evening he came ascross one symbol that seemed to
lead him logically on to the beginmings of comprehension. It was very late
before he turned in in the swall dome he shared with MfeCoy, but he waz wmore
than content.

WeCoy rolled over and opened a sleepy eye. "You go on losing your heauty
sleep like this, Spock, and ycu'll never make Miss Universel® :

Spock turned ocut his bunk light without replying. In the few seconds it
took him %o préepare himself for sleep he heard the unmistakeable sound of rain
beginming to fall on the roof and wondered if the Doctor had heard it. At least
it should please the Humans, even if he personally preferred the hot, dusty weather
they had had up to now.,

mat the following evening it seemed even MeCoy had begun fo feel encugh
was enouvgh. WIf it doesn't stop raining soon we'll have half the landing party
down with gome infection or other.”

gpock looked up from the cat-brain portable computer read-out and said
drily, “"Two days ago you were complaining about the heat and dust.”
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e did have three cases of sore throats after all,” McCoy said wearily.
“and 1f you can think of better conditions for baot@rlal growth than present
ones, L don't want to know ahout them.v

“Prevailing weather conditions extend over s considerable area. It is not
practical fo move Camn .,

Mrovel™ MeCoy eyed him in horror. "We'd 2ll get soaked to the skin in the
rocess.«and no—one'd hate that more than you.!

"My preferences are unimporitant.” Spock was not going to adwit to his
private (and considerable) relief that common sense determined their continued
presence in this area, "It is only logleal to remain here since attempting o
move would not improve conditions and mnight even add to our present difficulties
in carrying out our missions here,®

HYoutre belng tactful for once, aren't you?" MeCoy demanded sourly. You
seem to have completed most of what you came Tor.”

B have been...”" Spock paused, reconsidered. TRandom factors operated in
my favour.®

MoCoy grinned, "You were going to say 'lucky'," he accused.
53 o 9

"ortunate,” Spock said, dead-pan.

The Doctor's grin widened, "liaxrl®

ot at all,” Spock said blandly. "le were fortunate in pin-pointing the
key-words of the inscription in the second building so gquickly."

gt wasn't what I meant,” McCoy protested. He caught the gleam in Spock!
eye and stopred himgelf just in time. M"what it is to have a leg-pulling Vulcan
around,¥ he said disgustedly. ¥Still, it is interesting %o have found more
evidence of the Preservers in this quadrant. Tt'1ll make 'em git up, back at
Starfleet Command.” He turned his attentlon back to the dome's tiny window,
peering up at the small area of leaden sky he could gee above the surrounding
treeg, "It hasn't let up 21l day = Chapel and Morton will be soaked by the
time they gaet bhack,

BIt does seem likely," Speck agreed. "How were the samples they brought
back yesterday?" _

make out why the original survey shows such a high concentration in this part—
icular area. We've grubbed out Juqt about every specimen of that yellow-lesved
plant within a one-mile radius.

“opeless. Wegative, negative, and bthen for a change negativel T can't

"Wou are gqulte certaln the plant you are seeking is the corrvect one, of
courseTh

#T4ts the right one according to their records,™ MeCoy sald tivedly. ©"IT
they're not accurate it means testing the wwle lot - and that'll toke months
without the facilities of the Interprise.”

U1 can turn tir. Lemli over to you," Spock offered.
"t that'll leave you with only one assistant.”

T ghall retain Lt. Arana, who is the most efficient for the work we have
in hand...'

Shet's also the cubest thing on two legg,® Nc@oy chuckled; lowering his
Voice, “bu t I don't suppose thaltls got anything to do with your sudden prefer—
ence,’ He eyod the frosty expression. ilo, I thought not Just ag welll
Christine'd have her eyes out.™

gnock locked away, wishing, not for the first time, that MeCoy did not
find Dr. Chapel's obsessive interest in him an occasional source of amusement.
Tor so cempassionate a man he was sometimes cruelly blind to her pain, Once or
twice, it wag ltrue, in times of great stress, she had openly shown the longing
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she felt, but in their day to day working relationship she hore herself with a
very real dignity that increased his pity and regard for her.

"TE you meed Mr. Lemli's help I am sure he will give it willingly,™ he
said Stlffly .

#hanks. I'1l be grateful. At least we can mske a start on collecting
samples of everything around even if we can't test it all until the mterprise
gets back,”

e have another fourteendays and 6,32 hours.,Y

GLf they don't suddenly decide they want Jim to go off to the Him and
collect somebody's pet poodlae.®

It seened an extracrdinary suggestion -~ even for MeCoy ~ and Spock did not
think it needed anaswvering.

fltogether, it rained solidly for six days, a steady, heavy downpour that
rendered life almost intolexable., It was as well that the dome power packs
could go on providing them with heat, light and power for thelr equipment for
several monihs, Spock reflected. At least it meant they could have a consitant
supply of clean, dry clothes fto replace the sodden snd uncomfortable garments
they came home in each day. Tgually, with the coming of the rain the sore throats
and coughs had dissipated and the filter masks were discarded and stowed away
again without regrets,

On the fourth day of rain, the eleventh of their stay, Spock found he was
constantly having to wait for Lt. Arsna as they made their way round the ruined
tovm, still searching and comprehensively recording. He eyed her sharply, noting
a listless alr to her noxmally energebic movenents and enquired it she was
feeling il3i, :

ot 111, no. Just tired. Guess I didn't sleepr boo well last night., I'm
SCTTY "

Where ig no need to apolegise.® He led the way to the next streei, head
down against the rain that was driving straight inte their faces, and heard her
stumble ag she followed him. He turned sharply, but she waved him con, smiling.

The next building they entersd had part of its roof still intact and offered
a dry cormer. Spock pointed to it and suggested she stay there while he made the
recordings he wanted. He was gone longer than he anticipated, not having realised
that the building extended considerably further back than most of them, and when
he returned she was slumped against the wall, peacefully but uncomfoxrtably asleen.

He shook her arm gently, surprised o find it took some time to wake her,
and, not liking the drawn look on her face, decided To make for thelr camp
straight away.

She made o token protest, guiltily aware that they still had a comnsiderable
amount of work to get through, but she was not really soxrry to go back. It was
quite extraordinary how deeply tired she felt.

She finished showering and was changing into dry clothes with a sigh of
relief when there was a light tap on the docr.

"I hear you're not looking too bright," McCoy sald cheerfully.
ST tm fine - really I am." '

wTt1]l be the judge of that, young lady." MeCoy eyed the reader tube
impagsively and then tucked it away. M"I'1l give you a shot to help you sleepn
and then T want you to climb into that bunk and not move until tomorrow.h

Fput Tfm oonly tired.. "

Whots arguing with you?" He smiled. "Don't tell me you haventt heen
thinking longingly arcout bed all day, because I shan't believe you.®

She gave 1n, offering her arm for the hypo.
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Whatts bettere T'11 send Christine over with some food for you,?

It was marvellous o lie down.

Spock raised an enquiring cyebrow as MeCoy entered their room. He shrugged
expressively.

"There's something wrong, certainly. Indications of incipient anaemia. I've
given her a shot that ought to help and see how she gets on tomorrow.” He sat
down wearily.

Spock studied him suspiciously. "hoctor, you do not appear to be well
elther.”

H8pock, will you quit 1t7 I'm just fed up, that's all. I'm sick of getiing
negative resulis,’

ifter so many years in Human company, Spock was well aware that emotional
stress often affected them physically, and he was partially reassured, but not
wholly so. "You will rest ftonight," he sald with guiet authority. "o, do not
argue, Noctor, it is an order."

MoCoy threw him a look of disgust but didn't spesk. Fe was tired, he could
net deny it.e 8o many days spent in obsessively chasing rainbows were mentally
exhausting; he'd been aware of an odd listlessness all day.

UTt11l have a hot shower," he conceded. "IE'll do me the world of good.®

Privately, Spock considered the environment to be considerzbly too damp
already, but he merely nodded his agreenent.

Hext morming MeCoy was bustling and cheerful, almost obnoxiously so,
clattering around Spock so that that patient, unemoticnal being was thoroughly
glad to set off on his werning's work, accompanied by Tt. Arana. The girl looked
pale btut reasonably chipper and ingisted firmly she was quite capable of carry-
ing out her duties.

MeCoy watched the pair of them go, supporting his weary shoulders sgaingt
the door frame, He caughi Christine's eye on him and snapped upright.

YOome along, Christine, don't dawdle about like that. I know it's wet but
there's st1ll work: to be done and young Lemli's waiting for you.”

Chrigtine blinked at the unfairress of the accusation and in her agtonished
resentment forgot the Doctor's sagging and uncharacteristic posture. He went off
to the lab secticng before he started any more futile testing he might as well
tidy up in there & bit. Those Vulcan eyebrows had hit an all-time high the last
time Spock had stuck his head round the door - and it wasn't as though he liked
working in a messg elther, hated it in fact - sloppy and dangerous, just 28 he
always emphasised to new juniors.

It ook him over two hours to sort everything out and make sense of his
erratic notes, but when it was done he felt a great deal bhetter; ten minutes!
paunge for a cup of coffee and he'd be ready to put in a good days'work. 'He
touched the activating pad at the side of the dispenser, walted the required few
seconds and pressed the levery; the unit opened to reveal a disgposs—mug. Tven
as he reached out a hand to it he realised it wasn't fully he picked it up,
stared digaprrovingly at the puddle of muddy coffee in the bottom, the remaing
of powder adhering tc the steam—dampened sides, and sighed elaborately, I%
wasn't like Christine to overlook minor details in this way. He grinned, ment-
ally reviewing and rejecting o few cholce ways of teasing her when she got back,
and decided to brave the discomfort of a dash through the wet and collect a
coffee from the dispenser in the living quarters. Having done 0, he gicod in
the doorway of the hut, gloomily watching the falling rain., How many days had it
been falling for now without a break of more than five minutes' duration? ¥Four
e 0T fives Spock would knowg he cnly knew that he was heartily sick of the
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whole business, and when he saw Jim Kirk again he'd have a few words to 5ay on
the subject of sunbathing as well!

Ee stuffed the disposa-muyg inbo the reprocessing chamber and remembered he'd
forgotten to do that with the one in the iab. Only a minor detail, of course,
but if he was going to make the most out of teasing Chris for having forgotten
to fill the dispenser with water, his own house had better be in near-perfect
order,

He made the quick dash across the rain-soazked grass still chuckling inwardly,
grabbed up the cup and opened the unit. FEven as he did so, the red warning iight
caught hig eye - he'd forgotien to shut it down after failing to get his coffee!
He Just had time to throw his arms up before his face when the world turned to
fire and a giant hand bludgecned him cartwheeling into darkness.

A mile or so away the sound of the explosion brought three heads swinging
round.

"It came from the camp,™ Christine said tightly, whinping out hex
communicator,

There wag no response,

"ML run on and see,™ Yorton offered. "You two can bring the specimens
along.™

"Yess We'll be as quick as we can," Christine agreed.

There was little point in three of them dashing back headlong and abandoning
nearly a full momning's work. She signalled to Lemli to pick up the filled hags
on his side of the track and started off herself, collecting the sacks with their
bright orange marker tags as she went. To cover her worry she turned her thoughts
into ancther, familiar, pattern. Spock would be proud of her, not rushing off
impulsively as her instincts demanded but remaining calm and acting logically,
Even a8 the word entered her wind, her spirits drooped again., Act impulsively
and you incurred censure, act logically and he didn't even notice, just took it
for granted.

Her communicator bleeped. PMeCoy? She grabbed it so swiftly that it soared
away from her hand and landed in the wet grass, She uttered one unladylike word
and picked it up.

T heard an explogion and I cannot raise Dr. MeCoy. Do you have any
information?®

"Negative as yet, Mr. Spock. Mr, Forton has run back to give assistance if
necegsary. Hr. Lemli and I are collecting up specimens before following him."

"Understood. Please let me know if my presence is reguired. Spock out.”

BSo calm, that even voice. She sighed as she tucked the small instrument
away., If ghe nadn't known of the First Officer's very real affcction for MeCoy
she'd never guess it from listening to him, nor did it help to know that that
was just what he wanted, either. She quickened her steps.

A short distance from camp, she saw Morton appear in one of the doorways,
waving frantically.

ghe broke into & run and found she was hampered by the wet, swinging hags.
Without a second thought she dropped them and ran on.

fHe's hurt.s” Morton was still breathless. 'ile managed to shield hisg face
from the worst, but his arms and chest are badly lacerated. T think he'll be
0%,y though, It doesn't look too bad.?

Chrigtine wade a swift check and feound that he was right. while Morton and
Lemli Ffetched a strebtcher to carry McCoy over to the small hospital unit she
made a hurried report to Spock. '
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Do you require me to r:}turn9 Noctor?h

"Hot af présent." _

wYery well. I will continue here in that case. Plesse let me knowiif
there is any change,m

BAfTL rmative

As she closed the communicator, she smiled, That last sentence hadn't been

a logical necesgity, Spock knew she would do so, but it was the closest he could
get to admitting concern. &he went to her patient.

By the time Spock and Arana got back to camp, McCoy was awake and complain-
ing bitterly. Spock surveyed his bandaged eyes with outward calm,

fow sericus is 1%, Dr. Chapel?®®

His eyes are not permanently damaged, just an after-effect of the explosion.
They should be back to normal in a day oz two. For the rest of it — that looks a
great deal worse than it is, too. Severe brulsing and cuts, of coursse; we'lve
removed all the emhedded bits and pieces. He took the brunt of it on his fore-
arms and he's heen lucky.®

T see. Thank you., Do you recall what happened, McCoy?m

You mean you haven't been fo see yet?" McCoy tried to grin but found his
face %oo painful for such an operation. "Does that mean you've finally admitted
that man is more important than machine?

"1 nave never understood why Humans always answer questions with questions,
Doctor, particularly when they are clearly rhetorical., However, no, I have not
vet made any inspection and I have never given credence to the notion of mechan-—
ical superiority, merely to its greater reliability and precision. When T ask a
computer a guestion, it gives me an answer.”

Christine turned away hurriedly, suppressing a giggle.

MeCoy sighed. "I'manly trying to put off admitting it was my own damn fool
fault.®

T suspected as much from the report Dr. Chapel gave me. Those dispenser
units ave perfectly safe unless fThey are misused,”

"Yeah, you're right., It was empty and I forgot to switch i% off and then T
opened it up to put the mug in."

"Was the warning light on®?
es,™ MoCoy sighed again., "I've got no excuses, Spock,"

#Neo The Vulcan looked down at him, his face unreadable. "However, it is
a fault in the design that it is possible to open the unit under those conditicns
- some Kind of fail-safe switch should be built in. I will look inte the matter
and must take some blame for not having realised the deficiency hefore.?

"HeYaso™ HTven through his exhaustion McCoy tried to raise his head. ¥lhon't
you go trying to blame yourself for my idiocy."

1 am in command here," Spock reminded him. "In the last analysis, every-
thing is wmy fault."

"What are you trying to do?" McCoy whispered. "Out-do Jim? He won't
blame you. "

No." A tiny smile tugged the Qorﬁer of the severe mouth. "He will find
gome way Lo blame himgelf, of course.ﬁ 

"You're as bad as each other," McCoy said disgustedly.

e has taught me a great deal,” Spock said placidly. McCoy felt a light
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whisper~touch on his shoulder. "Zleep now ~ you need fo rest, Doctor.®

Spock accepted the meal tray absftractedly. "This has placed an undue burden
on yous Iire Chapel,"

She shrugged. "There's always the posgsibility of accident. If Lemli and
¥orton can carry on with the collecting, I can take over the testing., I've done
a fair bit of it with Dr. VMcCoy already, and I'm pretty confident I know the
procedure. Anything I'm not certain about, I'1ll check with you.v

He raiged an eyebrow. "In this. field your expertise is greater than mine,
and you will have a2 patient to tend alsgo."

He'll comoperate,” she said cheerfully. "In a couple of days he'll be able
to give all the advice T necd - along with a lot I don't. We'll cope somshow,?

"My own work is progressing well," he said. "Should you feel it necessaxry,
call upon either Lit. Arana or myself for further azssistance.m

Recalling Arana's weary look as she came cut of the shower a while ago, she
ghot him a guick glance, knowing that in the past he had sometimes tended to
overlock Fuman physical limitations.

fHicw's she been today?"

UIittle better than yesterday; although she made every attempt to hide her
exhaustlon,” he said 'soberly. He eyed her. "You seem tired also,Y

' She straightened reflexively. "It's been a long day," she said tartly.
"yhat do you expect?V

All the same, she made a mental resolution to make a few tests hefore she
went to bed...ond she had some vague recollection of hearing Lemli couplain that
torton wasn't taking his fair share of the stretcher-handling. It wouldn't do
any harm %o test everyone, less worrying tco, as 1t couid be hidden under the
guise of routine.

What she found worried her considerably. Of the eight of them, six showed
every sign of considerable iron deficiency, only lLeslie and of course Spock being
unaffected. She frowned at the results thoughtfully, recalling That FMcCoy had
noted incipient anaemia in Pat Arans yesterday. Of the six of them she was the
worst affected by far and Christine was completely at a loss to understand how
her condition could have deteriorated go rapidily. If the rest of them followed
the same pattern it could be serious. 8She prepared the necegsary shots asnd
tracked down her patients hefore they went to bed, warning them to be prepared
for further tests tomorrow.

4

Lt. Arana's eves were huge and shadowed in 2z white face. ‘'What is it,
Chris? There's something wrong, isn't there™"

“Just simple iron deficiency,” she said briskly. ™One or two shots and
you'll he fine. T'm only festing bvecause I have to find out the cause for the
records. How, into bed with you, you iook all in. Hasg Spock been overworking
yourh

Arvana ghook her head wearily. '"MHo, he's been very kind. I can't think
why everyone says he's such a bear."

Christine smiled down at her. "You're efficient, Pat, and neat with it,
Try turning out some sloppy work for him and you'll find out what everyone means.
He won't lose his ftemper and won't ralse his voice, but by heaven, you'll be
loocking for a stone to crawl under by the time he's through. Go to sleep now,
or tomorrow wmight he the day you find out,.®

She prepared further shots next morning, and fiﬁding that yesterday's dosage
seemed to have made very little difference %o any of them, increased the guantity
znd took blood mmples from each of them hefore they left to begin work. Then
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she went to MeCoy.

Expecting vociferous complaint from her patient, she was surprised when he
submitted calmly and without fuss,

“T've had time to think lying here. Too meny of us are feeling too darmed
tired for wmy liking, Chrig."

C Hhgread. )t She gave him a full report. "Any ideas on possible causes,
Noctopss :

After a brief discussion she bore the samples off to the lab for analysis.
What she found puzzled her considerably.

HieCoy frowned also beneath his bandages. YIf Lt. Arspa is much. the worst
affected,; then how come her bacterial count is way down? You must have botched
the testg, Chris.®

"HWo."  Bhe was sure of that. "I checked most carefully. Maybe she was
angemic to begin with, it's a month or twe since her last physical.®

He shiffted restlessly. "I haven't helped matters either. Wwhat a time %o
pick for a few days in bed. Straighten out this damned sheet, will you= it's
trying to tie itself into a granny knot in the small of my back,m

Resisting the temptation to express a tart opinion of restless patlients,
she did as she wags asked. "Better?®

"Yes, thanks. Has Pat gone with Spock again today?n

Tes. Y wasn't very happy about it but she didn't want to let us dovwn...
and Spock promised me he'd see she didn't overdo it."

He nodded sleepily and bit back a yawn. "He'll look after her..."

She looked down at hiwm, glad he couldn't see the revealing expression she
wag probably wearing. "I thought he was insensitive and unfeeling, “cctor,®
she said softly.

"Mhat, toc,” he agreed, turning on his side. As she went out of the room
he added, "And you forgot 'incongiderate'!n

She let the door shut with a2 distinct snap.

The morning's shet had undoubtedly helped and the standard broad-spectrum
antibiotic tested cut as effective against the infecting hacteria. Christine was
feeling more resilient than she had in several days in spite of there being no
let~up in the continued downpour, and she started her work on the plant testing
in alwmogt a cheerful wmocd. Due to yesterday's interrupied schedule she had only
five bags cf specimens to analyse and each one she worked through proved ixrit-
atingly negative.

When she took MeCoy a mldumornlng cun of coffee she sald, ”Are you sure it
wWas thl& nlanet the coriginal report cane from?" |

T know what you mean." Veloy grimmed roluctantly. "How many of the darn
things have you thrown across the room?h

"ona - yetl"

"1t gets easier after the first! You'll see. We'll take these and vges of £
this evening.® .

"Nay after tomorrow." She took his EUE.
"Pat lot of help T am, lying here like this.m

"youtll be even less help if you start using your eyes too soon,” she said
acidly., "You're the doctor,”

He hesaved a sigh, silently conceding she was right. "Go on, back to your
work, We can't all sit on our butts all day."
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Shall T put on a music tape for you®™
o, T'11 just lie here and think over my sing.®
. d ‘ ¥

HGood. You won't get bored doing nothing for a day or two yet, then,” sghe
gaid smartly.

Falf-way down the fourth hag of specimens she found a trace of the chemical
she was looking for, Hardly able to believe her eyes, she checked the weading
agains.. Yes, the faintest trace only, but undoubtedly there. Mentally crossing
every finger she ovned, she laid that plant carefully on one side and carried on.
Four wmore plants proved positive. In the fifth bag there were sixy in the fresh
specimens brought in by Morton later on, there were more still.

She took the good news to MceCoy along with his lunch.

"But why just these plants?" VeCoy demanded exasperatedly. "If we've got
to grub up every damn plant on this planet we'll be here for ever.”

#T1ye provided one miracle for today, that'll have to do you. Ask Spoek
when he gets back if you want another.®

Tnevitably it was Spock who came up with the answer that evening.

ithere are minute but discernable differences in the arrangement of the
leaves,® he said, pointing them out. "I believe this may even be a separate
form of the species and may account for the problems we have encountered.”

thristine studied them carefully:s even once it was pointed out the diff-
erence wag not easy to see. She gave a sudden exclamation of annoyance, as
suddenly checked when the familiar eyebrow rose.

Mhat ig it, Dr. Chapel?”

"Tlve just realised...we've spent the first ten days searching down that
way, towards the river. If we'd started looking in the other direction wald
have found these almost at once...within a couple of days, anyway. ALl that
wasted btilme..."

He contented himself with a nod in reply, sure that any comment he felt
applicable 4o the situation would not provide the required consolation. He had
always been unceriain vhether Fumans wanted sympathy or simple commigeration
vwhen random factors operated against them; either way he had long ago discovered
that logic wag not the answer.

Tnstead he said, "I think it advisable you check Lt., Arana. She is clearly
still mogt unwell.®

She smothered s panicky frown and collected a medikit.

Having helped Arana to undress and pre,are for bed she looked in on Mcloy
before going to bLad herseif.

%o need, Chris,” he said. "Spock here has already done 8ll I want. You
get to bed yourself. He says you look all in,"

che flashed the Pirst Officer a grateful glance, wishing she could look less
self-conscious and act naturally. "I am tired." There was a rush of shaning
tears, bharely contained.

“ow ig T, Arana?? Spock enguired.

WThoroughly exheusted. H#ven if you can't remlly manage without her, I think
she should have two days' complete rest. "

e will pull Mr. Leslie and Mr. Collins off the survey, then Mr. Collins
can give you and Mr. Morton some assistance, and Hr. Ieslie can come with me.”

#e do have another ten days before the Tnterprise is due," she sald
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irrelevantly as she left.

“She's right,”™ McCoy agreed, settling dovn. "™We can still be all finighed
before Jim gets back, you know."

Spock pulled hisg covers straighit but said nothing.

Thej awcke to fresh blue skies and a pleasant, drying wind. Spirits,
already 1ifted by renewing vitality and positive results, improved even further.

Listening to Leslie's cheerful whistling 28 he prepared for the day's tasks,
and Worton's tuneless bellow from the lab section, Spock gathered that the land-
ing party was responding favourably to the change in the weather...he was even
regarding the biue sky with something very like approval himgelf,

When they lined up for Christine's inspection before leaving, he found it
nleasant, too, to hear them exchanging Jokes and friendly insults as they had
not done for some time, Although he could not join in and genuinely did not
want to, he had been around Eumans long enough to feel more comfortable with
this odd and illogical childighnegs than with the wmaturally silent and grave
behgviour of the lagt few days. He could even admit privately that he was also
relieveds he knew that in the past his very presence had acted as a damper to
high spirits and sometimes even caused open regentment., He had a great desl to
thank Jim Xirk fory being accepted and valued for vhat he was rather than what
he should be cr for what he had to offer, had wmade it easier for him to come to
terms with himgelf, and be relaxed. McCoy had once called him the best First
Officer in the Fleet ahd he ¥new Just whe should take the credit for making him
that,

He could not resist a gwift look over in the direction of Beta Draconis,
invisible of ecourse.in the daytime sky, tut lying just above that clump of trees
to the west now. Tt would be good to see hig bhondbrother again.

He called to Lieslie and set out for the city.

With go much exira work now piling up irn the laboratory and with two patients
to ftend as well, Christine looked forward to a hectic day. She put Morton to
work on the previous day's specimens while she and Colling set up the refining
equipnent,

They were in the middie of a particularly delicate set of calibrations and
adjustments when there was the sound of a muffled wail, 2 heavy thud and a crash
of somsthing breaking in the small bethroom of the unit she shared with Arana.

UTamn it Christine caught the slipping screv just in time, "3dl Bd, can
you go and see what's up with Pat, I can't leave this for a minute or two.®

0. Key On My waY "

He was back in a2 moment looking faintly ewbarrassed. . "She won't let me
help, Dr. Chapel, in fact she got quite hysterical. I must say I can see why...
Look, if you'll clean her up, I'11l go and deal with the hathroom when you've got
her back into hed.®

Chapel sighed, finished what she wag doing and left Collins to it.

Le soon a8 she arrived in the doorway of their dome her nose told her vhat
the trouhle was. Mo, Pat wagn't the sort to want anyone around when she was in
that kind of stete, not even her, but she'd have to put up with thatl She made
her way in.

Pat was doubled over, sobbing half from fury and half from pain and weakness,
ineffectually dabbing at the betraying smears down her legs.

Ciighyis, no, get out. I'11l manage."

shontt he daft,! Christine sald kindly., “You're worn out and you'll never
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get all this cleaned up. Come on.”

Tn a few moments she had Pat clean; dry and nice~to-know again and led her
back to bed. I Morton winked 2t her as he glid uncbirusively in to finish
clearing up. '

45 Christine adjusted the pillows she gaid, "Wext time, if thers is a next
time, give me a yell and I'1ll come running. Here, I've put a draw sheet under
you and some pads. If the worst comes to the worst, just lie there and let it
happen.”

Whrisl® Pet looked first horrified then scared. Woh God, T do feel
dreadful, It's like knives cuitting into me,.."

“ew long has it been like that?®

STL started last night...it got really bad about an hour ago.®
ity didn't you tell me, for goodness' sake?"
47 couldn't -~ you're all so busy and I'm being so much trouble og it is...”

“7ith the result that you were even more trouble,” Christine said gently.
She inspectod the readings, not liking what she saw, suspecting that if they
weren't carveful they'd all be infected before long. She selected a hypo and
pressured the shot in and then handed Pat & drink. "When you've finished that
T'11 leave gcume more with you. You'll need to keep up your fluid intake until
this dies down. Right now, snuggle down and go to sleep if you can.®

Xnowing Morten's usual efficiency she only issued a general reminder on
care &5 she went past him. Sadly, his present unaccustomed lethargy made him
just not guite efficient enough...but it was severaldays hefore she was to
realise this.

ghe peeled hack the handage with professional dexterity and laid it down
with precision. "There, that's the last.”

oh God, she knew her voice was too high, %too bright, too damned pretty-
prettys it always was vhen she really carved, when she wanted to cover the
shaking, shrinking idiot that lived inside her.

The silence was streiching into forever. She bent to look into the soft,
unfocussed blue stars. "Decter? Leonard]®

Waal, L'11 be hawg-tied.® The drawiing southern accent mocked her concern.
"vorzll look plain tuckered out, HMiss Christine.!
X ]

nefence came from an wmexpected quarier. VShe has every right to, Doctor,™
gpock sald soberly. "The last few days have not been easy.”

P

w0, MeCoy nodded. "Where were you most of yesterday, Chrigtine?’

gpock did not appear to have heard him "I am pleased you ars clearly
improving, Doctor. If you will excuse me, I will leave and continue with the
refining."

"Refining?®  MeCoy allowed himself to be sidetracked. PYou've actually
hegunH

"o have little enough to work on as yet. It. Leslie and Lt. Lemli have
taken the gshuttle to search further afield for more specimens. They will return
in btwoe days.®

Watching him go, McCoy said idly, "If T didn't know him better, I'd swear
Fe was trying to duck out of something.”

ghe laughed. "You do know him better and he was., I knew he wouldn't stay

when you asked what I was doing yesterday.® She pulled a fresh steri-pack from
the cupboard and began to dress his hands.
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He fended her off for a moment, inspecting them. "You did a good job,w
Thife would have heen unbearable if I hadn't,.®
50 « just what were you doing yesterday to make Spock shy as a rabbit?w®

“Dealing with Paty; she's very sick, Leonard. Spock insisted on a full
report last night so I gave him the details...snd they're not particularly
prettyl Adcoute intestinal irritation seldom ig.®

Thcutceses? Damn these handsl®

"Yess We need you. Still, you can come with me and look over my shoulder
now ~ I'm not wildly happy about all thig and the tests I've made give the weird-
est results." She straightened up, bustling about to cover her mingled relief
and vorry. When everything was put away she stood by his bed., "Feel up to
getting dressed?® ' o

"you bet T doess.done nothing for three days but sit here growihg corns on
my butt...just get me my clothes, girl.®

 He needed help with the awkwardness of zips and fasteningsy when it was
done she said tentatively, "Leonard - don't go overdoing it. We...we really
do need you too hadly to risk your doing too much too soon.®

Hle looked 2t her properly then, seeing the unmistakeable signg of strain.
Cursing the stupidity that had caused his accident he said, "You've had too much
to carry these last few days, Chris. I'm sorry." Then, knowing sympathy could
well be the last straw he added bracingly, "So come on. Let's see these tests
you'lve botched and stop wasting any more time.?

fven knowing his intention she glared, whisked awasy the one formed tear
and led the way to the lab.

Two deys later they seemed to he still floundering in the dark, bnd it had
started raining again. '

To everycne's distress, Lt. Arana's condition was steadily worsening despite
all ¥McCoy and Chapel could do., Christine had %o make nursing care pretty well
her prime concern, leaving Meloy and Morton to the laboratory work while Spoock
and Collins took over the refining, now going apace.

*That's something at leasi,” McCoy growled over supper, "but how about your
own worlk, Spock??®

¥1 have completed the recordings,™ Spock said. ¥I can work on the trang—
lations when we are back on board if necessary. Refining the TCU~5 must take
priovity.”

MeCoy had o say ii. "Jim was right; you know = the clinical trials weren't
complete, This may all be a total waste of time."

814 may bhe as‘yoﬁ.say?" Spock agreed calmly, "but it can never do haru %o
he preparsd.’ .

MeCoy swiled tiredly. PSometimes yvou're quite a comfort, Spock.® He lifted
his head. #Is that the shutile? They've taken thelr time getting back.?

"Wos, they are late.' Spock gtood up. "Continue your mesl, Noctor. I have
completed nmine and will go and assisgt them.”

Fe waved Collins and Morton back ag well and went out into the rain, Lemli
met hin at the door of the shuttie.

FTtmogorry we're late, sir. We came across a vast patch of the stuff last
thing.” He indicated a large pile of sacks,

"ell done, IMr. Lemli. I will carry them over to the lab. I suggest you
o and get your evening meal,”
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. Leslie grimmed. "We ate on the flight, sir. We were too hungry to wait,
Now all we wanit's a hot shower."

"ery well., T will see you in the morning before you leave again.”

"Eoth Collins and Morton report severe stomach cramps," McCoy said tiredly.
"whatever you do, test thogse two out thoroughly before you let them leave, Spock.
Christine's got her hands full with Pat this wmorning and these damned hands of
mine are worse than useless aiill.”®

The Vulcan nodded agreement. "IT would seem a wise precantion.® He took a
careful note of requirements znd set out.

Leslie tock the news cheerfully but Lemli frowned. "Is there really a risk
of infection, Mr. Spock?"

"Olearly there is every weason to be wary of it, Mr. Temli. It will be as
weil to take no risks until we are quite sure there is no danger. Please wailt
here until I have checked these yesults with Dr. McCoy.™

They nodded, exchanging expregsive glances behind his hack as he left,

MeCoy grunted his relief. "They seem healthy enough anyway. Chrisgih He
raiged his wvoice and went through the lab door.

"Weg, Doctor?' She came to the door across the way.
¥
T thought you saild Lemli was anaemic."
"He wag. Leslie wag the only one whoe showed no signs.”

Mell, he's all right now. Uot a sign of anything wrcong with either of
them. Seems the standard shot was effective." He went back in and said to
Spock, "Let's keep it that way, shall we? T can't see that elther of these two
little honeys is going to do you wuch harms one tagte of that pea-soup in your
veing and they'll be screaming for mercy...sc you'd better be the only one who
hag anything to do with either Leslie or Lemli until my hands get hetter.®

Wery well," Spock took further instructions and did as he was asked.

When dones; he checked the shuttle over with Lemli and discussged plans with
them, "The mapping you have done to date is excellent, ¥Mr. lLeslie. There isg
Just one regtriction from now on - please do not go beyond radic range of the
camp., Should any unforeseen problem arise you will need to be able to make
contact. Report in tonight at 1800 hours ship-time and again tomorrow at 09-00.
Understood?™

YAffirmative, sir.®
ory well.®

As the Vulcan left, Teslie grinned over at his friend. "Just what help
dces he think he's going to need?"

"ot him, idict. TUs."
Hygi

Temli shook his head wonderingly. "I you keel cover with some ghastly
discage, I shall need to know what to do with you," he maid pointedly.

Leglie's eyes widened. "I never thought of that.”

#T wigh T hadn't! Come on, let's go before he asks what's keeping us,.®
? %]

By evening, every muscle in Christine's body seemed to be trembling with
fatigue; she forced herself to eat an unwanted meal knowing that she would
most certainly burst into nolgy and undignified tears 1f she received any lecture
on the sublect from Spock. BShe hardly dared look at herself in the mitTroTre..
it wag days since she's done more than drag a cemb through her hair and clip it
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back tidily. Now that Morton and Collinsg were alsc suffering from the same pain-
ful and demoralising bouts of diarrhcea as Pat Arana, she seemed to have spent
the whole day in clearing up and remaking beds, mopping up and trying tc leok as
though she liked it. Without the sophisticated technoclogy and nursing aids of
the Interprige sickbay, the tasks were unpisasant, to say the least — and if they
ran out of disposable bedding... Vo, she wasn't even going to think of that
possibility. ' _

she laid her fork down. It was no good, she couldn't finish eating, She
pushed back her chair, intending tc dispose of the plate, and gave a sudden,
startled gasp when a hand touched her arm.

My apologies. T did not mean to alarm you. You did not heaxr me when I
spokea.”

T was miles away, VMr. Spock." Teo bright...why can't you act naturally
around him?

You are tired. 1 will take over the care of Mr. Morton and Mr. Collins
tonight.” . .

"Oh -~ butessyour can't." She knew she was blushing.

T asgure you I am perfectly capable of gimple mursing tasks, Doctor., In
any case; your own night is unlikely. to be undisturbed. Miss Arana does not
improve, does she?"

Miosesshela. o™ There was little point in evading the issue with Spock of
all people, "de're not sure she's going to make it."

"T see.” Spock deplored the waste of a young 1ife, in such a needless,
muddled way toos it offended his sense of order and econcmy. At a deeper level,
it just plain burt. "In that case...please stay with her, Christine.®

she wanted to cry. If you really listened to Spock, accepted there were
layers below the surface calm that he would not show to anyone except perkaps
Jzmes Kirk, then his simple words meant far more than a Human's elaborately
semotional reaction,

Respecting hisg reticence, she claimed 2 brevity of her own. "Very well.®

Next morning, Pat Arana died.

Chrigtine rewmained dry—-eyed. She felt leaden inside, almost cold - as
though the long night's caring had stripped her of normal reactions. She per—
formed her duties with sullen preficiency and went tc get a few hours! sleep.

Meloy frowned after her. "She'll have to perform the autopsy, Spock. My
hendg..." He waved them angrily. "It has to bhe done. I have to have gome
BNSWETS e s o™ .

Ypgreed.’  Spock's face showed nothing. "Dr. Chapel is fully capables.."
"Of course she's capablel™ MoCoy snapped. "I'm not questioning her ability...”

1t ig not eagy for medical staff in an enclosed soclety such ag 2 Starship,”
gpock sald quietly. ™A patient is always...someone close."

¥T thought perhaps you wouldn't understand," McCoy said in gruff relief.
"She'll de it, but she'll hate it."

Spock was surprised by the overwhelming surge of relief he experienced when
hoth Lisutenants Leslie and Lemli checked cut healthy again that afternoon. He
emphasised the importance of their keeping consitantly in touch.

Lemli eyed his superior offilcer with concern. "Something's wrong, sir.
What is 1it9¥

"The Apsng is dead.™
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MMeadl!™ The twe young men exchanged horrified glances.
=
1 there snything we ean do?™ ssgked Lesliel.!

T am afraid you way compound our difficulties if you attempt to alleviate
them,™ Spock said soberly. "It will not be easy for you merely to sitand by, I
know, but it must be done." He locked at the piled sacks, mentally assessing
how many hours' work would be involved and deciding it could be managed. ™I
think one more load like this will suffice. Cive plant collection priority over
mapping if necessary, but as far as possible complete both.n

Wes, sir.?

"ind teke adequate rest periode also." He allowed his gaze o vest severely
on each of them and went away through the persistent rain.

Dividing his time between attending to Morton and Colling and the refining
work, he had no time to spare for engquiry into the results of the autopsy until
well into the evening.

MoCoy looked strained. "Considerable lung damage," he said tiredly.
"Tung damageT™ Spock echoed.

¥McCoy nodded. "At a rough guess those coughs we had when we first got here
weren't simply the result of dust frritation... OCh, there was that too, but I
don't like the look of it all fthe same. We'll need a lot more tests.. "

Spock interrupted him ruthlessly, covering his concern at McCoy's white
look. "Are you telling me It. Arana died as & result of damage to her lungs,
rather than the later symptoms?h

lcCoy shook his head., "Fo - but I just have a hupch thisg is wore complicated
than it locks, T need - ¥

You need nothing tonight except sleep," Spock said calmly. Seeing McCoy
wag about to argue, he said, "Doctor, we need you. Tomorrow will do just as well,"

After a few seconds, McCoy glared at him before crumpling into submission.
"You win,® he said tiredly.

Spock assigted him to bed and went to help Christine Chapel with her duties,
not liking her tired and drawn look. He divided his night between the laboratory
and attending to Moriton and Collins.,

The next day followed much the same pattern. Spock noted with concern that
their disposable packs of emergency bedding werc dangerously low. They would be
able to manage without, of course, but it would undoubtedly coupound their
difficulties. e was also, although he did not spesk his concern sloud, increas-
ingly worried about MeCoy and Chapel. #elther of them wsde any complaint, but if
they were not ahout to join the rest of the 'patienis' he would be most surprised
eosand pleased. He was well aware that both Morton and Collins found it embarr-
assing to be tended by him, although neither of them made any overt fuss about it.
If he vas totally heonest;, he would find it singularly humilizting himself under
such trying cenditions. 'Vulcans ars such private people,’ Jim had once said to
him - but it wasn't easy even for a HMuman to surrender dignity in this whole-
hearted Tashion. He was not afraid to admit, either, that he frankly quailed
from the thought of having to assist Dr. Chapel; werely the thought of such
enforced intimacy made him blench,

At midday he went to the laboratory, intending to insist that McCoy and
Chapel take a break and have something to eat, being mildly surprised o find
his intended lecture was unnecessary. Admittedly, they had not attenpted any-~
thing more than a bowl of soup and a roll, but 2t least they were eating. He
got some lunch for himself. '

MeCoy looked up tiredly and nodded towards o sheaf of notes. HIf T keel
over, Spoeck, give that 1little load to M'Benga. There's a lot more work neads to
be done, of course, and it's only a hunch in the first place, but that lung damage
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lecoks damn suspleicus...as though something hatched out in the lungs and made its
way into the bloodstream. That could cause the anaemia we noted if the bacteria
had an affinity for iron. My guess is, there's a second metamorphosis alter it
gets into the liver and kidneys...maybe it'g eliminated at that point and re-
infects its host in contaminated woter or whatever., In its presaent form the
nutrient dependency has -changed from iron to mineral and proteins and 1%'s play-
ing havoc with the sodium and digestive levels, inducing diarrhoea and fluid
imbalance. I'n not 100% certain it's the same bacteria causing all the sympions,
but ag far as T can check it out here with this equipment, that secems toc be the
case.™ Fe glanced briefly at Chris and then at Spock. M"Make her go to bed for
an hour, will you? She won't ligten te wne " '

"I agree," Spock said gravely. "It is an order. DPlease do not zrgue, I
have no desire to have to cope with all the bedding by myself tonight. I still
have a considerable amount of refining to be carried out. Please go and rest
for a couple of hours."

McCoy watched her stiffly retreating back snd shrugged. "The less exhausted
she 18, the better chance she'll have of fighting it. Pat Arsna didn't give in
goon enough., T don't want anyone around here developing a wartyr complex, Spock.”

“hgreed,” Spock said softly. "So please, Bones, go to bed."

A stabblng pain in her abdomen woke Christine from a restless dream of
ceaseless, painful activity. TFor a moment she lay, disorientated and confused by
the thudding pain in her head and the wyriad needles in her gut. Tuckily she .
identifidd the sensations in time to make it to the small bathroom where she sat,
shivering and whimpering, for over half an hour before she dared creep back to
her bed.

By the time it was. fully light, she knew with horrible certainty that sooner
or later she wasn't going to make it sven over that short distance.

wher: Spock appeared in the doorway she vaised herself on one elbow. '"Where's
Dr. Meloy?® Her volce came in a croak from her drying throat.

Honfined to bed.”™ Spock's calm eyes had taken the situstion in already.
tT will fetch you water and medication. FPlease lie gtill,?

"T'm not aiming to go anywhere. " I% was a pretty feehle attempt at humour.
Ixcept the bathroonl™ She pushed back the covers. "Please, go away."

He disappeared ~ to her infinite relief, Uhen she emerged, her bed had
been straightened and a flasgk of water lay on the nightstand along with a couple
of pills. She swallowed them, drank thirstily and lay down.  She spent most of
the momming dozing fitfully in the intervals of dashes to the bathreoom. Inevit-
ably, at last she didn't make it on time.

Spock appeared in the doorway.
"Have you been hovering cut there?" she said furiously.

Wiy arrival was purely fortuitous,;" he answered calmiy.'fﬁao ahd attend to
yourself, T will clear up in here." '

She didn't know whether to laugh or cry when he handed a clean gown though
the door. Trust his observant eyes to have noted she'd need one, and trust his
reticent mouth not to have mentioned it either. She clesned herself up and
stageered hack to bed.

WHow'!s Leonard?®

W0t at 21l well, I'm afraid." Spock pulled the covers over her, "However,
he is more forceful in voilcing his feelings than you are."

“he smiled faintly. "Doctors make lousy patients.n

ipg do ex~nurses and Starship Captains
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“Of courss, Vulcans are perfect.” She achieved just the right note of
tariness.

Y0f course." Was he actually smiling at her? "iry and rest now. I have
placed a glocose drink by your flask of water.®

She nodded sleepily, drifting away inte a troubled and hazy doze.

By late evening she was feeling worse than ever but she gritted her teeth
and swung her legs over the =ide of the bed, deftermined net tc have to call
Spock to help her., Dammitall, he was a Vulcany he shouldn't have to deal with
things like this -~ it wasn't as though he was a Healer.

After one step she knew she wasn't going to make it. Sharp pain shot
through her, crumpling hexr into a ball of agony and forecing her %o her knees.
She tried to ride out the spasm, praying for the briefest of respites, but it
wag not to be. As more pains shot like red=hot knives through her abdomen and
lower hack, she could held on no longer and toppled:forward into a black haze
of pain,. :

o 8he came to to feel herself being lifted and uttered a woan of protest.
She didn't want hin to see her like this, didn't want him fo be involved. &he
wighed she could crawl away somewhere and die quietly without fuss - anything %o
avold the ignowminy of having Spock attend to her,

She would even rather it had been Kirk.

She snelt the tang of antiseptic, Felt the touch of warn water and soft
tewels goothing her skin., She kept her eyes firmly closed, willing the nmowent
to be over.

He dealt with her neatly and efficiently, just as she had shown him with
Morton end Collins, applying soothing cream to her soreness.

At least he didn't chatiery she couldn't have borne any attempt at conver—
gaticn. When he had done, she turned her head away to hide her tears and tried
to be cheerful, Tnevitably, to her own depression, she merely sounded siupidly
schoolgirlish. "How are the others?!

fiMhere 1g a mild improvement in L, Collins'- conditioni however, Mr. Morton
is more seriously incapacitated. Dr. MeCoy is...fretful,.”

She gave a watery giggle. "That has to be the understatement of 21l time,
Mre Spocka.®

Wyen could be right.™ Fie hand touched her temple briefly. I will give
you your shot, recommended by Dir. FeCoy. It will do you good to sleep.?

As sha dozed off, she remembered happily, "The Enterprise is due back
tomornow.

He paused, looking down at her. "Yes. It is.®
BTty glad. This must be dreadful for you.n

Onee more the fingers touched her temple fleetingly. "I have had 4o do
worge things in my time, Chrisiine. Don't be se illogical.®

She went to sleep smiling.

Swock made hig way to the shuttle through a particularly heavy dowapoun
in the carly part of the morning. He found Lesiie and Lemli both up and locking
well, It was not logical to feel such a surge of relief but it would be most
illogical to deny that he experienced it. He tried to tell himself that it was
logical to prefer them to be healthy rather than sick, but he knew, deep ingide
him, that hig reaction was not caused by anything so raticnal as a preference
for health over sickness, nor even by an wndersiandable reluctance o fake on
two more pabients. An inner conviction stated candidly that it was a positive
pleasure to see two smiling and cheerful faces for once, particularly on this
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damply miserzble morning. Illogical, hut nonstheless trus.

What can we do to be most help?" Leslie asked practically. "lake over
mirsing??

inwise,™ Spock said drily, acknewledging a certain sympathy with TLemlits
faintly appalled expressicon. "It seemg I have 2 netural immunity to the condition
which you have not., There 1s no need for anyone elge to put their lives at risk.
Ho - T will thoroughly decontaminate %the laboratory and we will then resite it
at a safe distance. After that, I will leave the rest of the refining to you.
Your efforts at plant collection.have been most effectives T believe we ghall
have sufficient for our purpose.?

Temli locked at him sharply. "The Enterprise ig due back today, sir.
Haven't they been in contact yet?®

"ot yet, ne. There is some subspace interference due to local conditions,
but net enough to account for a breakdown in communication. It scems the
nterprise may be late in arriving.”

This time both young men looked appalled, exchanging a flicker of glances.
Spock did not think it politic to attewpi any mention of his own special link
with thelr Captain, since they had not, as yet, made any formal amnouncement
concerning it, and in addition, at the moment he had no comfort to offer them
from it. The distance separating them wag clearly 2till toc great to give him
anything more than & certainty of Kirk's continued well-being, and while he
might be sure in his own mind that this also meant the FEnterprise was not in any
kind of trouble, he was not prepared tc put anything so illogiecal into words,
even with his new-found ease in coping with 'simple feelinge!.. He szid, mildly,
"It ig not the first time a Starship has been delayed, after all, and at present
there is no cause for alarm. We have a little more knowledge of what we are
dealing with than we had at first and all the indications are that we shall be
guccessiul in tresting the symptoms.? ‘

ot only the symptomg??

Spockts eyebrows tilted in acknowledgement of Lemli's acuity. VAL present
I lack the assistance of bhoth Iir. McCoy and Dr. Chapel in establishing = cuxe,™
he said drily. "Bven your average miracle-worker wmighit find it hard to produce
g result under these conditions and I am merely a Vulecan Science Officer. 3Broad-
spectrum antibiotics are proving helpful in containing the disease, but that is
all. As soon as we can relsy Dr. McCoy's notes to the Tnierprise we ghall stand
a better chance of discovering an effective remedy.”

He left them to prepare for their day's work, gave a guick look~in at his
patients, cleaned up for Morton and made him as comforfzble as possible again,
checked hig condition and gave him a shot according to McCoy's instructions and
went off to the laboratory. Once he had wmade sure it wag stripped of everything
he might need, he sealed its door and set the decontamineticn process going,
gignalling to the two young security men that they could move it to the agreed
site as soon as they were ready. Then he went back to his patients.

YMeCoy was aweke and in some pain, "Dammlt, Spock, I believe you're
enjoying thisl® he roaréd.

Ypock allowed his honest astonishment %o show as he gave hiw a ghot. Do
you not feel your complaint is, perhaps, a little.,.indelicate for my genuine
enjoyment "

MeCoy sighed, "How's Chrig? She can't be too keen on having to be mursed
by you, of all people.”

"She does not find it easy," Spock agreed soberly.

MceCoy eyed him a wmoment, opened his mouth as if to speak and then closed
it again, ,

gpock sat on the side of his bed with an air of resignation. "You had
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Lober soy 1t.T

MeCoy cleared his throat and said gruffly, "Don't be too uptight with her,
Spock. Thig sort of illness is hamiliating enough under normal circumstances,
it's doubly hard for Chris séesing how she,..how she feels about you., If you
can't meet her; say, halfway, she is Jjust going to want Zo crawl away and die of
shame. She'll need...reassurance, to be shown that just because her body's let
her down like this, 1t doesn't mean that ghe's demesned in any way.w

Grock locked at the plastic floor covering. "I do understand, believe me,
Doctor.H

WMoloy's eyes softened., "Yes, I think you do...now! One time you couldn't
have, Though.'™ He lay back against his pillows. "How're you copingth

“adeguately. Supplies should be sufficient.”

MceCGoy frowned. "What do you mean, should be? The Enterprise is due back
’Eodr’,!,y M ®

T fear she will not arrive on time," Spock noted the Deoctor's growing
consternation. %"There is no need for concern, I do not recelve the impression
there ig anything wrong., This will not be the first time a rendezvous has
been delayed.?

“We need more drugs," MeCoy saild savagely. "We'lre all right for now, bhut
we shall be getting steadily weaker. T the interprise takes too long to get
here, she'll bhe too late.®

Wilow long do we have?"

4 few days - less than a weesk for Morton and Colling, I'd guess. Can't
you contbact Jim?w

UT owill do my best., Sleep now, you need to rest.®
MeCoy eved him, "I'm serious, Spock.?

Tt did not occur to wme you might be joking over such a matter,® Spock said
soberly. Phis yelt Jim and I have had no cppertunity to test our link over wvery
great digtances...to do so will undoubtedly be a strain on both of us. T must
make some kind of preparation first, arrangements for Lt.Leslie or Lt. Loazli to
take over the mursing should I become incapacitated.®

ihe bod as that?™ MeCoy was dismayed.

T4 will be as well to be preparsd. CGo back to sleep now, there is no need
for you to be worried at present.h

T like that - just switch off the worry button, eh? Well, 1%t may be easy
for you Vulcans...”" MeCoy let the sarcasm fade avay, acknowledging with a weary
nod that he was well avare it was never easgy for Vulcans either.

wihere is gome local subspace interference,® Spock lied easily. "Sunspot
n g

activity is high at present."™ He knew ¥cCoy vould neither know nor:caxe if it

was 80. 1 will see what can be done to make radio contact first.?

He watched IeCoy's eyes close, guessing that wuch of the doctor's relaxed
look had been put on for hig benefit, and went to make a further check on the
rest of hig patients.

Christine wondered dully whether her nose would ever acclimatise itgelf to
the revol¥ing atmosphere in her cramped living space. She had been lying in
thig state for far too long, but although she knew she only had to call for
Spock to come and help her, she was stupidly reluctant to do so. Better to lie
here in her own filth until she died quietly and without fuss, than to endure
the continued strain of hig impersonal touch. Hazy with the effects of illness,
drugs and emotional stress, her thoughis squirreiled in circular paths, beating
out the illogic of her wishes and needs. She had longed to feel hig hands on
her body, but not like this, she had yearned for closeness but not for this
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unendurable intimacy.

Another knife of pain shot through her belly, interrupting her tongled
thinking and she fought it savagely, clenching her %teeth in layers of bedding
to stifle the whimpers she could not prevent escaping.

Cool air touched her body and she realised the covers had been lifted away.
she had not heard his quiet arrival and now would not lock up, would not meet
hig indifferent gaze. Why couldn't he leave her alone, let her endure this
humiliation in solitude? She knew her body was tensed and unyielding, defiantly
resistant to his hands as he turned and rolled her. She did not want those
coldly competent hands upon her, wanted the soft caresses she'd dreamed of
hated the cold familiarity with which he handled her and yet, if for one second
that touch spilled over into pity her control would break and she would rage and
scream at him for being the only ¢one available when she needed someone.

A light dusting of tale, clean draw-sheet under her, the sound of a snapping
deoderant capsule and the pleasant tang of pine in the aix cutting out her
disgusting stench... He was finished and wouldl soon be gone and then she would
turm on her face and cry as she needed to, sob until there were no more tears
to be weptaee.

Snapped into immobile wigidity she waited out those last few seconds,
desperate for the quiet scund of the door opening and closing behind him. It
never came.

Instead, she felt the unmistakeable sensation of someone gitting beside her
and cpened her eyes with a gasp of surprise as two strong arms lifted her into a
gentle eumbrace. He adjusted her head against nhis shoulder and said guietly,
"Cry all you need to, Christine,n

ol She would not. Could not. But burning drops were already sliding past
her barriered lids. She turned her face, burying it in the smooibness of the
gray uniform shirt and unwillingly, but unable to help it, abandoned herself to
the luxuey of tears.

Tt felt iike hours that she lay against hiwm, accepiing the offered comfort
of his embrace, the warm pressure of his lean body, the soft murmuring of his
decp voice vhile he rocked her. The words didn't matter; in any case as her
sobg slowly subsided she realised she couldn't understand them for he spoke in
Yulcan, a gentle litany of scothing sounds accompanying the tiny rhythmic
movenents, '

Once she had wept herself out her innate honesty would not let her luxuriszte
in hig unexpected accsrtance and she began to pull away, saying in o wmuffled
Voi099 Mow I look even more bterrible.®

@ leaned across to retrieve and hand her a tlssue "T would not describe
your appearance as terrifying, no.m

Blowing her nose fimmly she srieaked a look at hinm and surprisged z definite
twinkle in his eye. Resigned, she said, "All right, what loglcal word would
you ugert

"Blotchy «®

Having expected - even from him - some palliative phrase, she was surprised
into an indignant stare.

e sniled slightly. "That's better.!

e got to his feets; thinking he was about 4o leave, she pulled herself
togetiter and thanked him, but he went to the work-top where her brush lay and
came back with it.

fhe eyed it dubiously, not sure she felt up to the effort required tHo take
out all the tangles there must be in her hair by now, but he did not hand the
brush %0 her,; merely lsid it on the nightstand and bent to slip an arm undar her
shoulders, ralsing her to a more upright position and propping her with pillows.
Then he picked up the brush.
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57 do not promise to be particularly expert at this," he said warningly.

Predictably in someone so neat-fingered, he barely pulled at all and the
gentle strokes were both soothing and calming.

"How d¢id you guess that would help?" she asked.

7 tried putiting myself in your place,™ he said placidly. "Since I very
much dislike to appear...maffled, it scemed to me the same might apply to you
also,?

wpuffled!® The typical understatement half amused, half irritated her. "Here
am T looking like something picked out of chaos and you describe it as ruffled.”

tyerely a matter of degreee, There, is that better?®

fpuch,.” She gave & long sigh of relief. "I feel almost half-Human again.®
Abruptly realising what she had said, she gulped and opened her mouth to render
an apology whon he tilted an eyebrow at her and murmured, "A most admirable and
enviable condition, don't you f£ind?"

suddenly, astonishingly, she was laughing in genuine amagement, knowing that
benanth his bland exterior he was sharing the joke. She had never felt so close
to, nor so comfortable with, him, and as she slid down the bed again her
ignominious illness abruptly lost i®s horroms and she settled almost with a sigh

cf content a8 he left her.

furesing duties temporarily complete, Spock began to prepare himself men-
tally for the effort he must make to contact his bondbrother. Fe had little
doubt that had the need been 2 more personal one, a question of his own death
perhaps, then Jim would already have experienced some disruption to thelr
subliminal awareness, enough to alert him to the notion that his friend could
bhe in trouble. Unfortunately, however altruistically desirable it was to use
their hond for o less selfish reason at present, there was no escaping the fact
that it was not formed for such a rurpose and was not designed to work at a
conscious level except at relatively short distances. Iiven if the reascn for
his inability to make radio contact with the interprise was solely the slight
local interference and the ship was on her way to a rendezvous within thg next
fourteen hours as scheduled, she was still at a distance of some 2 x 10 miles
away, assuming she was approaching at the relatively slow gpeed of warp two. If,
as seemed likely, her passage had for some reason been delayed, she could at this
moment be even as wach as a million times more distent than the comparatively
cosy closeness of a mere twenty-eight light hours. Paradoxically, in order to
reach out into the infinity of space it would be necessary for him to delve deep
within himsgelf, possibly %o a dangerous depth from which he might never be able
to re~energa,

If he only had himself to consider Lis decision would have been simple. o
give up one's 1life for one's friends was not hawd, nor on & less emoticnal level
was it difficul® to prove the logic of the ¢agirability of one tragedy in trade
for gix oy even four deaths, but the true stumbling block lay in the fact that
he would not die if he failed, but would simply live out the rest of his days in
s catatonic condition, unable to respond to any external stimuli. That would be
hard for anyone who wished him well to accept, for his hondbrether... He shied
away from the thought, unsure what it would do to that caring and lively mind
to endure a deliberately induced withdrawal,

He stifled o sigh, avare that such emotion-based decisions were never easy,
tut that even a Vulcan could not reduce the complexities of personal relation—
shipg to simple, logical eguations. All the same, however difficult it might be
he must come to a decision in good time and not dither away precious minutbes in
useless rogrets and wishes. IHe could only move one step at a time, whatever
sction he ultimately took and either way his first step must be to spend somo
time in quiet, preparatory meditation.
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Unce the scheduled hour of arrival had come and gone with no sign of the
Interprise, and further attempts to mske contact by radio proved uscless, he
knew in fact that there was no decision to be made. Helther he nor Jim would
want to trade their pezace of mind for the lives of others, even if they were not
directly responsible as Capiain and First Officer for thoge other lives.

Leaving the cramped 1iving space where he had spent wmost of the night, he
was plezsed to find that it had stopped raining once again. He crogsed the
grags - rapldly drying in z brisk, warm breeze - to the sghuitle and laboralory
where the two uwnaffected Fumans were now camped out.

He explained succincetly that if he failed to appear for any of his twice-
daily checks, they must come and take over the mursing from himg they would
find a full list of instructions in the swall living area.

He saw Lomli frown and open his mouth to question him further and while he
was wondering exactly how fto explain, and indeed how wmuch he could explain,
Leslie laid a silencing hand on his friend'!'s arm.

"Can I speak o you privately, siri®
H0f course, Lieutenant,' Spock said, mildly surprised.

Crossing the grass, Leslie said, "I'm not trying to pry, Mr. Spock, but
isn't whalt you're plamning rather dangeroust™

He could not prevent the lift of his brows. "and precisely what do you
believe I am planmning, Licutenant??

#c contact the Capiain.? Leslie met his eyes, his own grave and concerned.
Blessulls o know that you're bonded; you see, gir.’

Yindeed ¥ Spock came to a2 standstill and said wmildly, *May I enguire how
you leazned of 4479

T overheard the Captain speak to vou one day not long after vou both came
back from Vulcan., He didn't know I was around for one thing, and when he did
see me, lesl.well, it was quite obvious he's no idea he'd been talking alouwd, siz.”

Recalling Jim's initial problems, Spock nodded. He thought he could even
remerher the occasion in guestiony there certainly had been one time when an
attenpted conversation had heen broken off by the aryival of somecone else, He
eyed the young man, waiting for the rest of the explanaiion,

You gee, I knew you were in engineering at the time." Leslie paused and
then ploughed on. "I am gecurity, ¥Mr. Spock., The Captain's health lg...i0port-
ant, I researched Vulcan customs and it seemed the information fitted. After
that, I watched uwntil I was sure of the telepa thio link between you -~ then I
stopﬁed worrying...and I gtopped watching too.!

T gee.’  Spock silently applanded the lieutenant's discreticong mweny Humans
would have found it a tempting Topic for gossip. "We have not planmmed o keep
L o

the matier a gecret once we are morg used to it oursolveq9 but for %h@ noment at
least, I commend you for your handling of the situation.’

Taslie flashed & brief, gratified grin but added,; "It doesn't alter the
fact that what you're hoping to do is dangerous.”

T oam aware of the dangers," Spock told him soberly. YThe conditien of Lt.
Morton in narﬁicula" warrants the rigk. WYe need to contact the Fnterprise as
a2 matter of urgency.

iThat bad??  Leslie's eyes widened, "Jould i% help to have somecone with

you?“

e, Spock's head moved in a decided negative. Oh, there were some he
could have felt sufficiently at ease with to let them witness this, MeCoy for
instance - something within him twisted painfully and he looked avway.

Simple feeling = had he once been so naif as to use that phrase? Feelings
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were geldom gimple and he wag still so inept ot dealing with them and with their
congequences. Thig routine mission had begun so ordinarily, only the inevitable
problens that always bedevilled any such work to deal with, but now the whole
thing was spiralling down inte a nighitmare, moving faster and faster as 1t slid
beyond their control into disaster.

He blinked, wondering how long he'd heen standing there staring at nothing
like an idiot, and turned back to the lientenant. The young face was carefully
neutral and Spock realised his instincitive withdrawal had seemed like a reject~
ion. dHow would Jim have softened the harshness? With a. smile, probably, a
light physicel toudh. He must find a way of his ovn, since the easy ways of
Fumang were not his to command.

SYour of fer is...most thoughtful, Mr. Leslie,” he said guietly, "but I will
find it easier to concentrate if T am zlone. !

The Human's eyes flickered over hig face and then his own stermess relaxed.
fnderstood, sir.?

T weet atbend to the nursing duties first," Spock sald, "so do not expect
to see me rebturn for three hours at leagt.m

BYory well... Take care, Mr. Spock.®

The blurted comment had sounded lame to Leslie's ears, but Spock found it
oddly conforting as he wenl back to camp.

Morton's condition gave him considerable cause for concern and after a brief
consultation with McCoy, lncreased some medication as instructed.

ot that 1t'11 do any good," IMeCoy whispered tiredly when he returned, "but
at least we'll feel we're doing something, How's Christine?"

“She was still sleeping when I locked in. T am going to her now.®

e blue. eyes met his with something of thelr former fire in them. "You
treat her vight, you hear me?™

Without thinking, Spock reached over to take his shoulder in a comforting
clasp. Y1 will, Doctor, I give you my word."

MeCoy was already slipping into 2 light doze again when Spock straightened.

Te dealt with Christine in the sllence that had becowe custowary, pleased
to find her less withdrawn and rigid under the Touch he kept as impersonal as
he could., Once he had made her comforiable, he drew the cover up and stood
looking down at her,

she met his eves calmly, a faintly quizzical look in her own.
g cannot be easy for you,” he sald.

She suwiled, knowing her lips trembled but knowing it was only physical
weakness that made them do so. "It seems ridiculous to go to these lengths to
get to know you better.™

One eyebrow crept up in faint amazement. ™I do not imagine it was an
intentional plan on your part, Dr. Chapel.”

She was too wezk to laugh, but managed a washed-out chuckle. "Hardly. The
big romantic bit was what T always had in mind - moonlight, roses, the whole
scene.”

Unsure of whait she meant, he said nothing at first but then remarked
tentativaly, "Moonlight is...alien to Vulcans.™

She heard his uncertainty and felt a2 rush of tenderness that had nothing
to do with the immature, schoolgirl crush she'd nurtured for far too long.

8T know," she told him placidly., "Spock - if nothing else, at least thie
hags helped wme to grow ups to see you as...just another guy, and a pratty dammed
nice one at that, I guess ['ve embarrassed you in the past, T'm soryy.”
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ind T have been foolishly reserved in your presence,” he said honestly,

"I gave you enough cause,’ she sald. "I feel thoroughly ashamed of myself "

He laid a hand on the cover by her shoulder. So do T. Tet!'Se..call it
quits, shall we?"

The colloguialism made her laugh weakly again, Making a huge effort, she
pulled cne hand cut from under the bedding and held it out to him. "lriends,
Mr. Spock?h

He enveloped the hand in hisg own hot, dry one., "Friends...Christinel®

The little episode warmed him pleasantly as he made his final preparations
for the gigantic mental effort he was about to undertake. There had been all
too few friends in his 1life, none at all until Jim Kirk's acceptance and caring
had breached the barriers carefully set up during his lonely childhood. fhen
McCoy had shown him another way to get close, needling his way through those
defences with the finely barbed remarks that stung because they were based on
truth and made him look at himself with honest eyes -~ and at Humans, 100, S0
that he began to retaliate with his own brand of dry humour which in its turn had
drawn response from others until the Interprise had begun to feel like home,
instead of merely a refuge.

But Human women had always proved a stumbling-block, evoking oo many
reminders of childhcod difficulties, of the buried resentments aszainst his
mother for being different, of the love/hate he had felt for her, the way he
had growm apart from her, unable to tell her of his very real affection..s
Christine, too, in particular, once he had learned of the dreams the cherished
concerning him, had evoked the same repressed anger that his motherts undemanding
love had roused in his formative years and as a result he had been stiff and
umatural, vltra-Vulcon, in her presence. To have found another friend in her
wag & cause for quiet rejeolecing.

Armed with that thought, and his egually pleasant reactions to Lt., fLealie's
loyalty, his mind slipped easily into firsit-level meditation, providing a
tranguil bage for the deeper probe he must now make.

Turned in upon himself, his mind sought out the arceo of thelir bond, hisg
gpecial link with James ¥irk, ond gent the urgent message of their nsed
winging its way along it.

¥irk frowned., "Admiral, I've lef% gcientific and medical teams on Delia
fustrelis 2. They expect to be picked up in eleven days' time. Thig trip you're
proposing will add an extra week to the journey - and present subspacerconditions
preclude our getting any message through to then at this distance.®

For the moment at least he kept his mouth shut over what he thought of using
the IEnterprise asg some kind of superior horse~box.

Westervliet shrugged impatliently. YYou've flown 2 desk yourself, ¥irk, you
know we have to keep the local dignitaries sweet, 8o if the new Covernor of
7ythos wants her brood tzintal wmares shipped in time for her inauguration
ceremondes, then we oblige the lady.”

¥irk had known from the start he was fighting a lost cause. Zythesg occoupied
an excellent strategic position close to the Weutral Zone, its base facilities
were of prime importance o Starfleet and no-one was going to risk offending
the Governor. After all, what posgible harm could come to his crew? Sp long as
the comfonting warmth of the bond-link remained, he knew thai Spock at least was
gafe and sound. Iater on the bond would deepen and allow them more contact than
this sublininal awareness at such great distances, but until they both srew used
to 1t, it was potentially dangerous to increase the level at a wwifbter rate.
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wphe Wnterprisé iz hardly equipned for the handling of bloodsiock,.®

Oune, token protest he would makey it wouldn't do for Westerviiet to get
complacent! e wag only ashomed he could come up with anothing less fecble. Ee
mist be getting old, Years ago he'd surely have found a way to wriggle out of
such unwslicome and ill-timed orders - but then, vears agoe neither the Interprise
ner her crew had carried such presilge and were not in such great demand by
thogse whe wished the social and diplomatic kudes of having travelled aboard the
most famous of all the Starships. The penalties of success could gometimes be
unbearable - he could even begin to sympathise with T'Pring for not wishing %o
be zlilied to o legend,

He grinmned, smotherihs the sigh that longed for release. "Very well,
Admiral, I'11 have engineering prepare a shutitle bay to receive the tzintal.®

Westervliet nodded, hiding a knowing smile imperfectly. %The Governor wilil
be travelling with the animals, of course.' He leaned forward for the exchanrve
of nmascuiine confidences. YJust between usg, she's rumoured to be the hottest
thing in this quadfant.®

Kirk made a pretty good stab at appearing pained, "What are the: ruling
clagsses coming to these days®® A 1little revenge for the indignity hesped willy-
nilly upon the Enterprise would not come amiss. Westervliet's wife was renowmed
for the jealous eye she kept on her husband. He smiled sweetly. ¥I quite
understand you don't speak from experience, of course,"

Hig temporary amusement at the fdmiral's reaction was fading as he made his
way down to the transporter sectiony in its place came a long-familiar tingling
anticipation which he greeted with 2 sense of both pleased and rueful recognit-
ion. Maybe he wasn't getiing quite as old as he'd feared. He, too, had heard
g good deal of the locker-room tallk and speculation regarding the lady in
question, She scunded most...interestingl

Several of the passengers the Tnterprise had brought tc Beta Draccnis 4
had mentioned her name with the same knowing smile Westervliet had worn, and
had. cagerly hoped for the chance of a meeting, adding hurriedly that Zythos
had mich ¢ offer the able entreprensur. If she'd succeeded in charming the
powers—that-be on Beta Draconis 4 into permitting her to import tzintal to
Zythos then she wag clearly a woman of determination and persuagive into the
bargein, Those much-prized aniwals were rarely sold off-planet, and then only
under the most stringent conditions, the intending purchaser being cbliged to
attend in person for in-depth psychological testing, for the animals were hoth
intelligent and empathic and a correct rappert with their prospective ownewr,
esgential to the creatures! well-being, muist be prowerly formed and tried out.
Tt wag rumoured that just once, an off-world tzintal, =old in the early days
following Beta Draconis A's entry into the Federation, had died in lesg than
happy circumstances. As to what had happened to its ownew, the stories varied
considerably in detail, but they all agreed on crne thing, he ~ or she - wasg
most emphatically dead.

Since Governor Dy'liahn was returning ith two brood wares in foal
(certified female of f=spring) and a small guantity of frozen sperm for later
use, it would seem she passed the Draconians' tests with flying: colours.
Guaranteed kind to animals, warm and cutgeing.

Kirk sighed fondly as he materialised, twitching his uniform into place
with a pleasurable sense of good times ahead, promptly checked himself
guiltily and equally promptly relaxed again. It was all wight, he didntt
need te be so careful at the moment, since his bondbrother was not on board
to pick up any stray lustful thoughts. FHe'd migsed Spock's crmpany thege last
eleven days, which was why he'd protested the delay so vigorously of course,
ut it seemed there just might be compensation, provided he had not lost his
old expertise in such matters.

matering the turbolift he directed it to engineering and stared thought-
fully at the lights flicking by as the car moved off. Tt was a hell of a long
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time since he'd even wanted to consider indulging in any sort of affair.
Depressed at the end of his contract marriage to Lori and bitierly aware that
he had made a fatal error in accepting a desk job, he had not been able to
rouse an interest in even the wmost transient of relationships. JHis normally
strong sex-drive had temporarily deserted him, resulting in an oven worse lack
of inner confidence., Fortunately, V'Cer had solved his problem for him, dragg-
ing him out of himself, confronting him with the immediacy and zction he had
missed so desperately. Tqually fortunately, and thanks to the steadying, sus-
taining support of his returned First Officer and Chief Medical Officer, they'd
come through that well and afterwards, he and Spock had gone to Vulcan for a
assigtance in establishing the bond that had already linked them termously
without their knowing. In the few months since then, on the rare occasions
he'd had the smallest stirring of desire, he had swiftly and firmly pushed the
thoughts and sensations aside, not wanting to trouble Spock with his differing, : i
Human needs.

He was beginning to see, though, that he cught to have discussed this
problen with T'Yopa, the Healer who had supervised their bond. However, it was
easy to be wise after the event, and at the time he'd only entertained the idea
vaguely and then dismissed it as unimportant. How he recognised it was his own
embarrassment that had prevented a more open discussion and he regretted its
cmission,

Since thelr return to the Fnterprise he had learned how to hide his
thoughts fwom HSpock to the point where he could constantly maintain o perfect
shield without veluntary effort — but would that shield survive the annihilation
of gexual arousal? Fe didn't know, and was oddly diffident of applying to the
one person around who might be able to tell him, Spock's sexuality was still
very much an unknown quantity and while he'd admitted to Kirk that he was fully
capable of indulging in sexual activity outside pon farr, that did not mean to
say he ever did. Besides that, once Kirk had finally pierced the last barrier
to thelr bond, Spock had as good as shown him it was Kirk's eternal sexuval
restlessness that had driven him back to Valcan four years agos unable %o
comprehend the Human's constant, casual affairs, he had been confused and
dismayed by his own strongly negative reactions. They'd exchanged s few brief
words on the topic since then, but looking back to that first conversation by
the water-hole outside ShiKahr, Spock had not denied the possibility he would
know what was going on should Xirk become involved with a woman - indeed, he
had openly stated that he would be unable to hide the onset of his next pon
farr from his bondbrother.

Kirk did a 1ittle mental arithmetic and breathed a sigh of relief; at
least it seemed that problem would not be with them for & couple of years yet.
It shouldn't be beyond the bounds of possibiliiy for twe grown men to talk the
problem out one of these days. Meantime he had the prospect of a week or so
to himself and all the cld attractions of the chase to oceoupy his wind without
the slightest likelihood of his activities being any embarrassment or trouble
to hig bondbrother,

A small smile curved his lips as he turned the corner into engineering.

Governoy Iiahn Dy'liahn stroked the white, arching neck of the neaver
tzintal and produced the small pilece of hvor for which its soft lips soughit
with quiet, pleading snuffles. The creature took the offered fruit delicately,
closing its long~lashed eyes in an almogt Human expression of mingled apprec-
iation and filirtatiousness.

¥irk exchanged a brief grin with his Chief Engineer. After Scott!s initial
shocked reaction o the suggestion That one of the shuttlebays be converted for
the carrying of livestock rather than machinery, the Ingineer's dour heart had
been slowly but surely won over by the sheer force of the creatures! appeal.
Wot even the inevitable three-day delay in leaving orbit due to bureaucratic
inefficiency had impaired his geniality and readily-sxpressed admiration for
"the wee beasties'.
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Locking at them, it was almost lupossible to believe such fine~boned animals
were originally bred for use in battle, Wt their empathic hond with their rider
made them a perfect steed for a warrior engaged in hand-to-hand combat, and their
fragile appearance wag deceptive. They were capable of bvearing a fully-armoured
man on those narrow shoulders throughout a day's fighting, capable ‘oo of acting
as pack animals at need. More intelligent than a Terran dog, they were greatly
loved and honoured by thelr cwners. :

Liahn Dytliahn certainly loved her new acquisitionhs dearly, and in the
twenty-seven hours since they had come abhoard in their specially designed shuttle
had gpent most of her waking day in their stzll, crcoconing softly over them and
patiently brushing their leng, white pelts.

They occupied her for far too many hours for Kirk's patiencel The Governor
lived up to every admiring comment that had be en made about her appearance,
being slim, long-legged, full-breasted and maturely beautiful -~ all the things
that XKirk appreciated most in a woman - bui even more important was the warmth
and kindliness that surrounded her like an auvra. With a nature like hers, she
could have been ag homely as a dumpling and still have atiracted the same eager
crowd around her.

Wow, glancing gquickly frow her graceful shape to the Chief's gquietly smiling
face, Kirk experienced a sudden pang of doubt. %very time he'd come down here
he seemed to have bumped inte Scotty; was it possible he had a rival in this
chase® Once upcn a time the idea would not have bothered him, it would have
been up to the woman to decide between them, but today he no longer viewed things
in such simple terms. He might be certgin of his own disinclination for
marriage, he could not be sure of Scott's. If the wman was genuinely interested
maybe he should quietly depart and leave him a clear field.

suddenly amused and faintly horrified by the implied arrcgance behind that
thought, be backed off unconsciously, displaylng an uncharacteristic diffidence.

Seeing his Captain move agide, Scott pressed forwvard eagerly, pulling
another hver from the rack overhead.
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Liahn looked up, lsughing happily at his esyerness. "They are enchanting,
aren't they?"

Aye, I've never seen such heauties," Scott agreed.

"o feed themy by all means.” Lishn tossed the brush she'd been wielding
back onto the shelf. "They have an insatiable appetite for hvor and for peiting.
I've been warned not to spoil them when I get them home, but here on the ship
they need a little extra company until they get used to being confined. It does
tend to put rather a frost on getting to know people, though." She flicked a
warm, merry look Kirk's way, inviting him to share her chagrin.

Intercepting the glance; Scott grimned. He wasn't at all surprised to see
Kirk here, and it wase an even bet he'd not come to admire the livestock...well,
not the four-legged kind, anyway.

w1111 be glad to do the chore for jou for a while, Governor,”® he said
cheerfully. "TI'm not on duty for the rest of the day and I've never known an
animal before that was as restful zs a week's shore leave,”

A lot more restful then some of Scotty's shofe leaves, Kirk thcught
privately. Aloud, he said, "Are you guite sure, Scotty?!

S YMAye, sir, I'm sure." Scolt's eyes were definitely twinkling. "Maybe I'll
just read them a page or two from the latest up~date reports we collected
yvesterday. I reckon they'll enjoy that as much as I will,®

Kirk grinned. "In that ¢ase, Commander... Governor, have you found time
to have dinner yett"

“T've not eaten since breakfast, and I'm ravenous," she admitted.
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He!'d intended taking her to the main rec room but 2 look back over his
shoulder as they left the hangar deck made him change his wind. Scott was not
displaying any sign of feeling slighted by Liahn's departure asnd had indeed
produced a blue-covered journal from somewhere, settling himself comfortably on
one end of the piled-up bales of purplish bedding~grass, one hand absently
stroking a pleading, upturned nose, while the steady drone of his voice provided
a soothing background as he read aloud,

Rirk chuckled as the door slid to behind them, "You'll have the most
knowledgeable tzintal in this guadrent by the time you get them home, Any time
you want to know abouit warp engine cirecuitry, just ask one of those two."

U711 be sure to remember," she assured him solemnly.

The warn and - sweet-aswhoney voice sent a tiny thrill through him, He looked
down at her. "We'll have 2 meal in my quarters, shall we? Or would you prefer
to join the rest ¢f the crew in the rec room?"

Tt would be peaceful in your quarters," she said demurely.

She wag delightful company; her wind was as incisive as Spock's and she
had the gsme dry humour, albeit more readily displayed than his friend's.
Beyond that, she was culgoing and feminine, wesponding readily to his expsrt
flirting, and when thelr meal wag over and his Yeomasn had carried the trays
away, she tilted her head at him engquiringly.

“What does that look mean?®" e came round the table and pulled her to her
feet and into his ams,

She gave a tiny choke of wmirth, "You seem to have understood, so why do
you ask®h

iMaybe I need reassurance.”

You? The legendary James T, Kirk?" IFeeling his arms slacken, she sobered.
"Ttn almost as legendary myself, you know," she offered, "and for much the same
reason.

Disconcerted, he studied her face without speaking.

"hon't tell me someone hasn't informed you about my reputation, because I
shan't bhelieve you "

Tonesty compelled him to admit he'd heard of her.

She laughed at him, pulling his arms a little tighter round her, "Thank
goodness Tor that. I went to o great deal of trouble to get that, T'11 have
vou know. 4nd most of it's truel! 0Oh, not the most outrageous stories, but
they e often based on truth, just as all the shocking things one hears you've
dene probably are. Do you mind?"

He quirked an eyebrow towards the sleeping area. "It would be terrible to

waste the opportunity to add to the myths, wouldn't 1t7 Resides, we don't want
to disappeint our public, do we?"

T hate waste,” she agreed.

Two and a half hours later, she emerged from hig hathroom, freshly showered
and dressed again, and came %o the bedside.

Bending down, she kissed the top of his head as he sat up, cross—legged.
Mhe legends don't lie, Jim. You're fantastic. WYe must de this again. T could
almost wigh I didn't have a pair of tzintal to look after so we could spend all
your off-duty time here."

il arrange a tesm of haby-sitters for them...once Scotty gets bored
with finishing their education, that is."

“That would cause a scandal." Her eyes sparkled at him though, daring hinm
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to be serious and -carry the scheme through.

Fe laughed, silently making a few raunchy plans for later on. A pity
Spock wagn'it here to help him.dreanm up some foolproof, watertight scheme for...

He pulled himself up sharply, mentally blushing all the way down to his
curling tres and yanked a robe over his nakedness as he siepped into the work
area to bid her zoodbye. A sudden thought struck himn.

"Are you spending the nights down there with them?®

She looked up, laughing. "Well, the first few, at least. 1 told you =
they get lonely and worried when they're shut up.n

"In that case..." He reviewed his duty rota swiftly, recalling that he was
due for a ncst convenient shift change tomorrow. He grinned happily., "I'T1l see
you arcund.®

®That'll be very pleasant." Flaghing him an engagingly urchin-like smile,
she departed.

Wandering back into his bedroom, Kirk did his best to ignore the rumpled
bed while he sorted out his thoughts. Illogical, the subject of them would say,
but it embarrassed him to be thinking of his bondbrother so soon after,.. And
he really wmust get himself in hand, or before he knew where he was, he'd be
confiding things to Spock that would curl his Vulcan friend's hair., It wasn't
that he felt any shame or rezret on his own account - lord knew he'd confessed
encugh to Bones in the course of a long and varied carser — but he must at least
make Spock understand that it wasn't in hin to remain totally celibate foxr the
reet of hig life. 1In any case, there'd been times in the past when his ability
to charm the oppeosite gex into his bed had been the simplest means fto ensure the
safety of the Mterprise or some of his crew - Deela, for instance. Ho couldn't
guarantee that nothing like that would ever happen again and he didn't for a
moment suppose Spock would want him to make any such promise; after all, they
were only bonded, not married!

Grinning like a maniac at that thought, he tugged his robe off to take a
guick shower, pulling the creased bedding straight with guick, efficient jerks
before dropping the garment onto the cover. This was a fine time to be thinking
ebout matrimony, but on the other hand it was always advisable to know what he
thought and what he wanted out of life, or, even more lwportantly, what he didn't
want, One monumental error of Judsement was encugh: he didn't intend to make
a second purely from lack of self-knowledge.

Standing under the shower he recalled yet again the bitterness that had
flooded hiwm when he realised the part Lori had played: her betrayal had destroyed
any degire he'd ever had to place hig whole trust in one woman, and three years
behind a desk told him beyond guestion that he wasn't ready to settle down.
Besides, his bond with Spock filled the aching loneliness of the past. The quiet,
comfortable presence in his mind. gaveé him an inner peace and assurance of a
companionship that would last their joint lifetimes. When one of the died, it
would he doutly hard for the one left behind, but only a coward would xrefuse
present confort for fear of future pain.

ghould gSpock eventually decide to marry, a Vulcan woman would understand
their bond, comprehending both Its necessity and its rightness; he couid not
expect & Fuman woman to understand thelr deep commitment fto each othesr. Fven
if ghe didntt asctually suspect that such a closeness must imply & physical
relationship between them, their attachment would be deeply threatening to her
own security and that was no basis on which to tyy and build a marriage. XNo,
there was no vay you could begin to explain to a non-telepath the beauty and
almost spiritual quality of a purely mental bond like theirs.

He shocok the water from his hailr vigorously, reaching for a fowel., ije was
getting shockingly introspective these days; MeCoy would soon have snapped
him out of it had he not been away with Spock. It would do him a great deal of
good, mentally and physically, to concentrate what energy he had to spare from



52

mnning kis ship into running after Liahn Dy'!'lidm}

The bales of hedding zrass wers as soft as they looked. Lying bhack, Kirk
said pensively, "I was brought up on a faram.® :

#T thought you seesned at home,"™ she giggled., "What will you do if someone
comes in and catches us, Captain?"

He tummed his head lazily. "I may be crazy hut I haven't completely lost
my senses. I locked the doors Short of a red alert, no—one can get in.Y

She pouted at him, "What, no spice of danger at alle"

“nid you sericusly think there was?" PMildly surprigsed - the idea of being
caught by one of his cwn crew fumbling a passenger in the hay held not the least
attraction for him -~ he propped himsgelf up on one elbow and locked down at her.
L may have something of a reputation, but it isn't for total irresponsibility.n

She held the teasing look for a beat longer and then broke up. “0f course
I knew you'd locked the door, Jim. Vhat do you think I am?"

T was beginning to wonder," he sasid severely and bent his head to hers.
“Is this going to becoms a habii?" she said hopefully when he released her.
“immm. ' Abruptly, a flash of total unease shook him.

His abstracted alr surprised her. "Jim, what's wrong?"

"Wrong? HWothing. Vhy?" The sensation faded as quickly as it had come.

BT'm not sure,” she said slowly. "You leoked...oh, I don't know, as though
vou were suddenly very far away...almost sz though you were listening to someone
elge, W

"Indigestion, I guess," he said lightly, wondering if something were wrong
with Spock. Demn it, he was still so unused to handling this! He sat up slowly,
probing as delicately as he could at the warm corner in his mind. It was rather
like testing an aching tooth with a tongue tip, he thought vazuely. Any moment,
you half expected your hesd to fly apart as a nerve jolted and screamed abuse at
you, He could feel nothing, however, and relaxed again with a small sigh of
reliefl,

"There Lg somethin 2 WIOTIE y isn't there?" She wag sitting un too ey @il’lé’
o k ¥ >
him sympatheiically.

He chewed pensively on his lower lips. "1 don't think so, but it won't do
any harm to try and make sure." He stood up, pulling his tunic back down., "Ifm
gsorry.’ This was a fine way to treat a lady.

ihatt's all right. I'wm sure Starship Captaineg have all kinds of things on
their minds.”™ She held up a hand to be puiled to her feet. "Thanks, Is there
anything I can do?% Her face shcwed her lively curiosity, but she did not give
volce to it.

Grateful for her restraint — he'd feel one hell of a fool trying to explain
- he gave her a swiflt, warm kiss. "Will that do to tide us over for a couple of
days, dl'you think? Tomorrow the Jjunior crew free-fall wrestling finals are on."

Her foce 1lit eagerly. '"Can I come and walich too?"

voutltd be very welcome. I'1l pick you up in your gquarters at 19.00 hours
and escoxrt you dowm to the gym.®

Unlocking the door, he made his way out to the turbo-1lift and up to the
bridge, pleased to recall that Uhura should be on duty herself now. ot that
her second wasn't an efficlent young man, but he'd known Uhura a long time and
wags comfortable with her.

Wielve got no direct contact at 2ll with thet quadrant still, sir," the
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Communications Cfficer said apologetically. "Subspace interference has bheen
cutting communications all through the area as you know, and conditions are
expected to persist for another week or two at least.m

He stood for a moment in silent thought. Unless the landing pariy was
actually trying to make radic contact there was little enough they could do
anyvway; although any incoming message to them would be automatically recorded
and checked for each day, they would not expect to receive any. It was generally
accepted that a landing party was on its own and could, if the very worslt happen~
ed and they were never picked up, survive for many year and even for ever,
should prevailing conditions permit.

Ee probed at the bond again. Damn rules and regulations. Things bad been
known to go horribly wrong before and not even Starfleet's foresightedness could
plan ahead for every contingency. There were just too mary unknowns out there.
One thing at least he could take comfort in, whatever had caused that sudden
feeling of almost panic, he was quite sure there was nothing physically wrong
with Spock. TIf his bondbrother was badly hurt he would know it beyond question,
for the comfortable, perfectly-matched patterning of their bond would bhe disturb-
ed by anything more than a nere minor injury, and at present it was not,

He cought Uhura's sympathetic brown gaze and grinned sheepishly. "This is
what you get for raising ducklings! I didn't realise the mother hen instinét
wag go strong in me.®

"If there's any message, anything at all, you'!ll be the first to know,*
she said,

1% hadn't been necessary for her to wmention what was, after all, standard
practice, but he accepted the offered comfort bhehind the simple words with a
quiet neod and turned to go. g

T s e Cﬂp taini®

Fe turned hack, catching the flare of amusement on her fzce. Fihat iz it,
Unura?h

"Bend down a moment, sir. Ne, turn your head that way. There.” Solemnly
she handed him the object she had removed from his hair.

Tt was a short, purple strand of dried grass. He kept his expression
resolutely neutral. "Uh...thank you, Lisutenant-Conmander."

“Youlre welcome," she told him formally.

Ag he fturned to grasp the control he found she was still watching him
through the 1lift deoorxway and in the second before it closed, she flaghed him a
thoroughly impudent wink,

Chuckling tc himself and feeling less concerned now that the odd sensation
wag fading in hisg memory, he decided to make one of his periodic and unexpected
inspections of his ship., Tt was a Jjob he always had enjoyed; so much so that
when he'd first taken over the Enterprise, he'd realised he must ration himself
severely if he was not to give the crew the impression he didn't trust them.
Hot that it did them any harm to know that, at & pinch, he could do their jobs
ag competently as they could, if not better. In fact, he held a private theory
that that was why Sickbay persconnel got so uppity with Command crew cnce they
had yvou in their clutches, because that was one area Command Training did notb
cover apart from basic first aid which everyone must know. It gave them a sense
of power and.san undue notion of thelr own impertance. He'd oomplalned of it
more than once to Bones, and only received the kind of unsympathetic responss
that he could declare confirmed his suspicions.

Fis lips curved in an uncongecious smile of affection as his feet tock him
through the well-known and long-loved corridors of his ship, & deep inmner content-
ment £illing him at being back out here in space again,; back where he belonged.

Tt was nearly & year now since he'd returned, but the pleagure still sprang
firssh in him from time to time and he weloomcd it gladly when it did, debtermined
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that he would never arain forget the lesson he had learned with such imner pain.

//Soony Spock,/; he promised his bondbrother. #I know we ought to have got
to you the doy after. tomorrow, it we'll only be a week late and in the meantime
I'm having one hell of a geod time here without you.//

Crimning — it wasn't strictly true but the trip was producing its couwpen-—
sations « he finally scught his bed.

Throughout the next couple of days, Kirk was constantly aware that the time
at which the landing party could reasonably have expected their arrival was
passing and his impatience at the loecal subspace interference increased. It
wouldn't be the first time & Starship had been late for such a rendezvous but he
had o private bet with himself that McCoy was already grumbling at their delay.
Bones would never changel! It was good to know that both his friends zot along
go well together thesge days, both of them prepared Ho show him their fondness
for the other and both egually determined not o admit any such thing to each
other. '

MMBenga glanced engquiringly at him as he called in at Sickbay for the
daily report on the second morning. %Something amusing you, Captain?®

STust wondering what Dr. MeCoy will have to say to us when we finally do
arrive to pick them up,”™ he said blandly.

The Doctor laughed. "I imagine it will be generally unprintable., Still,
thig might cheer him un." He slipped a tape out of the desk viewer, tapping it
fondly. "iI've been going through the up-date data we received on Beta Draconis.
The clinical tegte on TCU-5 have been completed and prove positive. The drug
vorks, ™

Yes. that would please NMeCoy. "Good, that's excellent news.” Kirk smiled.
"T think I'1l let you welcome him back on board with it; Doctori®

M'Benga shook his head disapprovingly, a distinct twinkle in his eyes, "It's
a terrible thing to suspect a wman of being a2 moral coward. Surely you aren't
afraid of your own C.M.0.7W

¥irk eyed him severely. ™dcCov's had fthe most terrible effect on you,™ he
told the unrepentant Doctor. "T'1l1l have to have a word with him about the
insuhordination within the Medical Section.”

Avart from this piece of good news, the rest of hig day was full of minor
irritations. ¥e seemed o spend all of it in dealing with the kind of petiy
problemg that plsgue every ship from time to bime, ranging today frem the havec
caused by a blocked valve in the food processing unit to the cutraged sensibil~
ities of & young fnsign crossed in love.

faving finally permitied her to shed a few tears on his august shoulder,
he sent her on her way wearing a wabtery smi’ s and bresthed a heartfelt sigh of
relief. ‘here was nothing like being without both the Fxecubive snd Chiel
Medical Officer to make a Captain realise Just how much work they took off his
hands. In fact, he was beginning to think it was time he encouraged them to
delegate more; working at peak efficiency as they both did, their staffls got
used to geoing to the top and when neilther of them were present, that wecant
their poor overworked Couwmanding Officer! iHe twisted his neck and shoulders,
easing the knots the minor tensions of the day had set in his muscles. Half an
hour with Lishn and those quietly soothing tzintal and he'd feel considerably
better.

Tizhn paused in her careful brushing, "You look exhausted, Jim.©

YT feel it. Throw me over the gspare brush and I'11 do this one. It's
leoking left out.™
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They worked for long minutes in & silence broken only by the soft swishing
of their brushes and the low-piiched, appreciative moans of the tzintal.
Firvkt's lipe twitched. "That noise is peositively indecent.®

She gent him a look of laughing agreement, applying her brush carefully to
the heavy fall of hair down the creature's chest. "Moot for the prudish,
certainly. Had a hectic day?"

“Why do you ask? As a matter of faci, yes, I have,"

Yo had a harrassed look when you walked in here...and I was one of the
people privileged to be present when the dispenser in the rec room went crazy.
1'd never tried skaiting in chocolate sauce before. Travel on a Starship
certainly widens your horizons."

“You ghould have gone along to the galley," he told her. "You could have
gone swimning in casha~juice in there. I've 2 depressing suspicion it'll take
a year before everything stops feeling sticky."

"1 believe you. There, that'll have to do, my lovely. My arm's beginning
to ache and I'm ravenous agzain.” She tossed the brush onto its shelfl and took
a hvoi, breaking it in half and holding a piece out in each hand.

The animal Kirk was brushing trotted over swiftly, tossing a look cover its
shoulder that said, 'Come on, you can brush me while I'w eating, can't you?!

He gave 1t 2 last pat and laid the brush down by Lialhnts. "rhese two are
going to miss this VIP ftreatment.”

"What do you mean¥!

"When you get home you won't have much time once you take up your duties
efficially.®

Where ig always time to do the things you really want to do,” she said
firmly. Ter eyes gleamed up at him naughtily. "Iike last night, if you
remember, after the wresiling finals."

Allowing hig response to gleam right back at her he sald regretfully, "You
can't do without sleep every night, though."

She paused in the decorway. "Didn't you get any sleep at all? ¥No wonder
you looked woxrn out. 4 nice early night - that's what you need today.”

S §

"hat wasnt't vhat T meant," she sald geverely.
Tagntt 4390

Mell,, .maybe,™

She led the - way out.

Sprawled beside her in total relaxa‘t:.ion.9 he was gtill in that far-off
place beyond reality when the first whispering touch came.

//3im, Jim. Please hear me. Jim,//
fie came bolt upright. "Spock?n
ihat i Iiabn rolled sleepily towards him.

srushl  Don't talk = please.” He had to have quiet to concentrate. That
couldn't, surely couldn't, have been Spock. He must have been imagining things,
developing & guilt complex or something equally ridiculous. All the same, he
squeezed his eyes shut, pressing his finger~tips against his temples.

//spock? Did I hear you?// Tentative.

Ag he'!d thought - nothing. He remained poised for a while, slowly relaxing
as his first conviction died., Tt couldn't have been, he was being damned stupid.




fongcious of Iiahn's hand on his arm he ovened hig eyes again and found
hers fixed on hinm rather anxiously.

fave you all right, Jim?"

"Yes. Yeg, IT'm fine. Really."

What happened??

¥0h, Justiz sudden head-pain. It's.,."

//Jim, tthy'la, Please...// Despair and need.
Uiiml Jim, snap out of iti¥

Peripherally aware od something shaking distractingly at his arm, he thrust
it avway angrily. “Don't. I need to concentrate."

"ot what the - '

TOUIET!  Go on, Spock." Unknowingly, he'd alsc vocalised the urgent mental
call,

Liashn stared at him in bewildered diswmay, but the command tone had had its
effect and she kept silent rather uneasily,

//Jim, TFour of the landing party dying. One already dead. Help us, please
come quickly.// Calm Vulecan mind-voice, horribly underiaid with desolation and
open fear,

Contact was getting easier all the time, burning into his mind. //We'll be
on oun way directly.// Calm reassurance.

He snapped on the intercom. "Navigator, lay in a course for Delta
Australis 2.7

There was the briefest of pauses and then Di Falco's voice veplied, "Plotted
and laid in, sir.?

"elmaman, divert to new course, ahead warp 5.V
Hahead warpy 5, gir.™
Tp on the bridge, surprised glances were heing exchanged all round.

the

Dovn: in the Caoviain's quarters, the Governcr of Zythos was glaring at
Captain of the ¥nterprise with an outraged dignity that sat 11l on her dishevelled

state of undress.
Wrim Firlk, what the devil do you think you're doing?
“Just a minmute, Iiahn.™ //Spock, we're on our way.//
& surging relief, contact failing., //Wo wore, Jim, When we are closer...//

Abruptly, contacl was gone and 2 bright, white-hot pain knifed into the
new=horn place now empty inside his head.

g rode it out, swallowing down 2 sudden nausea. Had he gone completely
crazy? Trom the lock on Liahn's face she clearly thought so.

Whatts 2ll this about Delta Australis?” she demanded furiously.

He climbed off the bed, reaching for his robe. "I'm answering a distress
call, Governor, I'm afraid your passage to Zythos will be delayed.”

iNelayed?®  She stared at him in open—mouthed silence then visibly gathered
her thoughis together. YWill vou please explain? What distress call®?

He turned away, needing to collect himself as well and wondering just how
muech he could tell her, how far she'd understand.

ingry at his apparent reluctance she said loudly, "I want an answer,
Captaine. You know guite well that the reason I was offered passage on a Star—
ship was hecause the insuguration ceremony takes place in eight days' time and
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my presence is required there four days previously to recelve my guests.”

"T'm aware of that." Spock's message had had time to sink in now. QOne
crewman already dead... Who? ot Bones! The ples was out before he could
prevent it., Surely if it was, Spock wouvld have said? But there hadn't been
time in that short, blazing contact for more than an extreme need for urgency
to be transmitted. He forced himself ftc calm down and face Lishn with an
agssurance he was far from feeling.,

Do you know Just how many diplomats there will be on Zythos to be offended,
Captaint®

A rueful expression 1it his eyes. "I do undexstand, believe me, Covernor.
However, regulations clearly state that distress calls take precedence in cases
like thig. Tt’s quite reascnable - and anyway, no-one likes to think that
theirs might be the distress call that would get ignored for the sake of
someone'ls ego.n

fiflre you daring to suggest that my ego...?" Tvery muscle of her still-
naked body tensed with her fury.

ven the pounding headache that had come with the ending of the deep mental
contact couldn't spoil his appreciation of her, but he kept his face carefully
neutral.

"o, I'm not, and you know it, Liahn." DMocst politicians at least paid lip-
service o the idea that life was more ilmportant than protocol, personal dignity
or even financial loss. ™A rescue missi on takes precedence over any other call
upon a Starship. Any other.”

hat rescue mission, Captain?” Lishn's eyes were glittering dangerously.
Mhen I inform Starfleet Command 2t your courtmartial that you suddenly shot
out of bed and ordered the ship off on a different course for no apparent reason
I hardly think they're golng to be impressed, Jo you?t® Bﬁ

9T know it looks as though I've gone craszy, but I can explain.®
"Then please do so." She was still gpitting fire at him.

T did get a distress call," he said mildly. "o, you didn't miss it, you
couldn't hear it. MNo-one could, except wme., Tt was my Flrst Officer with the
landing pariy orn Delta Australis. He's a Vulcan,®

"Te that supposed to be an explanation® she demanded coldly.

"lcang are telepaths. Spock and T..." Dammit, he'd known it wouldn't
be eagy to talk about this. PSpock and I have a...well, there's a rather special
link between us that means if the need 1s very great, we can gel in touch.®

#hnt hag to be a lie. Vulecans are touch telepaths.m

She wouldn't believe him becsuse she didn't want teo. Well; he'd ridden out
another's anger before now and he could do so again. He flicked a glance at the
chronometer readout giving the stardate for this sector. Spock would know and
remenber exzcetly when he'd made the contact -~ not for the First time Kirk had
cause To be grateful for that impeccable Vulcan time sense.

STighn, I can prove nothing now. The only other person off-Vulcan who knows
avout this so far is my Chief Medical Gfficer and he's with Spock. Make a note
of the stardate if you want to, and then after we've picked up my crew, ask
Spock exactly what time it was we made contact. It if matches, T have to be
telling the truth,®

fiig caelmness was making an impression on her, even though she heard his
words with continued scepticism. Her rigid pose relaxed but she still stared
gt hin angrily.

SWhat's the fuss about? What's wrong with them?!

8T don't heve details. Just that one crewmember is dead and four dying.”
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"yingy But you said your Chief Medical Officer..." Her voice died away
as ghe reslised the possible significance of what she had just saids, Tt could
be that the dead man was the C.M.0.

“Precisely.”

She could read little in the bleakness of his face and guessed ithat the
mask covered a very deep feeling. "Jim, I'm sorry." Her face bore a rueful
lock. Wiow I don't know whether I want your story to be true or not. If it is,
then I'm veally sorry for what's happened. If not..." She shrugged helplessly.
Mhere won't be any way to cover up what you did.™

"Of course not.® He wasn't really surprised. He knew how the political
mind worked, i%s deviousness and concern with outward appearance. "I give the
orders round here, the ultimate responsibility'smine." ;i smile crept into his
voice over hig immer tension. "I'm quite used to it, you know, and I quite
enjoy it, I've been a Captain long enough.m

#ind have been an Admiral." The remark was out before she could stop it.
She hadn't weant to wake any comment on hisg loss of rank, but it intrigued her
as it did many others who knew of it.

e lavghed easily. "I still am in fact, didn't you know?"
“he stared at him, mouth agspe. "Bt no-one calls you anything but Captain,”

T put Starfleet in gquite a spot when T ingisted on giving up a desk Job
they 'd pushed we into before I was ready. Since there's no 'legal'! way %o demote
an Admiral, short of dismissal, that's technically what I still am., Everyone has
tacitly agreed to forget wy...unfortunate lapse into the higher echelons.®

5Rut. .00t that's unbelievable. Wwhy do you let them treat you like that?®
She spoke sharply, bristling in his defence.

Vaguely disappointed,; somehow he'd thought she would understand it was all
right, that he wanted things the way they were, he sald gently, "I'm gquite
happy, Iiahn.®

She studied him intently, sceing it was frue but not comprehending it at
all, "“Yes, I see you are and it's not my place to interfere, but -~ *

ihere's not the slightest reason to do so. I have what I want." His deep
content with his present life and his bond with Spock were the bedrock of
security beneath the worries and dangers that were inescapably part of that
gsame Life.

WAnd I don't suppose there's any use in my golng and making a fuss on the
bridge either.® Tiahn still hadn't completely bowed to the inevitable.

ig lips twitched involuntarily. "You could try it," he said blandly. "It'd
cause 2 riot.®

¥nowing he was teasing her she frowned angrily. "I'nm not sure I wontt do
it all the same - right now} At least 1it'1ll make your crew realise ['m not
precigely happy about what's golng on.®

Kirvk knew his crew would alsc be puzzled, but that they would obey his
orders come what way. He shook his head, allowing his teasing smile to grow.
Mrou look adorable the way you are, hut just a little informal for the bridge,
dontt you Think?"

She gasped, suddenly aware of her nakedness. "Jim Kirk, FOUsa s YOUs e o™
Solemnly, he took off his robe and handed 1% to her. "Flease, borrow mine."
“ind how many of them will recognise 1t?" she said acidly.

uhey won't be looking at the rohe," he assured her, overlooking the
agpersion on his observance of General Crder 4%(a).

Abruptly, antagonism was gone. "James Kirk," she said helplessly, "you
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The dawning hope on Feloy's face was a reward in itself when Svock gave him
the news the following wmorning.

*the fnterprise on its way... You managed to contact Jim?®

Spock nodded and completed his nursing tasks with neat efficiency.
Paffirmetive. 1 suggest you try and drink as much of thig as you can.® He
supported MeCoy carefully, holding the glass for him,

MeCoy drank, sighing as he was laid down again, "I hate being iike this -
weak ag a damned kitten.®

"Very understandable,” Spock agreed.

“How are the otherg?®

Tooking at the Doctor, Spock knew he was in no condition o be allowed o
fret; egually he knew he would not rest until he received a report on his
patients.

e, Chapel is holding her own very well, not too weakened as yet. Uir.
Colling ig in muech the same condition as you are. PMr. Morton has virtually lost
consciougness. 1 am about to commence intravenous treatment as per your
instructions.™

Yeah.,..” lcCoy's eyes opened again, his eyes searching 8p.ck's face,
*ind you look terrible as well, Spock.h

Spock was unsurprised. Contact with Jim had required a supreme effert and
its ending had left him weak and shaking, unable to move for long, long winutes
and with a newly awakenad headache that threatensd to destroy reassoned thought.
It was still there, controlled now but pounding remcrseiessly away behind his
eves and down the left side of his head, FPressure sesmed %o ease it, but McCoy
would hardly be comforted to see hils avewedly sitoic Vulcan friend holding his
head to relieve pain, It would subside in time, he knew that, Just as he knew
the cause, physical contraction of the bleod vessels during that concentrated,
incredible contact, followed by sxcessive dilation and resulting head pain. He
patted ¥Mcloy's hand in a gesture that sought reassurance as much as offered it.

i7im will be here in a short while, Doctor. T estimate the time will be
sufficient « for all of us.V

By the fellewing morming contact with Jinm had become wonderfully easy and
Spock was absurdly put oudl to find just how far away the Faterprise still was.

//inother two days'.journey?// An astonished echo.

wirk caught the bemused aurz of stupefaction behind the repetition and was
promptly concerned. It was not like Spock to fall down on any calculations of
times and distances and he said so.

Catching the note of worry in his turn, Spock hastened to explain, / four
initial distance from each other was greater then I thought possible.// Awe and
wonder. //¥e must discuss this, $'hy'la, but not now. The situation here is
still grave, however I believe you will arrive in time., ILt. Morton causes us
the grestest concern.//

//ind Bovies?// Affection and foreboding.
/ /Grows hourly more impatient and irritable now he knows you are coming.//
Amasement tinged with relief.

A warm mind-chuckle told Spock that his bondbrother fully undersiood. Iow
that rescue was possible, that lives might not be lost after all, Mcloy could
safely retreat behind the wall of gruff irascibility that hid his own affection
as securely ag Spock's Vvlcan mask did his.
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Kizk spent an hour or two that day relaying messages from McCoy to M'Benga,
dictating copious notes on the problem the Mmterprise would have to deal with
once she aryived. With Spock's rursing duties still claiming much of his
attention, there was 1ittle time for any more personal contact.

Svock was mildly pleased. Without any subsequent sense of shock or sup-
vrise, during their initial contact he had unintenticnally touched on Kirk's
memories of his all-toc-recent liaison; indeed, he was beginning to suspect
that only such total physical and wmental relaxation on Jim's part had made the
contact possivle at all. Of course, he had swiftly retreated, loth to make hig
presence felt and cause Xirk any embarrassment —~ but shielding was difficult at
present with so much on his mind and he knew that 1f there was time for them to
indulge in the deeply satisfying comfort of ealh other's mental presence then
he would inevitably give his knowledge away. There would be a chance later for
full explanations, mutval acceptance and understanding; for now the soonest

possible treatuent for the sick members of the landiug party was paramount.

The notes McCoy had made on his investigations up %o the moment of his cwn
collapse were invaluable. Tven restricted as he was by the purely secondhand
information, without access to slides and gpecimens, ¥'Benga was able to make
some preparations towards treatment that could commence directly upon arrival,

M

and to make a start at least on a fuller diagnosis leading to a definite cure.

The pick-up was naturally low-key, the strictest of guarantine precautions
had to be ohserved and never was the retrieval of a landing party attended by so
mach attention to the details of standard gterilisation and decontamination
routines. Hot that the Tnterprise crew was venowned for carelessness, but
checks, double checks and triple checks were the norm on this occasiocn.

Lieutenants Leslie and Lemli grinned in open relief throughout the entire
debriefing session, squirming in mild discomfort at Spock's quiet praise of
their conduct dvring the mission.

“ule didntt do anything, siv," Leslie said uncomfortably. "Just got on with
OWL WOXKS"

vvou didn't compound Mr. Spock's problems by trying to be too much of a
help, Mr. Leslie," Kirk summed up succinetly. "Sitting on the sidelines vhen
every instinet yells at you to pitch inand assist is damnably difficult.”

Precisely .  Spock acknowledged the Captain's percipience with a quiet nod,

wirk digmissed the pair of them and looked over the briefing-room table at
hig friend. "Ig there anything else??

7 will have a full report prepared on my work with the inscriptions,”
Spock said, collecting scattered tapes and records together., ™I regret the work
was not completed earxrlier, as it should have been.”

iYou might have had a few other things on your mind." Kirk quoted a once-
proffered and refused excuse, deadpan.

This time Spock was prepared to conced the possibility. "There is one
other thing, Jim."

the iaformal use of his name bold Kirk that this was a more private matter.
e avched a questioning eyebrow Spock's way. "whatts that?”

ATt. Leslie is aware of our bonding.”

Seeing ¥irk's instinctive diswmay and startlement, Spock permitted a small
smile to “ouch his mouth. "I did not give us away, Jim," he said swmoothly.
"You are the culprit there, I am afraid.”

0y amv¥ Kirk protested in surprise., "I haven't said a word to anyone..."

wont that is precisely what you did do." Spock was experiencing a wmild
sense of enjoyment., Tt wasn't often one caught the Captain out in any way.

-

" overheard you speaking aloud to me one day when he knew T was in a different
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section of the ship. As a good security officer he made discreet investigzations
until he was convinced of his Captain's continued health and sanity. I believe
he picced the evidenee together very neatly.n

"Health and sanity, indeed." Kirk was grinning, remembering those early
difficulties. "I guess I must have looked four kinds of fool chattering avay
to myself.™ ' :

"It must have been quite worrying for him, indeed,™ Spock agreed blandly.
"I have expressed our gratitude for his discretion, but all the Samce..”

Kirk inclined his head, hiz smile fading. "It is high time we owned up, "
he agreed. "If we don't do it soon, folk are going to start thinking there's a
good deal more that we're not admitting when we do get around to explaining. !
He paused briefly, wondering in faint embarrassment whether Spock would under~
stand what he meant cv» if he was going to have o put it into blunt words. To
his relief, Spock made no open comment, merely agrseing with his bondbrother's
suggestion,

HJe did however add, "Once Dr. McCoy is completely recovered way be a
convernient time to make some announcement.!

Kirk goave vent to a wicked chuckle, quickly wiping the grin off his face
1o eye Spock sapientiy. “What you mean," he said, translating freely, "is tr=t
1f McCoy is around, you can probably dodge the issue altogether by referring 211
enquiries, pertinent or impertinent, to him.©

Spock kept hig face bland. "I believe that is what, in essence, I did say.
I used the term 'convenient' quite intentionally, I asgsure you. PRut T would
like %o welieve your mind of an apparent misapprehension, Captain. Wo-one
aboard this ghip - no-one under the rank of (oumander, that is ~ ever addressed
impertinent enguiries to me.®

firk's inmer amusement had been steadily growing to alarming proportions,
How he could contain it no further and broke out into a hearty guffaw that
almost startled him, It was funny, yes, but it wasn't so damned funny as all
that., e was even more startled to find that Spock's face bore a most
uncharacteristic grin while his body was shaken by tiny, rhythmic spasus.

Good Godh Was it possible Spock was actually laughing? His delight at the
prospect seemed cut of all proportion to the likelihood and a thread of concern
cooled his initial impulse to walk round the table and hug his friend fervently.
He had geen Spock laugh before, of course, but only ever under the influence of
gome externsl factor, and while he knew that these days, since that fantastic
mind-link with V'Ger, Spock was of choice more open and ready to accept, or even
act upon, his emotional impulses, that surely did not include giggling like a
nine-yecar-old at his own fairly feeble joke.

Bringing himgelf under control he was about to question Spock when the
intercom broke in, demanding him.

Snapping it on, he said shortly, "what is it, Uhura®™

iGovernrr Dy'lishn wishes to speak with you at your esrliest convenience,
Captain.®

In the flurry of picking up the landing party, Kirk had quite forgotiten to
reagsure Liahn that they were already on course for Zythes cnce again., He
hadn't reslly had time to do more than wave at Bones, either. Sickbay first -
and then a few minutes (or longer) with the tzintal and Tishn.

"Please assure the Governor we are safely back on our original course and
at maximum speed, Lieutenant-Commander. I have one or two things to atitend to,
but later I shall be pleased bo assist with the care of the tzintal as ususl,®

"Wary welly, Captain. I will pass your message on. Rridge out.w

Uhura's tone was pointedly demure. Xirk smothered a grin and turned his
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attention back to Spock, startled tc find him pressing his fingers firmly
against his temple.

"Headache, Spock®™ he demanded sympathetically. It was a chronic condition
with him these days ag well,

41 can contrel it." Spock was giving nothing away at present. 91T there
ig nothing else, Jim..."

o, You go and get your head downsy you look all in. It must have been
a2 rough time."

spock nodded tightly and got to his feet,

£8 his Mrst O0fficer went out of the door, Xirk said, "And I don't want to
gsee you again in under eighteen hours. I want you to have a proper rast.
Understood?®

Hiinderstood.

If the truth were known, Spock was 21l but dropping where he stood, Only
pride and & determination not to worry Kirk unless it was absolutely necessary
kept him upright.

Back in his quarters, Spock stripped off, folded his clothes with legs than
his usual care, tock 2 quick sonic shower and made for the haven of his bed.

The paraphernalia of intensive 1life support was always dehumanising to the
layman's eye ~ never more 80 than when the patient wag a friend, and into the
hargain the one man you trusted above all others when your own body let you down.

Kirk stood for several minutes, simply staring down atb McCoy's h rrifyingly
inert and wasted form, so intent on his thoughts that he did not hear l.'Benga's
approach. The sghockingly normal voice made him jump.

"He'll be all right, Captain. Thanks ito the data ¥Mr. Spock relayed to you
we were able to pilnpoint precisely the crganism involved, both in its coriginal
and metamorphosed forms. By tomorrow we'll have all of them - even Td DMoxrton -
gitting up and taking notice...in plenty of time for Ieonard to tell me exactly
where and how I'm going about it all wrong."

Kirk managed & smile, knowing that he was being joliied cut of worrying
unduly, but aware alsc that M'Benga would not attempt to imbue him with a false
optimism. Fqually, he knew that most doctors tended to be initially optimistic
when faced with the unknown. Without that innate blend of optimism and compass—
ion they'd have turmed %o something more concrete as a profession.

"hen's he likely to wake up?V

"ot for some hours. He's heavily sedated. T'11 let you know as gcon as
he does = he's bound to want to see you. He was a little concerned about the
effect such prolonged telepathic contact must have had on you."

Kirk nodded thoughtfully., It had occurred ic him on the way down here that
something of his and Spock's rather (by Human standards) bimarre mental closeness
must have leaked out through that superbly efficient, totally unguantifiable
communications system, the ship's grapevine. He'd made no attempt at disguise
with M'Rer+a, McCoy's junior knew a fair bit about Vulcans, had interned on a
Vulcan wara, which was why McCoy had pulled various strings to get him posted
to the interprise in the First place all those years ago. He knew M'Ber.a
wouldn't gogsivn, nor any of the senior medical staff, but there was no way you
could keep such a thing secret when you took no specific precautions to do so.
gince the basic fact of there being some link between the two of them that
could function even when subspace communications were totally cut was now
generally known, there were plenty of people on board who could add up all the
known facts about Vulcan mental technigues and come up with an answer. He wasn't
unduly concerned about those who could add two and two together and make four
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out of it. It was those more imeginative souls who might come wp with five or
even more as an answer who worried him., It was only fair %o ¢pock's Vulean (and
for that read highly reticent!) attitude to such attitudes that the plain,
unvarnished and - to an outsider - wildly dull truth be fully understood.

Coming to & decision he said, "Well, T've heen having headaches like there
wag no- tomorrow but from what I gathered frem Spock, that isn't all that uwmsual,"

Certainiy the Vulcan had looked to have.the wmother and father of all head-
aches when he'd sent him off to get scme rest just now. Swmiling ~ he didn't
want ¥M'Bengs Tussing over him unnecessarily - he added, "Apart from that I feel
fine. Spock and I were bonded last time we were on Vulcan, you know. It's been
long encugh for us hoth to get used to it - but you know Mcloy. Never happy
unless he's worrying."

Hoping ¥M'Benga would gather from his tone and his calmness that becoming
bhonded to your Vulcan First Officer was an everyday occurrence that might
happen 4o anybody he decided to leave it like that for now., In a day or two,
another few quiet words dropred at some appropriate time before the right
audience would provide encugh informaticn for everycne to find out for them-
gelves. A general attitude of '0h, I thought everybody knew about that! seemed
to be the most desirable to create - a suggestion of mild surprise that anyone
should find anything so ordinary and commonplace (for Vulcans!) worthy of
comment,

yith a last look at McCoy's white but peaceful face, he left 3Jickbay and
made Ffor the tezintal's stall down by the hangar deck. He had a strong feeling
theyt!d be good for thig persistent and ammoying headacho,

Yaving grocmed first one, then the other, for twenty minutes he found he
was right, the pain slowly but surely subsiding to a minor, bearable discomfort.
He greeted Liahn's arrival with open pleasure.

T gorry not to have seen you all day."

“hat's all right." She took up a brush. "I guessed it must be pretty
hectic for you. How is everyone?®

"hecovering nicely." This was not the moment to mention the young lieutenant
back there in her lonely grave. Avoidable deaths like that, the needless
annihilation of the young and untried, always hurt, no matter how often you
encountered them. The day it stopped hurting, the day you came to terms with
it, acknowledged acceptance, would be the day you siarted to be dangerous in
the centre seat. Any vperson who could talk about an acceptable level of mortallty
in any situation was a person Kirk distrusted to the very depths of hig soul.
Death hurt - and it was right that it should - but it was not necessary to
inflict the hurt on those net involved.

The tzintal wuffled gently under his hands, turning her mobile neck o
nuzzle 2t him softly, gazing up at him with liquid eyes that offered comfort and
understanding., Fig hands faltered in their steady brushing and a wave of sorrow
hit him like o physical blow.

Hearing the tzintal's hollow low of distress, Liahn cast her brush care-
lessly aside and came over to him, folding him i1 arms that were at once
maternal and enticing. Dropping his own brush, Kirk drew her close, burying
himself in her sympathy and care, taking comfort from her there in the purple
shadows of the piled “edding grass,

Mext norning MeCoy was awake and clearly much perkier. Kirk locked over
the foot of +the bed at him.

W, ¥M'Benga, vou were quite right," he said severely, having arrived in
time to hear a pithily expressed comment from McCoy on the proposed course of
Further treatment. "Cantankerous, curmudgeonly, ungrateful... WNo, Bones, he

didn't say any of those things, I just didl T gather you're faeling better.®
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"y Lot better,! MeCoy agreed.

"Good = then just keep on doing what the doctor tells you, Doctor, and
you'll be fine. And whai's making you frown like that now?"

“Have you got a headache®™ Feloy asked him.

¥irk couldn't prevent a smile. HMeCoy would be worrying about other people's
health when he was knocking on heaven's gate himself. ™ A minor one,"™ he lied.
"Mothing for you to leose sleep over."

McCoy was not fooled. He knew the possible dangers that existed within the
bond his fwo friends shared., T'Yana, the head of the Mental ¥Healing Academy in
ShiKashr, had been careful to explain all she could to him during their initiatory
melds,; which had been made under her supervision. An attempt at contact made at
such a distance so comparztively soon after the bhond's formaticn could send the
paxrtner invelved toc deeply inte his own mind, sc deeply that he could nsver
retrace his steps. T'Yana had described 1t as being like falling into the
gravitational field of a black hole. Once over that crucial, mental 'event!
herizon, *the mind was trapped foxr ever, to be released only by death. Not even
the most skilled mental healer could reach in to help without falling into the
same unending spiral into hie own psyche.

Well, Spock had clearly managed without causing anything so frightful, but
he hadn't liked the perpetual small frown the Vulcan had so uncharacteristically
worn for the next three days and to see it again, reflected on Kirk's face,
heightened his concern considerably.

'Too much, too quickly, too soon,! T'Yana had summed up the other, less
gerious possibility with an uwnVulcan lack of verbosity, adding comfortingly that
since all Vulcans knew the danger of attempting to force a wrapport hefore the
two minds had grown sufficiently attuned to take it, Spock would take no unnecess—
ary risks. Onening the channels of contact that were not yet ready %o be used
caused them to stick open like & damp-swollen door that cannot be forced bhack
intc its frame, so lsaving an srea round the edges through which wind or rain
can leak unhindered. VWhen the mind could not be shielded the potential for
emharrassment - even bebween bondmates ~ was enormous. Retween bondbrothers
like ¥irk and Spock it could cause endless inconvenience...particularly if Kirk
wanted to partake of one of hig wmore riotous varieties of shore~leave.

YeCoy gave a little chuckle at that. If Spock appeared one day with hig
neat cap of hair bristled into stand—up curls everyone would immediately know
that Jim had been up to something outragecus. It was a beauntiful picture and
althicugh it wasn't really a laughing matter, it did undeniably heve its funny
side. He sobered agsin, intending to warn Kirk tc take care, but found the
Captain had slready gone. eCoy closed his eyes, cursing the weakness that
slowed his thought processes as effectively as it slowed his body, and drifted
bhack into sleep.

Tate during second watch that day, Spock finally. emerged from the quiet
privacy of his quarters to take up his duties once again, It was probably too
soon yet for him to have been reassigned to a particular duty roster, but a
gquick word with the Captain would soon sort that ocut... Privately, Spock
snticipated that Jim would exert considersble emotional pressure on him to take
s longer period of rest bhefore resuming duty status - he would respond with
reasoned arguments in the old, familisr way... It was good to be home,

With something dangercusly approaching a smile, Spock walked the few metres
down the corridor tc Kirk's quarters, pausing in mild surprise on seeing a
complete stranger approsching him.e

out of uniform...new crew unaybe, of f duty...possibly a passenger. The mind-
links he had shared with Jim had all been strictly te do with official businesss
he never had got round %o finding out just why the Fnterprise had been so late
in arriving... Abruptly, another memory filled in missing data. Uhura's volce
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breaking into his shocking lapse into open wirth, speaking to the Captain...

As Spock came to a halt his hand lifted in the proper salute. ‘¥Governor
Dy'liahn, I believe.”

She smiled happily back. "And you must of course be Jim's First 0fficer,
Commander Spock. I'm delighted to meet you. Were you looking for him?m A
quick %11t of her head indicated the Captain's quarters.

T was abeout te do sc, yesu "

“Well, you won't find him in there." ghe chuckled. Spock noted in passing
that it was a wost pleasant sound. "This time of day he's usually to be found
down in the shuttlebay with the tzintal. Fe takes over when Mr. Scott hag to
leave to go on waich, T tell them that between the pair of them, they'll spoil
the poor creatures abominably.v

“hnintal.”  Spock did not bother to disguise his interest. ¥e had heard
of the creatures -~ who had not? - but had never heen privileged to see one.

"Yes. I've iwo brood mares., Would you like to come down with me and take
z look at them? I was just on my way there,”

%7 would be most interested.m

Spock fell into step beside her and waited politely for her to precede him
into the turbolift. 4s he directed the car to their destination he found her
eyeing him with an unreadable expression, seemingly compounded of curiocsity,
eagermess and compassion. He raised an eyebrow quizzically in her direction,
wondering if she would proffer an explanation., He found he could term her
answering look nothing more nor less than a grin - one, moreover, that one
might have seen on the face of the veriest urchin.

"I suppose you realise," she said in mock threat,; "that you could just
gtill cause one of the biggest diplometic rows in this quadrant?r

Governor...of Zythos! Of course. The inauguration ceremony must be due
any day now. Spock made polite enguiry of precise times, made the necessary
calculations, and said, "The Fnterprise should arrive four and a half hours
before you are due at the Durbar. How long does the journey from your residence
talkeT"

"inder prevailing conditions, about an hour and a half - there's quite a
procegeion been organised. We go the long way round, not because it's prettier
but so more people can see and be seend"

#That leaves a wmargin of three hours. It should be sufficient, should it
not?w

She made a little face and then laughed. "It all depends on how vain I'm
feeling, Mr. Spock, but we won't go into that.n

Mildly puzzled by her reply but seeing from her manner that she was probably
joking, Spock shrugged mentally and followed her into the shuttle bay.

The flood of pleasure that Kirk felt on seeing her seemed out of 2ll pro-
portion to the unwilling eavesdropper sharing it. Spock did his best to slam
his shields up, but only succeeded in increasing his residual headache to an
uncomforteble level. Kirk gave him a startled look before turning his attention
politely back to the Governor. Abruptly, his sometimes still very naif bondmate
suddenly realised the precise identity of that nebulous feminine presence he had
sensed through their bond. He was inordinately grateful that it was virtually
impossible for him %o blush, even more so when some.of Xirk's memories of last
night here in the shuttle bay surfaced unexpectedly and all too vividly.

. Summoning up every ounce of will-power he owned, Spock controlled his own
desire Lo utter the mental equivalent of a curt reguest for Kirk to tceool it'.
Perhaps he could - once his head had stopped offering to split itself open for
ingpection - raise his own shields adequately and later retrain Jim in how to
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raige hig. With luck, the Captain need never know just how embarrvassingly well-
informed Spock had just heecome about his bondbrother's affairs.,

Tizhn loocked from one man Lo the other, noting the identical ‘frown lines on
each forehead and aware of the empathic tzintals' regtlessness in thelir presence.

C "You two look terrible," shé said crisply. "For goodness sake do something
about it, the pair of you. For ohe thing you're bothering the mares and it
jien't good for them,"

Kirk gave in. The headaches were clearly not going to get better of their
own accord. ¥He gave g rueful look, first at Lishn and then at Spock. FShe's
right, you know."

"Tndeed.” Spock speke stiffly, wondering just how much the woman knew.

Catching the tail end of the thought, and ftoo concerned by his own sudden
notion that Spock was somehow hating the fact of their relaticnship becoming
generally known to realise just how odd it was that he should he able to pilck
up any stray thoughts from such an experienced telepath, Kirk said sympathet-
icelly, "My fault again, I'm afraid, Spock. Iialm was there when you contacted
me. T didn't - couldn't - even try to hide what was going on. T had to divert
the ship, make her late arriving at Zythos... I'm s0orry..."

Spock nearly shook his head tui decided in time that 1t would be unwise,
There was no need for Kirk to offer any apelogy, he had known there would be
some logical sxplanation.

"The Governor is correct, Captain, we should seek some agsistance,™ he
agreed formally. A simple analgesic might be the solution to their preblems if
the pain could be persuaded to subside long enough, and 1f the damage to their
forming bond was not too extensive, he might be able to deal with this himself,
TIf not, it might entail putting themselves into the hands of o Healer., He put
that thought away resolutely. There was no point in worrying Jim unduly at
this stage.

Txcusing themselves, they left for Sickbay.

in the 1ift, Kirk sald abruptly, "These headaches...are they anything
seriousTh

Minlikely," Spock sincerely hoped sc. "A minor rupture has been caused
by the intense mental effort required, that is aill., It will heal in time.”

"Tn time, eh?" Kirk looked at the shuttered face. "It's not like you to
he so non-specific. How long®"

¥Tupossible to be precise.”

Kirk didn't find the curtness particulsrly reassuring elther, btut his
tentative effort to direct s deeper enquiry through thelr bond regulted in a
pain so sharp, an electrically live wire slicing its way into his brain, that
he desisted immedintely.

Htood Godl"™  Without realising it, he i12d clapped both hands to his head
simply to keep it firmly stationary. "That was...that felt like...”

Spock didn't need telling. The huge wave of pain had struck him as well,
tossing him emptily on its currents, whirling him helplessly in the eddies and
finally abandoning him, gasping like a stranded fish, in the shallows,

w7 pelieve," he said, speaking with the utmost care and barely above o
whisper, "it would be better if you did net attempt %o do that again,®

Kirk opened his eyes slowly and unwillingly, realising that the high-speed
drill in his skull had ceased its operations at last, tut reluctant to do any-
thing that might cause it to start up again. A second later, when he'd had
time to drag his mind away from its self-centred precccupation and allow the




56

identity of the voice calllng his name to penetrate, he shot bolt upright, grinn-
ing delightedly.

"Ronesl You're bettepl®

The blue eyes twinkled at him. "Better, yes. Q.%., no, Right now a
gossamey mouge could beat me nine falls outa ten. How're you feeling, and how's
your head holding togethexr?®

Gimgerly, as if approaching an explosive device with a trembler detonastor,
Airk tested the bond. Spock seemed to be asleep. He probed = little deeper.
Mothing, only the fuzzy indistinctness of a dream, a sense of warm comfort, warm
fur benesth his body and the rumble of a huge heart-beat close o his egar -
F-Chaya!l Smiling, Kirk looked up at MeCoy.

"It seems to be all right now., Spock's still asleep, I sce,”
McCoy nodded. "Favesdropping, were you?!

Kirk wasn't going to be drawn like that. "Come on, Bones, you know perfect—
ly well Spock can shield off apything he wants to. I simply can't 'overhear!'
anything I shouldn't."

MeCoy shook his head. "Uh~uh. Mot any moxe, Jim, so be careful.®
ihat do you mean?"

McCoy sat down on the edge of his bed and ook a long, deep breath, "I
guess I'm to blame for all this. One moment's carelessness and there am I, flat
on wy back and blind inte the bargain just when I'm needéd wmost. Because of
that, Spock had to use your bond to yell for help and that's caused a... Well,
the technical terms nearly defeat me, too, I'm a doctor not a cerebral electro—
biologist, but it's as if a door was jammed open and neither of you can get it
closed. Information's bound to leak across between vou, whether you want it to
or not,."

Spock sald something about a minor rupture," Kirk recalled soberly.

It wasn't precisely a minor rupture and MeCoy was pretiy cerisin Spock had
known that all along, but there was no point in worrying Jim unnecessarily. They
might be zoing to find it hard to cope with, despite their natural closeness,
without having to concern themselves at this stage as to whether the 'gap' would
ever closge,

T want the pair of you to see s Vulcan Healer ags scon as possible," he
1Y I g

said. "¥'Benga and I have done our best, but it's a bit like operating in the

dark wearing fur wmittens.”

"Bat the headache's better,¥ protested Kirk.

"For the moment." McCoy cocked & knowing eve at him. "You Jjust iry shield-
ing end see what happens, thatts alll T don't recommend it, T've heen watching
Spock Ty, and if it wmakes him go pale turgqueise Just think what it'1l do to you."

Kirk grimmed crookedly. That seemed to put paid to any tender farewells
with Tiahn - and that reminded him.

“How is our passenger, BonesT Did you get to see her yel?" He knew McCoy
would like her - you could hardly help it.

McCoy followed his Captain's train of thought without difficulty. "She'ls
waiting to see you, Jim. That's why I thought 1'd better have 2 word with you
first, ©She wants to say goodbye.®

toodbyer Kirk was stariled. "what the hell...? what day is it?" How
long had he been unconsclous, for God's sake?

“9067°21%" MeCoy read the flgures off the wall chronometer.
Fhitl She's due on Zythos in four hours. What's our B,T.A,77F

HTyenty minutes. We're shead of schedule. She sald if she couldn't see
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you to be sure and tell you you have a marvellcoug ship and z wonderful crew.”

#7111 see her." He eaught the doctor's admonitory eye. Yihon't worry, IL'll
be perfectly discreet. You can hang arcund and chaperone us 1f you like."

PieCoy snorted as he rose and went to the door. Discreetl That'd be the
daye. How did Jim think he knew about Liahn in the first place if it wesn't for
that good old relisble - gossip. S$till, he supposed you could forgive a man
whold been kept heavily sedated for over sixty hours for being a bit woolly in
hig thinking when he came round. He beckoned the Governor in and left them to
it, He had no intention of playing gooseberry and in any case he could trust
Jim where Spock was concerned. He'd turn himgelf inside out for a friend, just
ag Spock would ~ had!. He brushed a hand across his eyelids, cursing the physical
weakness that still made him shaky and ambled unsteadily into his office.

Lian's smile was wide and motherly. "You look a little better than you
did the lagt time I saw you." '

T feel it. I'd glad we got you here on time after all,.!

S0 am T1M she said expressively. "As 1t is, my last and somewhat dramatic
arrival adds just a little apice to an othetwise very drdinary vecasion. It will
give ug all something to talk about.” -

Oh no. Mot that. Kirk pushed himself upright. "Liahn, please, not 3
word about Spock and me...”

She pouted. M"That's the best bit of the story." She grinned at him and
then relented a2 little. "I you reslly don't want me to say anything I suppoese
71 better not." She couldn't help a new note of speculation in her voice; seeing
the consternation in his eyes. Up to now she hadn't thrught...hadn't even
considered that there might bhe something behind this.

Kirk saw The look she gave him and cursed inwerdly. Bringing hig consider—
able charm into full play he saild, "It's been a bit...painful for both of us.
Well, you saw for yourself. This sort of frzternal link isn't as powerful as
the type bondmates share — " may he be forgiven for a liar, but i1t sounded good -
"hut this strain is going %o persist for a day or two yet. Besides that, we
shall have to give a full report to Starfleet and until then Itm afraid this must
remain totslly confidential. Tor the moment let's just imply that conditions
cleared long enough for Spock to get a mess8ge through.” Well, in essence it was
the truth, although anyone hearing would naturally assume the message had been
received by subspace radio.

She chuckled, "You have = devious mind, James Kirk. It must be why I like
you so much. We'll, I've plenty cf things I like to keep private, sc...” She
bent and kissed him., "I must go. I've two temperamental izintal to look aftex.
If you're ever on Zythos, though, don't forget fo come and see me,"

s!l' won'! -beu

He watched her go, sorry and yet relie =d that she wasn't going to be around
any longer. If what VcCoy said was true then it was just as well she was out of
the way or he'd have had to have embarrassed the hell out of Spock or out of her,
depending on whether he'd gone on seeing her or iried to explain just exactly
why he had to aveid her.

A tiny sensation in his mind told him that Spock was waking. Instinetively,
he froze, bterrified to move or even breathe in case the agony they had shared
bhefore was reawskened. .

//The initial time of pain is past.// Sleepy reassurance.
//hre you quite sure of that®// Leughing end yet tentative.

//T recomnended sedation until the period was complete. It is quite safe
to move.// A gentle mockery.
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Kirk relaxed. Spoek sounded wonderfully normal, gloriously normal. Fvery-
thing must surely be all right.

//In-tine, yes.//
//You heard that?// Doubt and surprise.

//If T em distracted by work or the presence of others around we, I am
unlikely to pick up every stray thought.// Spock sounded amused again. //At
present I am in my quarters and quite alone.//

//% should hope so too.// Outraged virtue.

Kirk was feeling much better. He pushed back the cover., Where was Meloy?
It was high time he got out of here and got back to work.

Kirk very soon realiged that it wasn't going to be easy getting used to
the widewspen link - and if they hadn't intended to let everyone know what they
shared, that would have been too bad. Within twoe hours of going on watch
together the first time, Kirk had shot ocut of the command chair with a muffled
curse, brushing frantically at himself only to discover that it was Spock's lap
a blushing FEneign had cavelessly spilt coffee into.

He brought himsgelf up short, tock a deep dbreath and sald wryly, "Mr. Spock,
if that feels as hot, wet and uncomfortable to you as it does to me, them I'd bhe
glad for both our sakes if you'd go and put on a clean palr of pantg.”

Spock nodded without gpeaking and made for the turbolift.

Firk was going to sit down again while he made up his mind whether he'd die
of embarrassment straight away or do the decent thing and wait until end of
watch, but the sensation of dampness was still uncomfortably real. He gettled
for wandering a little aimlessly, studying readouts snd wmaking checks and fin-
ished up leaning as nonchalantly as he could againsgt Thura's console. He grinned
at her,

i1t's not every day you get a wet lap by proxy. I should have known that
sharing wy head with a Vulcan wouldn't be a bed of roses.m

Uhara looked up at him, grateful for the opening. 4s Chiefl of Communicai-
iong,; she'd long known that there was some way the twoe of them could vass mess—
ages along to each other without benefit of her expertise and she'd quickly
enovgh worked out vhat it must he. Besides which, she'd had a long, cosy goseip
with M'Benga and Chris 2 couple of nights ago when she'd looked in to see how
her friend was doing.

714 will soon revert back to normal," she sald comfortingly, intenticnally
revealing that she knew something was going on. Xirk was realist enough to
assume that there must have been a rare amount of speculation recently. W"It's
bound to bhe difficult for a while yet. "

Kirk stared at her silently, absorbing her comment. Then he gwrinned.
"You'lve heen talking to MeCoy," he sald accusingly. '

"' Bengn, actually = sand Chris.®
"She'll be out of sickbay today, I hear.v
"Yeg. She tells we she had excellent rursing.”

®irk had wondered about that, knewing it couldn't have been easy for Chris
Chapel, not feeling the way she did sbout Spock. If it hadn't been for the
excellence of her work in every direction and her innate dignity in the way she
dealt with the feeling for $pock, he'd long ago have quietly suggested a transfer
to her, for her own sake as much as his friend's. When Spock had left the
interprise for Gol she had plunged herself into work with a gritty detexmination
and her additional qualifications mede her a most valued member of the medical
staff...bul the strain Spock's vresence imposed on her was gtill sometimes all
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tono obvicus, Kirk didn't know what the best solution to the problem was, except
that the relationship she wanted with Spock was simply not the answer,

Pinding Uhura's eyes on him, he realised he'd been leaning on her console
in silent thought for far ioo long. He brought his attention back to the here
and now. YI've no doubt we'll scon learn to cope," he said thoughtfully. "I
supnose 1t'11 make me behave mysell for a bit anyway.”

She gave a wicked 1ittle giggle, quickly covered, said, "What a dresadful
wasteee s 3irl" and then forced her expression inie a chaste neutrality.

He eyed her severely. %I think I'll ignore that, Lieutenant~Commander."
Wery well, sir.”

He stood, took one step away, turned and looked back at her broad smile and
winked. “Thanks for the compliment, though.”

HYoutre welcome, sir.”

Tt was as well that bis crew's acceptance of the odd situation between Kirk
and his First Officer was so calm and rational. Getting used to the permamently
open link was not easy and for a day or two, Kirk was almest in despair.

“Ts this what you went through before I learned to shield?" he demanded
wryly of Spock on the evening of the third day in the privacy of his quarters.
T4ty utter chaos inside my head. Sometimes I don't know which job I'w supposed
to be doing or which way I'm ftrying to go. I wss half-way to the cosmology lab
this morning when T was called to engineering.”

ot guite.  Spock's eyes were unvontedly expressive. "Then, the flow -
though perhaps flood would be an aptér word —~ of information was one way only
and T could block it. Under present circumstances the problems tend to multiply
geong trically

svoutre telling me! Spock...” Xirk tried to keep the doubt out of his
voice even though Spock could see it in his mind, "...are we going to beat this?!

“n time, yes," Spock said comfortingly. MHowever, a visii to 2 mental
¥aaler is to be recommerded when we reach Beta Draconis in nine days' time.m

"Yasha" Kirk pulled a face. "™destervliet will be screaming, of course,
wanting a full report as to why the Governor was late in arriving at Zythos."
His sombre look lightened. #Still, Lishn's done us proud in the report she's
sent in. She left a spare copy for me o look at.®

Spock's curiosity spilled over in spite of his best efforts to contrel it.
So far he had kept a tight grip on the informaticn he had gleaned concerning
their late passenger's relationship with Jim, but this was treading on dengerous
Zround.

the sudden surge of effort caught Kirk's attention and he looked up, saw

gpock's conscious look and groaned aloud. "I can't keep anything from you,
can L7V

Wiot at the moment, no. I am sorry.”

wvou don't have to apologise,” Kirk said pointedly. "You'we not the one
caught with his hand in the cookie jar.m

ayon were not to know this would happen.”

Fiut T oought to have behaved a bit more circumspectly,” Kirk muttered,
resisting 2 tempiation to sguirm with embarvassment.

spock loocked amused and tilted his head, eyeing his hondbrother consider—
ingly, “Most Yulcans would assume that a separation of some hundred light years
was sufficient for mental vprivacy,™ he said thoughtfully. "We could not have
anticipated that our minds would be somewhat volatile when put together.®
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Kirk met his eyes bravely. "I know that in the past wmy...vhn...liaisons
have heen a gource of frouble to you, and I'd hoped to keep things properly
under control, I shouldn't have slipped like that the very firgt chavce I had,®

fardly the first chance,m Spock murmured, recalling the disappointed face
of Helen Johanssen when Kirk had said goodbye to her, not minding that Hirk
would pick up the memory. "“Jim - if you bad not been so...relaxed when I made
contaset with you, I doubt if it would have been pogsible for we to heve done sc.W

Kirk could not help a rather guilty sensation of awed delight., ™You mean
it actuzlly helped?" he said cautiously.

T am certain of ity beyond doubt.®

Kirk breke inito an irrepressible grin. "what a pity I can't tell Bones,
he'd die laughing.®

“T fzil to see why such an effect should be desirable,” Spock said auto-
matically, ignoring the fact that Kirk could sense hig own wry amusement at
the Joke.

“Bones has spent half his time since he first arrived on board warning me
about the dubious benefits of my life~gtyle; and now it's saved his hide for
himl® ¥irk chuckled. "That's too muachi®

ST see no reason why you should not tell him. He is our friend,® Spock
geid guietly. ‘'"Regides which, T am of the impression that he feels somewhat
to blame for our present predicament.®

HYou'lre wight there.” Kirk recalled the conversation he'd had with McCoy
after he'd come round from his long sedation, "He told me that 1f he hadn't
heen careless, you wouldn't have had to contact me.®

“mtrue.”  Spock shock his head., "Ir. Chapel handled things most compet-
ently - as you would exwtect. T do not believe Nr. McCoy would have been able
to do any more had he been available,”

#1111 have a word with him." Kirk couldn't help an immer laugh at his own
expenge, meeting Spock's enguiring thought with, "what does my dignity wmatter
in comparison with a friend's peace of mind?®

Yery little, indeed,"™ Spock agreed, gebting to his feet., *“You ars tired,

Jim,®

ou noticed! -~ I know, you couldn't help it.”

STE does not vequire telepathic contact with you to be aware of it," Spock
gald gently. "You look exhausited. Sleep well, my bendbrother.®

Py the end of the voyage back to Beta Nraconis the two of them had finally
sot thelr heads wnder some kind of individual control. Shiglding was still very
difficult for Spock -~ and impossible for Kirk without considerable help from his
hoadbrother — but at least Kirk couldrnew funciion adequately and without
oceasicnally finding himself unsure which job he had originally set out to do
of the two he was simulitaneously attempting. It was positively restful after
so mrch cheos - even the ordered mind of his favourite Vulcan wes toc much
vorking in tandem with his own. It was frightening to realise thal something
like this might have happened had they not decided to form thelr bond, only then
it would heve been uncontrollable and unalterable. Rven with such a compatible
wind ag Spoclk's, the notion was horrible; this temporary turmeil wag nothing
compered to the potential insanity there. This even had its lighter moments,
such as when both of them had answered questions in precisely the same words at
exactly the same moment, disconcerting thoir asudience mightily and themselves
hardly less sc.

They had avoided company out of working hours for several days, save for
FeCoy, now totally recovered. FHowever, on the last evening before they arrived
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to report to Admiral Westervliet, Kirk felt capable of facing evervone in the
rec roow and went there to have a cup of coffee, and possibly =2 quiet chat with
Dr. Chspel if she was about.

It took only a momentis looking round before he glimpsed her at the far
side nf the woom behind a largish group of chattering junior crew, but apparent-
1y on her own. Kirk collected a coffee and made his way across to her, waving
cheerfully at those who greeted him as he passed.

“May L Join you, Dr. Chapel?®

Christine looked up, smiling, and indicated a free chair. #0Ff course.
2it down, We'll be delighted.®

Ye? Kirk turned to see who occupied the other chair - and found his First
Officer seated there, quietly locking back at him.

//Spock?// A welling astonishment and a disquiet he would have nreferred
to disguise. . . . ‘

spock said nothing, neither aloud nor mentally, but a wave of awnused reass—
urance bled across thelr imperfect shielding. Xirk sat down slowly, trying to
remzin as neutral inwardly as he was outwardly, but after all the long years of
walching Spock carefully aveiding Chris Chapel he could not help being astounded
at finding him seeking out her company after their recent enforced intimacy.

Tt was Christine herself who relieved the temporary awkwardness by the light
and easy way she drew him into thelr conversation, recalling the pleasanter
memories of Delta Australis 25 even the incessant rain seemed amusing in retro-
spact - according to the anecdotes Chris recounted at least.

You make it sound as though it was fun %o be consistently wet, frustrated
end overworked,” Kirk said dxily. It sounds pretty unpleasant to me.®

H0hy, wellsoo¥  8he shrugged, ®'Into each life o 1ittle rain must fall!.®

A Littlel™  The wry comment left Spock's lips with uncharacteristic

enphesis. HDe looked from one surprised face to the other and could not prevent
the threatened smile from actually twitching the corners of his mouth,

“Gver the years,” he said drily, "I have been accused of becoming contamin-
ated by Buman influence. Torgive me if I wake the comment that the reverse
gesms o be true also and that my friends appear suddenly addicted to the Vulecan
passion Tor understatement. It was not a 1ittle rain, Chris, it was = torrential,
unending, unbearable downpour that went on for eleven unending, unbesrable days
with a brief and tantalising respite of only three days' duration. I never
recall being guite so wet and uncowforteble in wy entire 1ife,®

She grinned back feelingly. “Don't be ungrateful, Spock. fhings might
have been a lot worse. You could have been in my place,b

Kirk could feel the wave of gympathy that shock his friend, although it did
not show.

ST would have been glad 1f our positious could have been reversed,” Spock
said soberly.

Christine chuckled. "I guess you mean that -~ now! TIf they had been, you'd
have been an even worse patient then I was.?

Spock looked first at her and then across at Kirk. "I am shockad to have
to admit 1t, but she is quite right. I would not have made things as easy for
her ag sghe did for me v

TLcoking from one to the other of them, Kirk could tell that something good
had happened between them during Dr. Chapel's illness, He was searching his
mind for some suitable comment teo make and suppressing his lively curiosity when
Spock zot to his feet.
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SIf you will both excuse me, T have a few checks to make on the data from
Delta Australis 2. If T may stop by tomorrow morning, Captain, vhen I may have
confirmed my susplcions...?® ‘

“0Ff course. Tound something interesting, have you?
Y1 believe so,; yes. Provided I have made nc major errors, that is.!

Watching him walk away, Kirk said idly, "Spock always reminds me of a cat
when he's wet — you know what I mean?®

Christine gave a little undignified snort of laughter. “Yes, I kuow
exactly what you mean. ¥He sort of sghakes his paws, deesn't het®

Their eyes met in appreciation of the joke and its cause, Kirk found her
expression open and candid, with none of the over—gushing embarrassment of the
past. He smiled at her. "It can't have been eagy for you, having Spock nurse
FOou,n

Tt wasn't exactly easy for him either," she agreed. "It could have been
a totel digaster if he wasn't such a...such a gentleman,®

That summed Spock up, Kirk decided. He was an innately gentle wan.
Tentatively, he said, "It's made things easier hetween wvou, hasn't it

Yer smile deepensd. "I fell ocut of love, if that's whet you mean, Captain.
Thers was no way to keep up the sentimental, romantic bit under the circumstances,m

He saw through the lighit~hearted comment and said seriously., "I'm glad he's
found another friend.®

H¥ou know somethingt”  Christine sounded surprised. "So am IlF

*lad to find that his temporary suspicion of romance in the offing had
arisen after any such possibility seemed definitely in the past, Kirk made some
comment te this effect when Spock came to hisg quarters next day, besring tapes
and records in abundance.

¢atching the sardonic tenor of Spock's reaction he said defensively, ¥I
new you'ld catch what ¥ was thinking anyway. It's better I came straight ocutb
with it.H '

head. TIf T was to concern myself with every female in your path, Captain, I
would have very little time for my work.®

¥irk shoolk with silent laughter and motioned him to a chair at the desk.
Wot delgning to reply he said merely, Y"Have we got to look at a2ll thoser®

“9o =~ only three are directly relevant to what T have teo sayv. 'The rest are
back-up references, to substantiate the hypothesis I have formed.n

Spock's hypotheses had a way of becoming other men's working facts. “Conme
on, then, what's the big discovery?®

ithat the Preservers are directly connected with the inhabitants of Thul,
Captain.®

Hithat will walke 'em sit up and take notice," Kirk said approvingly. YWhat
do you have to base this theory onth

YTndications in the language patterns of both communities, evidenced by
records taken at Thul, Amerind and Delta Australis 2." Spock glipped the tapes
into the viewer, poeinting out the relevant sgections and elaborating on details
where necessary. "Study of the complete records from both Thul and Delts
Australis 2 irdicate a common cultural background at sowme stage.'

"ike the Vulcans and Pomulans share®®
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“Tn some ways, but of an infinitely grester age according to other evidence.
Tt wmay be that the influsence of the Preservers throughout our galsxy is even
srenter than heretofore suspectad.”

£
h

Kirk surveyed the henped tapes, picking un a handful to study the inscript—
iong wade in Spock's neat hand. "You had ftime to do all thig while you were
still yplanet-side" he said in astonishment.

Hardly 211l of it, or I would have been able to wmake wy final report to
you much earlier,”

Knowing the impossibly high standards his First Officer set himself - and
nearly alweys achieved - Kirk made ne comment on the note of self-condemation
behind the remark. VYou and your team are 1o be highly commended,”™ he said
hriskly, Yas are all the landing party. I presume you'll be itching to pass
this lot on to¢ the Archaeoclogical Section as scon as we make planetfall.”

“Tt will be of interest to them, certainly.?

rm. " Kirk pursed his lips, only the crinkling of his eyes betraying his
not-too-serious assessment of the situation. "This, along with the supplies of
TOUR the Interprise is carrying, night just get her ecrring Captain off hisg own
personal hook.?

Spock did not underestimate the power of hureasucracy to make 1life uncom=
fortable for Starshin executive personnel, but ag it was his private opinion
that Tirk was more than a wmatch for any politicisn, however devious-~minded, he
aid not waste ftoo much times in overt sympaithy and left to go about the day's
business Tree of worry.

The Tulcan Healer listened to Spock's concise presentation of their problem,
hig eyes Tlickering keenly over the alwmest legendary couple before him. A1l
Yulcan had been stunned to hear that Spock,; whe had proved himself so wholly
Yulecan by his near-achievement of the arducus disciplines of Xolinahr, had later
entered tThat most desired of all Vulcan conditions, a full bond, =nd with an
Cutworlder at that. He could not help a widening of his eyes when Spock revealed
the digtance over which they had achieved contact at such an early stage.

“How fard® The even veice was tinged with astonishment, perhaps even awe,
Kirk realised, He listened with amusement while Spock recited the figures once
more, 48 precigely as he could, making full allowance for the relative motions

N

of both the Interprise and the planetary body upcen which he had been situated.

Sest r waved these detalls aside as an irrelevance. The thing should rot
have been possible at all but there was no disputing established facts. The
rapoert between these two must be gtrong indeed.

Teking his place begide Speck on the couch placed bafore the complex
instrumentation, Wirk did his best to keep his wore wayward thoughts under control,

Soock noted the mental effort with amusement, recalling Kirk's tension before
their initial weld with T'Yana.

//sti1l scared?// A gentle teasing.

//¥o. Embarrassed.// A flash of resentment tinged the mind-voice. //ihy
is it I'm the one who always gets put on the spot?//

//Doubtless something to do with out differing natures.// TMore than & hint
of smagness.

Kirk'e face would have expressed the wave of wry indignation quite adequately
without the bondlink. e dampened 1t down, concentrating on the busginess at hand.

nfortanetely for both bondbrothers, the deep probing required reawskened the
head-gplitting pain Kirk had optimistically believed to be in the past. When it
finally eased once more, and he could focus adequately on his surroundings, he
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found himzgelf lying, nauseated and giddy, beside & 3pock whose Tace had gons a
most vnnealthy shade of greyish-sage.

“hat hit us?® he demanded faintly, closing his eyes ageinst the brighiness
of the overhead light.

Sester pressured a dose of scmething into Spock's arm, adjusted the hypo and
denlt with fthe Fuman. “There, & simple analgesic to dull the pein, Lie still,
both of you. Tt will take an hour or two for the most distressing symptoms Io
subside and you must remain in darkness, without attempting to move shout, until
T return,:

STt111 be a pleasure,” mititered Kirk, wishing the Healer had not been end-
oWed with gquite such a loud voice. The way things were ai present, he could
practically hear his own hair growing.

He heard the abominable sgueak of soft Vulcan hoots across the polished
floor, the loud click of a closing deoow. The focl had forgotten to tuen out
the light! He risked a guick peek under his eyelids = no, sll was well, the
room was in total, deliciocus darkness. He relaxed as far as he could and let
his wmind wander, aware of the pleasant touch of Spock's hazy mind in his. The
Fulecan was clearly more heavily sedated than he was — he'd probably been under
greater stress, heing the telepath of the pair. Poor devil. He began to doze,
walooming the brief cessation of pain and realising each time he woke that it was
stendily decregsing all the vhile.

(Once he could concentrate on something else he wondered exactly what West-
evvliet would mske of all this. He had a shrewd suspicion there would be raised
eyshrows all round the Thuman section of Starfleet Command now thelr bond had
been dragged right under thelr noses, so to gpeak. et thait it had ever been
any kind of secret; 1t was a registered fact on Vulean, and had heen astutely
usad as propoganda by both T'Pau and Sarek when it suited them. That wouldn't
siop any prurient-minded member of the Staff having his own idens about it,
though. He drifted off into sleep again.

Westervliet read the report for the third time, frowning over the technical
texrms and wishing all over again that the medical profession could use plain
Standard Ingligh Tor what they had to say. If what he undersitood was actuslly
80, these two could be invalusble to the Pederstion in all kinds of weys. He
pressed hisg intercom, demending his secretary send Healer Sester to him at his
earliest convenience.

T
D83

rdly walting for Sester to seat himself, the Admiral ftapned the relevant
deck. Do I understand this report of yours correctly? Can these two genuinely
make Lelepathic contact over insteller distances?®

W oy Call. i

YVegtervliiet's eyes gleamed. "That could be damned useful, you know, I
don't like to think of how many times we have been let dowm by preveiling sub-
spece conditiong. Do all Vulcans have thls ability® why haven't we heard about
heforey You've bheen holding out or us.’t

Sester eyed him gravely. "Vulcans have never tried o0 hide theilr telepathilc
abilities, It is well-known and documented that we are touch telepaths only."

iMati’s not what you say here." Westervliet ftapped the deck again iumpat-—
iently. #This clearly says 'Over a distance exceeding 1%2 light years!. That
hardly sounds within touching distance to me.®

ipetween bonded pairs the effect is totally different,” Sester agreed.

Sihat's just what I'm saying."™ Westervliet locked at the placid face with
touch of annoyance. "Why hasn't such a valuable talent heen wmade available to
%L rfleet? There have been o hundred cases where it would have been helpful to
have two people who could keep in touch and keep us informed as to what's going
o1l ¥
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If anything, Sester's face grew wore hlank. "Are you suggesting, Admiral,
that we Vulcans should use the hondlink for the convenience of Starfleet
Intelligence ™ '

iven a man of Westervliet's comparative ingensitivity could see the Vulean
thought poorly of the notion. "It would be of itremendous potential help,” he
szid defensively. ‘

ixecept to the Vulcans concernsed,” Sester said drily. "admiral, for a
telepath, a close mental relationsghip is an essential pari of life. If you
recall; the ruling on bonded couples is gquite explicit. In the very rare cases
where they do not gerve together, access must be permitted at regular intervals
of B & B9 '

“Bonded couples, yes.® Westervliet brushed that aside. ¥It's always bheen
understood that married couples must be able to spend time together.® Fe stopped
abriptly, a sudden thought rocking him. "Do you mean to say,” he spluttered out
through his shock and incredulity, "that Kirk...that these two men are...that
they...that thig ig a homosexual relationship?"

Sester stiffened visibly. "I mean to tell you nothing of the kind," he
sald repressively. "Such information -~ always supposing I possessged it -~ would
be strictly confidential and no affair of anyone's but the bondmates concerned."

Westervliie® had hardly been listening, he'd been running rapidly over what
1ittle information they had concerning Vulcan customs and the few Vulcans he knew
personally. He frowned worriedly.

“Healer, I'm not trying to prys Just to understand. Such s relationship
isn't against Starfleet regulations, you're well aware of that. I Jjust want to
know what o do for the best in thisg case.®

“leave them together,' ZSester saild succinctly.

Westerviiet could not help a grimace of disappointment. It had seemed such
a bright and superbly simple idea; mayhe it wasn't surprising it wasn't practic-
al after all. "Togethert®

“when a bond has been put under severe strain by such an enforced long-
distance contact, the only way for the 'wound' %o heal satisfactorily is to keep

the pair together and allow the conditien to clear itself naturally by time and
Tpr@xilni t}f . ”

Westerviiet let ocut a quick, gusty breath. "I wish I understood the half
of 1t,7 he complained.

Sester permitted a small smile to cross his lips. Te knew Westervliiet well,
had konown him for many yvears and knew that in spite of occasionzl bhlunders due
to his natural tendency to impetucsity and z gemiinely regretted insensitivity,
the dHuman would never intentionally set out to embarrass anyone. Under the
circumstences, perhaps 1t was better he should be more fully informed in case he

should later offend anyone through his only partial understanding.

fag T said, I can tell you nothing of *he details of the bonding hetween
hetween Capiain Kirk and Commander Spock,” he saild quietly. "In my own case,
Admizral, I have a bendbrother as well as a pariner who is, in Fuman terms, a
wife.®

Stunned a2t being offered such z private piece of information, Yestervliet
Just strred at him for z second or two before menaging to say carefully, ¥ire
Vuleans.. ¥ I mean, is single—gex not...7?"

Sester emitted a very Humanegounding sigh. YIf T may say =o, Admiral, the
famen mind is sivgularly concerned with fthat biological funciion. Single-sex
pairing is of course acceptable within the spirit of IDIC, but not all bonds ar
mating bonds. The mind is of greater importance than the bhody.®

Aware that he had been mildly reprimanded, Westervliet grinned. “Hinety
percent of Humzng have sex on the brain,™ he agreed cheerfully. “ire the Captain
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and his Pirst Officer f£fit for duty?"

“Certainly, I have helped the healing process to commences this has been
painful for them, but once the initial pericd of pain is over - in about another
five hours from now - they will suffer no more ill effects providing they are
not asked to separate for any length of time. They should be warned that any
duty they undertake must keep them together. If possible, they should not allow
more than a very few miles to separate them for a period exceeding three days
for the next six months. After that, they can begin judicious testing, sa
within planetary orbit.n

ito at least it shouldn't hinder their work tco wuch,® Westerviiet said
thanklfully.

“Save for these precautions, it should not hinder it at 51l," Sester agreed.

iGood.” Westervliet nodded with satisfaction. "In that case, there is no-
thing to prevent the Enterprise. being sent to Thul as I had planned.®

Nothing at all, no. In addition, there is a Healer among the survey tean
there who will be able to assist them should it be necessary - not that T antic—
ipate they will have any wore problems now." Sester paused. %7 did not know
you had it in mind to send anyone else to Thul, however. Is something wrong
there, AdnirslTH

"We had a message only today,” Westerviiet said heavily. % They have a
serious problem on thelr hands and requested we should be prepared for a possible
emergency recall, It seems three members of their team have disappeared and =
fourth has undergone some unknown experience which has led to his complete mentsl
breakdown." Noting the Fealer's raised eyebrow, he added, "The description is
Savon's, not mine. I questioned our Communications (fficer myself when I was
gilven the message and was informed that there was no misitake. Fe had double
checked himgelf."

Sestber could not hide his horror; Surak knew the cause was sufficient! Forp
a. Vulcan to suffer in such a way was well-nigh unheard of.

"1 am pleased the Enterprise is available," he said gravely. "This could
be most serioug.?

T didn't like the sound of it myself," Westervliet agreed.

Kirk liked the sound of it even less when it was explained to him, Vulecans
didn't have problems like that -~ at least, he'd never heard of one that had. e
raiged a curious eyebrow in Spock's direction while he addressed the Admiral.

l'm sure you've checked the message wasn't gzarbled in any way.®

Taturally.® Westerviiet couldn't help the toueh of aciditys it was the
obvicusg question te ask, which was why, after 2ll, it had been the first thing
he'd asked himselfl, but after so wany repetitions he was getting tired of hearing
itse "The Tniterprise is ordersd to Thul to offer help if required and to find ocut
Just what's going on. FHowever, I don't need to tell you, Jim, that the Histor-
ical Section is going to tear its collective hair if you have to remove the sure
vey party altogether...especially in view of the preliminary report they'!ve just
handed me of your First O0fficer's findings on Delta Australis 2.9

Fow in hell's name had he found ftime 3o read it? Kirk wondered, realising
helatedly thot more hours had gone by since beamdown than he actually remembered.
That long healing sleep had done wonders for him and it was azlready difficult to
recall how terrible he'd felt heforechand. The lurking pain in Spock's eves waog
fost discppearing, tocs in fact, if he wasn't careful he'd be acting as though
everything was back to normel and start it up all over againg Sester hod warned
him, &pock had warned him, it didn't hurt to warn himself freguently as well,
though - pain like that wasg something he could cheerfully do without, particularly
if the gituation on Thul was to prove unduly complicated. With & Prime Directive
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plonet of vuileancids to worry about there was no one else he could send down in
his olace, even if he wanted to. Tn a way, their present problem would be a
help rather than a hindrance there, for it would prevent Spock from producing
wasting, logical string of arguments ag to why his Ceptain should
remain Sqfely on beoard and let his FMirst 0fficer take all the potential risks.

He caught Spock's eye and grinned, knowing that the Vulcan hrd followed
hig train of thought from the adwonitory look about the sebt mouth,

Wife'll see what we can do," he ncdded to Westerviiet., "We'll be on our way
a8 soon 28 provisioning is complete.®

The Admiral's voice halted him as he made for the door, and he turned back
to find the older man still had something to say but was finding it difficult to
put into words., His heart sank - but then i1t had bheen too much to hape that
their bonding would he accepted quietly end without fuss; even though it was
within Starfleet regs., 1t wasg startlingly unusual ~ unique for a Fuman to be
involved.

After two false .gtarts Westervliet sald ftentatively, "Sester has explained
a little of fthisg...this bond you share. Of course I don't really undersiand
fully, T doubt if any uninvelved nontelepath could,; but he tells me it is greatly
honoured on Vulcan, and in thet case, I congratulate you both,™

Save for one rising brow, Kirk managed to keep his face gquite ag dmmobile
as his imperturbable bondbrother's, contenting himself with a murmuired thank you
and a silent but sincere apology for hig quite different expeciations baged on
nast experience of Westervliet's tact.

Qut in the corridor, he sazid drily, "The Admiral wust be geliing sentimental
in his o0ld age. I thought he'd chew us ocut for bringing Starfleet inte “‘srepute.”

Spock shot him a sidelong lock. "There ig nothing disreputable abouv our
hond, Jim."

irk echuckled., %1 know that and you know that. Westepvliet doesn't know
it, though, and I'd've expected him to lesp to all the wrong conclusions,Y

Hegter has always thought highly of him," Specl said reflectively.
"¥eaning he can't bhe all had in that caset™ Kirk bit back a laugh.

Hot entirely unaware of the Talcan tendency o agsune that Vulcan ideals
and opiniong were somshow superior, Spock's mouth guirked upwards in turn,
e turally,” he said blandly. "Our approval is not easily won, and when it is,
you can bhe sure it is deserved.”

“Tn that case, I'm delighted you approve of me," Kirk murmured provecatively
= hut Spock was not to be drawn.

Beck on board, dMeCoy surveved them, pleased to sse an underlying peace that
had been missing for days. The pain seewmed to be properly under control now, the
causs had even been tackled as well aceording to Sester's reports it was going
to take time, but all in all, the prognosis seemed quite hopeful and waybe he
would soon be able to relax his prasent vig .ance, though even as he thought if,
he wondered at his own temerity in tempting Providence so rashly.
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PART 2

Kirk had liked Savon at their first, brief meeting on Starbase 7y the
leader of the Vulecan survey team had the same gquiet twinkle in his eyes that
spock so often did - and Sarek also - and even when he was clearly worried, as
he was now, his immer serenity shone through his austere mask, providing a steady
focal point for the small group he led.

Four of the Vulcans had withdrawn temporarily from the dwelling in the city
which they were at the moment settled in for study, and had made camp at an ocasis
some miles out and well away from normal trading routes, so that the Enterprise
team could beam down undetected, Thulysn society being slave-based, there was
Little privacy to he found within one's own households what a slave witnessed
did not matter for all the Hu - the fairer-haired, stockier race enslaved by the
Lan - knew their places and were all too well aware of the penalties to be incurred
by disloyalty. Iittle though Vulecans liked the system, they had acquirsd, Savon
reported apoleogetically, three Du servants against their better Judgement, and so
could offer ¥irk no private room for beam—dowm where they could be sure they
would not attract unwanted attention.

Kirk nodded understandingly; he and Spock had also added extra members to
their party within hours of arrival on Thul znd without any intention of doing so.
These things happened, and had to be deslt with. It was no use for an outsider
to state categorically that the man on the spet should have acted in this way or
that, you had to bhe there, experience the problem, know the snags and cope as
best you could. However, since Thul was still a Prime Directive planet, that
regulation tcok precedence over any other need and 80 the Fnterprise team beamed
down to the designated co~ordinates,

Under their present circumstances, Kirk and Spock had to go together, of
course, and somawhsat to Kirk's surprise, MceCoy actively sought permissicn to go
along, despite his long~temm, faithfully maintained offensive against the trans-
porter and his often-professed dislike for hot desert climates.

"Curicus?" Kirk teased him as they made their way along the corrider together,
remembering that McCoy had never seen Thul, having joined the ¥interprige while
Kirk and Spock were doing the preliminary survey. It was sometimes difficult to
remember that he had known Spock those few months longer than McCoys the three
of Them seemed to have been together for ever.

"You don't like to wmiss out on anything, do vyou, Dones?"

"I like to know the sort ~f trouble my patients are likely to get into,®
¥eCoy replied with heavy dignity. "And yes, if you must know, T've always wented
to see this place. You and Spock rabbit on about it long sncugh, one way and
another,® ‘

il'm sorry we've bored you," Kirk said sweetly, taking his place on the
station next to his walting Plrst Officer. "Mnergise, Mr. Kyle."

As planned, McCoy's retort was lost in the whine of transportation,

On materialising, ¥irk looked round swiftly, sniffing deeply at the rememb-
ered acidic scent of the fallen leaves. Behind him, McCoy spluttered, coughing a
little until his lungs grew used to the new odour and he was able to ignore it,

Savon wag walting for them, attended by three other Vulcans, a female and
two males. He introduced them swiftly, first the female, she-who-is-wmy-wife, and
then f{'lana thelr Healer and Sunam, hig bondmate,

Introductions quickly over, Kirk immediately turned to the reason for their
presence. ‘Your sick teammaie," he asked. "How is he nowy"

Savon's mouth tightened. "Zabri still raves, drools like an infant. XNo-one
can reach him, not even S'lana. We have all tried.®

Catching 2 wave of grave concern from Speck, Kirk said, "Surely that's
tremendously dangerous, isn't it, to touch a madman's mind?®™"







70

"It had to be done. It is.,.distressing to us to see another telepath in
such mental agofy. Mot only that, ¥ut of course his condition is affecting T'Pria
also. . However, not even she can make sense of the thought patierns within his
brain,.

i ITI 1 IJTuiaJ W

fiabri's bondmate.” Savon shook his head. "Inevitably her sanity is also
threatened, and she is finding it increasingly hard to shield herself from him."

Kirk could not help his shudder. This bonding was such g beautiful, ful-
f1lling thing, one tended to overlook the fact that it was also damn' dangerous.

"You'd better give us the full story.m

While Saven's wife snd Sunam woved about the small camp preparing a meal,
the other five sat in a circle while Savon recounted the little they knew of what
had happened.

It had started out as a perfectly ordinary day's work.

Since Bavon had taken over leadership of the group on his arrival there,
three standard months ago, the augmented party of twelve Vulcans had been divided
into two teams for the purpose of research - one of eight, led by St'lurik, who
had spent mest of their time within the confines of the city, first in Rath and
now in Pgrathelmon, conducting their survey primarily in the field of social
observation and research into such documented history as was locally available ~
and a second team of four members, led by Savon, who travelled widely in the area,
learning something of life outside the towns and, where they could, studying
sites of possible archaeological interest.

The group had only moved into Parathelmon within the last standard months
the first team's survey having bheen concentrated in the area where Kirk and Spock
had worked. However, once they had lesimed of the very much greater age of the
civilisation 'beyond the mountains, beyond the waters', Savon had decided they
should move here to continue their studies. Tt had been practical for them to
acquire a house together, where they lived as unobtrusively as they could.

Savon shrugged a little in recounting this. "It is impossible to dwell for
any length of time in one area here without attracting attention,® he explained.
"This region of the planet is not ruled so loosely as that where the preliminary
survey vas made. There, individual freedom is paramount to the Ian - their
supreme rualing family died out and were never replaced, hence their freer way of
life and the people's lack of concern with their neighbour's business., Our work
was much easier there, but thet is of 1itle importance compared with the wmuch
greater knowledy= to be gsined here.

"This territory, however, is ruled by an hereditary leader and bureauctary
reigns supreme. Checks are constantly nade, taxes-collected, census counts gre
taken regularly and results recorded; +this type of society has prevailed for at
least 2 millenivm and conseguently, although it hag the unfortunale effect of
limiting our freedom, i% also means that there are more records to be studied which
go back for generations and are invaluable o our understanding of the people. It
would have been thought extraordinary if we had no slaves at all and would have
drawm alttention to us at once. As it was, we encountered not a little difficulty
until we identified the source of the problem and remedied it.M"

Eight days previously, he went on, they had all been in residence, the
itinerant team temporarily there to reprovision and for a short period rf rest
and meditation prior %o’ the celebration of the very special Vulcan fegtival, the
Day of Surak, '

Two days beiﬁré the ceremony itself, S$t'lurik had gone out from the house
with Sadiock, Zabri and Sisct. Some ruins in the hills norih of the city had been
brought to thelr atiention recently and St'lurik was eaper to exsmine the stille-




71

legible ingcriptions that had been described to him by one of the Lan, the local
ruling caste,

8o pld, thelr meaning has been lost in antiquity', we were told," Szvon
said. “Since recorded history goes back over eight thousand years, St'lurik hoped
they wmight suppoxrt some evidence we have found that indicates an early written
language similar in some ways to 0ld High Vulcan.™

Spock's interest was cavght by this, as was Kirk's, but it was not the
moment t0 enquire further; later, if there was time, perhaps they might get =
chance to see some of the data the team had gathered and possibly correlate it
with the resulis of Spock's own research.

fve had expected them to be gone for the greater part of the day,® Savon
explained. “The journey was some gix krel, or so we understood.m

"About ten ferran wmiles," Spock translated for Kirk's and MeCoy's benefit.

hen they did not return for evening food, we hegan to be concerned. In
this latitude the nights can be bitterly cold and they were not preparsd for a
night in the open. T'Pria tried to contact Zabri through their bondlink but the
attemplt made her nausecus and disoriented and then caused her to lose consciouge-
ness, and we could not permit her %o continue. T'Iuk unfortunately does not share
a clogebond with her husband Sisgot and so could not help me.”

Tn spite of his 1 g talks with T'Yana, McCoy still found #lLe different
varietics of bond confusing. "You mean they can't wmindlink without physical con-
tact, don't youi"

#That is correct. Theirs is a mating-bond only, such as many husband and
wife pairings share. T'Iuk is close~tonded to she-vho-is-my-wife,®

//lean relationships are worse than Buropean royal families,// An
irresistible, tessing flash from Kirk.

A damping surge was his only reply and he turned back to Savon., ©S80 what
did you dot#

“8ince Sadick and St'lurik are both unbonded and we could not contact them,
we did nothing until the next dawn, then I and S'lana here went out to search.
There was no sign of any of them at first, no sign of a struggle or indications
of any cthers being present. Tracks of the arrival of four persons were clesr
enovgh. Zabri we finally...heard." Sovon's eyes were blesk. "It sounded like
the cry of =z child in despair or a woundsd animal, but when we went to look, it
was our comrade.® A pause, and then a long, hard breath, "If you will see him
for yourself, Captain, you may Jjudge, but it is S'lana's opinion - and T fully
concur ~ that he has been cruelly tortursed; mentally, not physically. The only
marks on hig body were those he inflicied on himself in the depths of his ocwn
gself-hatred and before we learned thal we wmust keep him in restraint for his own
sake . A tiny, Jerking swallow and sznother long pause.

mfortungtely ~ " the guiet S'lana gpoke for the first time ~ ¥ the regt-
raints only serve to terrify him still further... A circular path,; snd one we do
not know how to break.®

fhere was a:further silence, more eloguent than speech. Being unable to
think of anything to ssy that would not sound banal, ¥Kirk let a wmoment of silent
aympathy flow past before bringing Savon gently back to the matier: in hand.

“You say you found tracks of all four Vulcansg did you attenpt to follow
to see where they led™™

iWe found mmrks, yes, but leading into the ruins only. ¥Wone led away again
that we could see. Cf course, there are many possible explanstions aand the terr-
gin round there - particularly towards the north and west — is rocky and anyone
moving out that way would not be ILikely fo leave a traceable trail.®

Y gother they were 2ll on foot," Kirk commented, "Would it not have heen
more convenient to use viar for such an expedition?®
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For a second, Savon's face betrayed a mild surprise and then he said, "My
apologies, Captain, In my preoccupation I had fergotten you are well acqusinted
with Thul. You were in charge of the original survey, were you not i

“8pock was,” Kirk corrected firmly. "I was only his asgistent.s

“His assistant? But surely you were already the Captain of the Interprise
at that timets a7

Mhat's gquite correct,n

aptain Kirk was reluctant to permit me to make the survey alone,” Spock
put in demurely, knowing quite well what Kirk's reaction would be to the remark.
The Captain had always been highly sensitive to any suggesiion of bigotry ox
bias directed against his Pirst Cfficer and Spock was able to judge to a nicety
Just how guickly Kirk would leap to correct any wrong impression his purposely
ambiguous remark might have given. Faving prolonged his pause o the point where
Kirk's mouth was hurrieily opening, he added smoothly, "I was most grateful for
his generous and typical offer to accompany me when the Council reguesfed I under-
take the survey. It was hezardous for him to do so on several counts, being
Human and wore resembling the Pu than the Lan, but there were ne other Vulcans in
this quadrant at that time and I was glad to take advantage of his offer. THe was
quite right, of course; survey work should not be undertaken by a solitary
ohserver for obvious and. practical reasons.®

Yo, indeed,”" Savon agreed. "We benefltted grea%ly from your report,
gentlemen. Comprehensive and clearly set out.

fah well, you have Spock to thank for that entirely.” Kirk's mental eye wes
glaring ha 1cfully at his bendbrother, in direct contrast with his calm exterior.
Spock smothered a swmiley it was not often-one discomposed James 7. Kizk and i%
gave him grest pleasure -~ just occasionally - to do so.

"Wlar are not readily available ai this season." Savon returmed to the
original question, naturally quite oblivious of the brief by-play that had been
enacted. "It is not long past the ripening of the principal loecal crop and the
viar are in great demend as pack animals. Those in private ownership - and they
are not wany - are requisitioned so that the merchants and the farmers wey have
full use of them. Tt 1s only possible to hire them for the longest Journevs and
then the amount of trivial questioning and make-work administration is quite
extraordinary, purposely designed of course to discourage the population from any
such activity without the most serious of reasons. Naturally, any journey that
can he sccomplished on foot must bhe made that way.!

Kirk nodded his comprehension. "8o this ocasis is only 2 day or so's journey
from the CJLy i | .

“Affirm'tivo; but not on a normal trade route and so a0t wmuch used, part-
icularly now when all the fraffic is down to the ?outh to the gre“t fgren ﬁries of
the Thaltur, the suprewme ruler of the state.®

“Jnd tne ruing where your oompanlons disappeared,” McCoy put in, “are they
near here?

iln the opposite directicn, and too cloge to a trackway to bhe sure we
should not bHe observed. The site is quite open and affords ne privecy."

hind yelt three people vanished from there," Kirk mugsed. "Have you made
enquivcies locallyw¥

Maturally., YWe are not well-known in the area because of course we hove no
wish to draw attention to curselves: however, we have reporited the cccurrence To
the local authorities since the nembers of our household would have thought it
moat odd had we not done so. Indeed, a2t firest we wers hopeful that some purely
local event could account for what had heppened but the inhabitants arve just as
unable to form any explanation as we ourselves.?

witg  local superstitions” about the site, I suppose," Kirk asked.




Hone that have been mentioned to us. Thulyans are not a people much given
to concern with the supernatural. As you will doubtless recall, their veneration
is given %o water and its life—giving properties.t

iIndeed.™" Kirk vividly recalled the Iestival of the New Water they had
witnessed., "8c whatl measures have been ftaken te find your missing team members?!

. "We have sgearched for them ourselves, of course, and the local people have
alse undertaken a search -~ though you will understand that, not having any idea
of what may have happened o them, we have not laid too much emphasis on locsl
alds Fot that the Thulyans are inefficient or unco-operative; rather, the
opposite is true, This is a highly buresucratic soclety, as I mentioned befores
everything is documented, recorded, everyone and everything has its due place in
the system and they are quick to check on those that do not conform. Should our
missing companions' condition be such that our presence as aliens is suspectod.,. "
Savon lapsed into silence.

iThere's never any satisfactory answer, is there?" Kirk said sympathetically.
Poor devil -~ dammed if you acted, damned if you didn't. "If vou draw attention 1o
yourselves you risk blowing your cover one way, and il you try and act as though
nothing hag happened, you risk it ancther when they come and ask you why you didn't
take some, to then, perfectly ordinary course of action.®

“You comprshend ocur predicament precisely." Savon seesmed relieved.:

"Indeed T do. You need to search and yet you can't do anything out of the
ordinary ox wigk drawing attention to your group in case you set your whole
mission in Jeopordy.®

ppock noted his Captain's musing look and tone., I% was not so hard to guess
what Kirk was planning even without the bleciover from their still imperfectly
healad bond-wound.

//Think we could try it agsin, Spock ~ the master and slave nct’// 4 hint

of mischievous laughter and a surge of pleasurable anticipation at the thought of
action., //Too damn' long at s desk...// The thought faded once more,

"nless we can socon discover some means of alleviating Zabrits condition,
our migsion is already in jeopardy,” Savon said gravely. "I know it is not
logical that we should be influenced by it, but hig distress ~ and conseguently,
T'Pria's also ~ grov almost hourly and the rest of us cammot heln but be affected.”

“ould it help if we removed him to the Tnterprise? Mcloy asked, looking
across at S'liana.

ST fear it might cause his death,™ the Healer said gravely. “(ur presence
does goothe him and we all offer ourselves willingly to his need, bui the situetion
has become incressingly stressful for everyone.!

Mell, T'w loth Tto pull you all out without some news of those who're
migsing,¥ ¥irk said slowly.

e wonld be egually loth to leave,” Savon assured him,"

“e need answers.” Kirk couldn't help ondering wuefully just how often he'd
thought that over the years.

//it ig the spice to your life, Jim.// A gentle teasing.
//S0 you'll come with me?// TLaughing.

//You are not safe to be out on your own - besides, at present we have no
option but to remain together...// Spock let the thought trail away tentalisingly.

//Otherwige you'll be doing your damnedest to make sure I got no shave of
the fun.// Fock indignation. //I'11 thenk you %to vemember who's the Centain
around heve, Mister!//

{ver the mental rapport, Kirk was saying, "Well, one thing we can do - Spock
and T will undertake the search while you carry on in the way thatl's exvected of
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you. Ho-cne will know of our commection with you, gso we'll be free sgentg.”

Finere will you gtart? McCoy demanded. "Are there any leads at all to oo
on, Mr. Savon?®

"Hone that we have discovered,'

-

hen for the want n? anything better, we'll start in the ruins ourselves,”
Kirk decided, "If nothing comes of that then we'll have to think again., We'll
keep in touch with you, Mr. Savon, either with daily radio contact oxr, if it
seems desirable, we'll come to your residence under some pretext or cother. What's
our best form of cover, do you think?"

San Ltinerant Doscalan," Savon replied without hesitation.
A Doscalan - what's that when 1t's at home McCoy demanded.

“You should say rather, 'Who is that?', Doctor. A Doscalan is a member of
the Ten who travels arcund, usually with a small group of Du but sometimes just
one servant, adnd who blesses the household water in private homes, and the wells
and fountazins of the public domain alse. In effect, he is a bringer of sood luck
and as such is made welcome everywhere.®

flesses the water? Is he some kind of priest then?™ ¥irk was a little
taken aback., It was not like a Vulcan to suggest impersonating a local 'holy man's
the Vulcans might never have developed a theistic religion of their own, but
they were totally respectful towards those peoples thst had. FHe could tell by the
faint sense of withdrawasl in Spock that his bondbrother cared for the idea as
little ag he did.

“Wo, no. You are forgebiting, Captain, the Thulyans have no god or gods as
suchg thelr reverence is given to water, which they believe forms the material
hasig of the physical worldy a theory not unlike that of your own Greek phil-
ogopher Thales,?

Who Af he lsn't s priest, what is He exactly®®

e title Dosca simply denctes that the Tan in guestion has wade the
pilgrimage to Rath, specifically to the Festival of the New Water,?

Hirk's interest was at once naturaily arocused. "We were around for that
when we were here hefore -~ qulte by chance, of course.

TS50 T vnderstand; and as that ig the case, Cowmander npock ig well gualified
to assume such a disguise since that is basically the only requirement. There is
a little wowre to it than that, of course; we can give you all the details we have
on it - certvlnly all you will need to carry off the role without nrou&ln{
suspicion.”

¥eCoy was frowning. YIt seems a little odd, doesnt't it, to revere gomeone
Just because they've been to some PFestival or othepr?®

ithere is a precedent on Tarth, Bones," ¥irk reminded him. "ihe Maslim
world £till honours those who meke the pilgrimage to Mecca. They even give them
a special title too, Hadll, or scmething like that.®

"1t is not simply having attended the Festival that gains one respect,’ said
Savon., YIt is having undergone something relatively dangerous and out of the
ordinary. The journey to Rath is arducusg; 1t took us over seven standard weeks
to make it ourselves when we came hers. Added to that, the Thulyans of thisg
region are not much given to Journeying far afield. It is not encouraged, for
one thing: » preference For the pesceful life of home and hearih ig supposed to
be instiiled in childhood. However, those that do make the journey are honoured
and made welcoma by everyone on their retumm and they are secretly admlred for
having had the courage to gset aside the conventions.

"{ou r..n the people are actively encouraged to be stay-at-homes:© ¥oCoy
appeared 2 little disbhbelieving.
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In a buresucratic society, those in charge like to know where everyone is.
T suspect that is why the Nogcalan are honourved on their veturn.

T don't quite follow your reagoning, Mr. Savon,®
< =9

. WL they come home to honour, then they will not attempt to hide vhere they
have beens in that way their presence is documented and tahulated.®

‘it won't they be able to tell Svock and T aren't from this city in the
first place in that cage?" Kirk asked,

“Fox the I, that does not matter; so long as a Lan vouches for them, owns
them, they have his protection, but if a Iu becomes owmerless he is sent 4o the
pens for sale - providing that his background is known. Any Du who is Ffound to
be without an owner and who cannot satisfactorily account for this is surwmarily
put Lo death.®

“And the Yan? FHow do we account for Spock?™

“lie should tell them he is frow the city of Gengathzl, many many krel to the
south of Parathelmon. Doubtless they will make some check on this bui by the
time an answer has been received, we must hope that our problem has heen solved.”

1% sounds a very different kind of society from the one in Rath,® Kirk said,
shaking his head a little. In spite of the slave system, he had liked the free
and easy vays of the Thulyans and had hoped that before long the Iu there would
be freed.

“fath has been considered dangerously anarchistin,® Savon agreed., "Iver
since the downfall of. their ruling family some hundred and fifty Thul years ago.
There are many stories told of bands of Tu living in secret in the mountains
beyond the Salt Lake. It 1s even said that they plan the wholessle wmurder of
thelr late masters.”

“gome of the stories are certainly tree." ¥irk had rueful menories of his
and Spock's caplure by the wmassive ex-slave named Gal. He eased his nosition
slightlys sitting on the ground was not the most comfortable way to relax, and
he envied Opock's long-legged ease.

“Rood is prepared."  Savon rose fluidly to his feet, followed by Spock who
reached a hand down $o MeCoy and Xirk in tura,

fHletll have a guick meal, then get back on board to get resdy. TFave you
brought some tapes for us to study, Fr. Savon?®

The Vulcan nedded. "0Of course, Caplain.t

tGood.t Kirk was looking forward to a 1ittle action. “Then let's eat. I8
that collordong T can swell, Mr. Sunamy?

ih vegetable very similar in taste and texture.” The young Vulcan looked
pleased 23 he passged the bowl across.

.

Unce back on board the Enterprise, the record tapes Savon had supplied were
scon being assimilated into the ship's vorscious memory banks while Kirk and Spock
made preparstions for thelr assignment.

Rirk gubmitted himself to sickbay for the necessary cosmetic work and then
dommed the garnents Stores had prepared Tor him.

¥efoy surveyed the chains about Kirk's walst, neck and wrists with distaste.
Yare those damn' things really necessaryt

et

fhey're really necessary. You heard what Savon said - a Tu found without
a master ig summarily executed., If I was seen without chaing they'd be very
suspicious of we and of $pock...that was true even in Rath where we werse before,
and from these tapes of Savon's I'd say that part of Thul is liberal in its out-
look compared with Parathelmon. In Rath I only had to wear the one chain round
my walsh.®
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“And it was barely enough to keep him in check." The smooth interruption
came from the doorway.

Kirk swung round, eyes laughing. "I didn't hear you come in, Spock. Fow
do I Jook?#

The hooded tunic and short trousers were very similar to the garments he had
worn before, the colour the ubiquitous brown adopted by all the Du. Only the
extra chains were different and cosmetic work to Kirk's skin and eyebrows
completed the transformation.

"An extra refinement this time," Kirk said solemnly, "courtesy of our
talented C.I.0." "He pulled the hood back to reveal a pair of elegantly tilted
eartips.

apock's head tipped consideringly as he studied Kirk's face then, wordlessly,
he walked round him three times.

Mfell?" ¥cCoy demanded impatiently.

"A considerable improvement on your last effort, Noctor. T congratulate
you. (ne might almost imagine they were gemuine,®

“You keep a civil tongue," McCoy told him curtly, “or when you get back I'1l
bob yours as well,"

A most inartistic notion." Spock handed a massive neck chain of the loeal
currency over to Kirk who weighed it, donmned it and adjusted his hood carefully
once More. ’

“How many leta have we got? It weighs a toni®
"Four thousand in ccins of differing worths."

Tiiiches! Iice to know I don't belong to one of your poverty-stricken
noblemen. Are we all ready then®"

"ivery thing is prepared, yea."
“tGtood. Coming %o see us off, Roneg®"
Al wouldn't miss this for the world," McCoy told him firmlys he always

enjoyed noting the crew's resction to some of the outlandish garbs their command=-
ing officers bad been forced to don in their time.

Following his two friends along the corridors to the transporter room, he
decided privately that he had seldom seen Spock loock so elegant as he did at
pregent. The tight-fitting Jacket, breeches and knee-high boots suited him
adnirably - and it appeared from the admiring glances they got from passing.
female crew that MeCoy was not zlene in his opinien.

Watching them both teke up their positions on the pads he blinked and said
graffly, "Take care, both of you.®

e plan o.M Kirk's tone was gentle as he answered. "All clear, lr.
! &
Kyleth

Wegs, sir. lo—one about."
Wery well. DPrepare to energise."

While Kyle made the final, fine adjustments, Kirk winked at McCoy, took upr
his chain's intricate handle and passed it to Spock, saying plaintively,

g lkies)®

After three hours, even Spock was prevarsd to admit they had drawn a total
blank at the ruins. There was nothing %o be seen relevant to the immediate
problem, although the inscriptions did turn out to bBe very interesting to any-
one who had geen those others on Delta Australis 2.
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“Bavon will be pleased by this at least," Spock said soberly, closing the
miniaturised survey tricorder at last and tucking it away.

Kirk had firnished his own investizations several minutes before and was
gitting on a rock half in the shade, the best protection he could find, over-
conscious through his thin trousers of the heat stored within the stone but too
lazy to move, and watching his bondbrother through eyes narrowed against the
bright light. Mow he came %o his feet.

That's something, I suppose,” he agreed, "but there's nothing else to be
found. Savon was rights his men might have digappeared into thin air for all
the evidence to the contrary."

spock quirked an eyebrow his way. "You did not really expect to find
evidence Savon had overlocked, 'did you?"

“Not every Vulcan is ¢’'ite as perfect as you," Kirk retorted, hiding his
smile. "hut no, I didn't really expect to find anything. S$till, we had to start
somewhere, and here was as good a place as any."

“hgreed.” Spock looked up at the sun, now well past its zenithy it would
take them a good four hours to coumplete the walk to Parathelmon in this heat -
they had better be leaving scon if they were to arrive in time to find somewhere
to stay.

They talked little on thelr journey since they were travelling along a well-
used route and could not take the risk of being seen side by side but must main—
tain their accepted places, Kirk several paces behind his master and firmly held
by hisg chein. ot many travellers overtook them for, as Savon had explained, the
ubiguitous vlar — uged here as draft animal and carrier as well as saddle-horse
and even charger on the rare occasion when war-skirmishes broke out =~ were ot
present generally unobtainable due to their usefulness at harvest~time, and most
other travellers were on foot also. One fast-moving venicle did pass them, its
Tn driver accompanied by a young boy cracking a small leather implement which
made & surprisingly loud noise as a warning o other road-users to zet out of
the way.

Choking a iittle in the dust of their passing, Kirk called out, “Some local
dignitary, d'you reckon?"

His bondbrother looked back, acknowledging Kirk's wry comment with a emall
nod. “houbtless some petty official.”

flhe Nils Barig of Thul," Kirk muttersd to himgelf. "That'd be =1l we
needl¥

Some two miles outside Parathelmon, another, much slower-moving vehicle
overtook them, the cart loaded down with casks of various sizes. It drew o
little zhead of them, then stopped while its driver got out and walked back,

Dropping to his knees, his head. correctly down to that his unworthy eyes
should not meet a Lan's, the Du said humbly, "My master bids me offer you a place
beside him in the cart, should you wish to share it."

Caught in a dilemma, Spock swiftly weighed up the situation. There was no
rational reason he could give for refusal, none save the one excuse he could not
make, which was that there was nowhere for Kirk to ride ~ the driver's seat was
far too rerrow for more than cne - and consequently the Captain would be forced
to travel beside the cart at a rather faster pace than would be comfortable for
a Fumen in the heat and extrs gravity of Thul.

//Go ra,y you idiot!// Admonishingly. //I'm only grateful that it wasn't
that 'charioteer' back there who offered you a lift.//

//You are sure you can manage?// Doubtful.
J/0f course. Stop mother-henning, will you, and get on with it.//
S5till doubtful, but bowing o necessity, Spock nodded mentally and walked
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forward, dropping Kirk's chains as he climbed aboard and saying loudly, *Don't
lag behind, churl, or you will be punished."

Kirk's mental answer was unprintable but his outward demeanour was impecc—
ably submissive as he took up a position a2t the cart's wheel, ‘e race wag
rather too great for him to do more than simply concentrate on putting one foot
determinedly in front of the other for this last couple of wmiles, grateful for
the fact that the sun had sunk quite low by now and that the appreach to the city
led firgt through = shallow and shaded ravine and then alongside a tree~lined
canal for the last half wmile - and over the last hundred yards or so, when the
vlar scented their stable and wanted to hurry, the traffic was fortunately too
heavy still to permit them to pick up speed more than a fraction., Fven so, XKirk
vas sweating heavily and concentrating fiercely on controlling his breathing when
they finally arrived and he was not sorry to find that they were %o spend the
night with the owner of the cart sc that Spock could bless the family fountain
that evening.

"It is wmany days since my house was honoured with the presence of a loscalan,"
Spock was told., "My wife and family will be pleased to receive you.®

Kirk saw little of the actusl ceremony, his place being out in the servants!®
guarters save when he was reguired to serve Spock's meal and receive his own
scraps from his master's plate - a somewhat ignominious arrangement, but which
could conveniently cover the fact that there were many local foods ¥irk could not
eat without at bhest enduring acute stomach cramps or, at worst, poisoning himeelf.

Vhen it was time to retire he followed Spock meekly up the stairs carrying
their jug of precious water for washing, and closed the bedroom door with relief.

iMired? Spock ftook the jug from him.-

“ihat do you think?" (asting 2 quick loock at the window to make sure they
could not be overlocked, Kirk gank onto the cne bed with an avdible groan, wasgs-
aging hig aching feet tenderly. "And hot and smelly..." he added ruefully. "In
fact, I feel as though I've never been gway."

You should be grateful for small mercies," Spock said unsympathetically,
removing his tight-fitting jacket and starting to untie the strings of his shirt.
"If you had to wear the clothes of a Lan..."

Mon'tls Xirk gave an artistie shudder and began to strip also.

When they were both undressed Kirk went to zemove one of the many furs piled
on the bed te place it at the foot where he had always slept before, but Spock
stoppad him.

“Jim, that is quite unnecessarys; the bed is fully wide encugh for both of
’ ry 3
us and we haove shared before.”

B0 Key 1f you're happy = but won't they think it oddov

"I doubt 1t." Spock gave a small smile as he climbed onto the high-framed
bed, V"¥rom what I gathered last time we were here, it would not be thought odd
at all, merely common~place.!

Kirk paused, one knee on the side, wondering if Spock reelly meant... Oh,
he'd had comments from the other Du on their last visit, of course, but it hadn't
seemed important at the time, particularly as none of them would have had the
temerity to wake any reference %o their possible relationship fo Spock himself.

Gpock's smile widened. "Really, Jim, for a man of the world you can some-
times be exiraordinarily naif. Had it never ocourred to you...?V

Mot really wenting o lecture on such a potentially embarrassing topic, Kirk
interrupted him firmly as he pulled several furs up around his esrs -~ Lhe nights
got cold guickly on Thul. "Gf course it occurred to me," he said with dignity,
out contrary to your obvious belief, wy mind do€s occasionally Tun on other
lines...and in any case 1 didn't think anyone'd actually said anything te you.?

gl




80

#Several times," Spock murmured, settling down in his tum, “He decided to
disconcert his bondbrother further. "And not only on Thul, either.”

There was a dead silence for several moments and then a wild hazel eye peered
over the wsdpe of the blue-grey viar skin. "Huh?" said ite owner.

Spock suppressed a reactlve chuckle, "You heard me.™
You mean people think..." Hirk paused, for once at a loss for words.

“We are very close friends," Spock pointed out, turning his head to watch
the myriad expressions he knew would be chasing each other in rapid succession
across his bondbrother's mobile face, "Do you mean to say that no-one has ever
questioned you regarding the rumours about ug?"

Poleaxed, Kirk could only mutter numbly, "I never even heard there were
rumours, fow God's sake. T thought my reputation lay in quite the opposite
direction, You mean some people actually think we are...?"

“YGS . il

“hnd they actually had the nerve to ask yout!

eg, ™

"What did you tell Tem?w

fivothing.

"Hothing?"

It is hardly a guestion a Vulecan would answer - even from another Vulean.®

"oy T guess not." Kirk could not helr the broad grin that spread scross
his face at the incredible revelation. Soon he was chuckling out loud and then,
goeded by Spock's outer calm and the inner amusement spilling through their bond,
ne wag giggling helplessly, muffling the sound as best he could under layers of
stifling fur,

When 1t was finally safe to emerge he found Spock was still watching him,
one eyebrow quirked in the line that indicated amusement.

Weren't you embarrassed?" Kirk demanded seriously.
"yhy should T be?" Spock countered calmly.

Wielle..®  Kirk fleundered womentarily and then decided to he blunt. "Cone
off it, Spock, you always used to act like a universal maiden aunt over any
reference to your...un...personal life,"

Tt is an excellent way to aveld further such questions,” Spock btold him
blandly. "#ost Humans are, T find, sufficiently sensitive to the feelings of

others - even those of us who claim not to suffer them = to desist if they believe
they are being an embarrassment,”

"You devious devil," Kirk said admiringly.

“T have learmed a great deal from you." Spock politely inclined his head
in gratitude.

“imam, ¢ Kirk decided to ignore the remark and lay down again, wondering
precisely what his own reaction would have been had anyone ever directed such a
question at him. ¥He was still pondering it when he fell asleep.

The city of Parathelmon was not large -~ something of the size of medineval
London, Kirk guessed, and with mych the same sense of bustling commercislism.
Onen-alx markets abounded and being good places to pick up local gossiy they spent
most of the next day uwnhurriedly wandering around the busy stalls, eyes and ears
alert for news of anything unusual. Since it was unheard-of for any of the Tu
to stare boldly at a member of the Lan, Xirk had spent much of his last visit
there perfecting the art of taking in a great deal  wrat resched him through
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his peripheral vision whilst ostensibly gazing at something quite d¢ifferent; but
as it was perfecily aceceptable to look at the soods for sale he concentrated
mostly upon those, leaving it to gpock to study the ever-moving crowds. Their
bondlink was a most useful tool in such a surveillance and, over and sbove its
rractical application, preserved Kirk from the faint sense of isolation and
disorientation that had beset him previcusly.

//T thought at the time you took a great risk.// Spock's mental tone was
almost wistful, overlying a tremendous sense of gratitude and the comforting
gensation of deep and abiding affection.

//1 knew it,// Kirk agsured him, //I didn't rush into it blindly even though
I did let Yorven annoy me into demanding T should come with you, but when T
thought it over I knew I was right. I alsc knew that if we could mzke the thing
vwork between us then we'd stand every chance of making ours the finest ghip in
the ¥leet ~ and I was vight there, too, wasn't 17// Challenging.

Ln inver smile, then, //As always, sir.// Humbly.
//Fypoeritel//

Kirk turned away to hide his cwn smile, hig eyve falling briefly on a pass-
ing, richly-dressed Lani with two attendant Da.

Hig firet thought, that she was an old friend, was ot once set aside when
he recalled his surroundings, and then a second later with a bright flash of
startlement that leaked willy-nilly through their still partially opened bond—
wound, he knew where he had seen that face before. The Romulan Commander!

Instantly his head came round; before he could check the involuntary wovement,
to stare openly at her in shocked surprise, only %o find that seen full-froce,
there wes little or no resemblance at all to the woman he remembered so well., 1%
had merely been a fleeting impression, one of movement and colouring rather than
actual feoclal likeness that had deceived him,.

Fortunately for him, Spock had picked up on every thought and before the
woman could see the insolent Du staring at her so dblatantly, he had stepped
between them, obscuring her view, and sharply reminding Kirk of his place in this
soclety.

JfSoxey. /) A cueful apology. /T really did think it was her just for o
minute there.//

//inderstood. //

woman, come also the never-ssked gquestion that had always intrigued Kirk but
which he bhad never got un the nerve to ask his friend - just how had they coue

to beam hex shoard along with the Vulcan that time? The trensporter beam, vnless
set deliberately for wide dispersal, was always of necesgity finely gouged and

did not collect stray objects - or pers.rs ~ wmerely near at handy that foct
virtuelly told him that the two had been close enough to be embracing ot the
moment of transportation and along with the recollection of Spock's almost cot-
like pricking of his ears upon first seeing The woman, had often made him wvonder
5ince... “

(atching Spock's eye mon him he quickly gulped down his curiosity, sending
& sincere il embarrassed apology Spock's way and expecting some typicelly Spockian
comment upon the general trend of HMuman thoughts. He did not get it.

Instea’, a train of thought had heen triggered in Spock's mind, the strong
attraction hLe had undeniably felt for the woman, worthy as she was of any mon's
admiration, possessing a mind of equal quickness to his cwn along with her form~
idable qualities as a leader who had compromised nene of her femininity in gaining
her command. e had never understood the lmpulse that had made her try and hold
onto him ag the beam tock him, knowing zs she did by then the shocking way he had
simply used thelr mutual attraciion for his own ends. Imecoumfortable with himself
for such unaccustomed behaviour and ashamed of its perfidy, he had purvosely
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avolded any contact with her while she was on board the Interprise, preferring
not to axamine his own motives and feelings too clozely.

55111, he had never forgotten her, could recall every detail sbout her even
now, down to the timbre of her voice, her superb grasp of the Vulean tongure they
had used when they were alone, only the faint alien intonation betraying that it
was not her mother-tongue, a lilt so slight it was barely perceptible and which
he had only hesrd once since then., FEis brain made the final connection and the
second elusive memory clicked into place.

Abruptly, he came to a halt, causing Kirk to cannon off hin unexpectediy.

Caught up in his own thoughts, Kirck had not been following Spock's movements
a8 closely as he mighty now he fell to his knees in abject apology for his fault,
bending his head to the dusty ground as Spock swung round towards him, staring
down in a bemused way and apparently at a total loss.

//#eil, tell me off then!// A bubble of laughter breaking. //You can't
admit it was oll your fault, even if it was, you clumsy devill//

Arologising mentally for his waladroitness, Spock delivered the required
tirade, jerked Kirk ruthlessly to his feet, towed him away from the scene as
quickly as possible and down a narrow, alley-like street at one side of the market
sQUATE.

Coming to another, much smaller square, shady with vines and cool, with a
small, splashing fountain in the centre, Spock paused and directed Kirk to fetch
him water 'in one of +the cups kept by every such public drinking place, knowing
that the Homan must be desperate for o drink in this drying heat. Guessing that
he was also tired by now - they had after all been on their feet most of the day
~ he sat down on a low stone wall. Kirk served him the water, drank deeply him—
self and then sat down at Spock's feet, grateful for the rest.

“What happened back there?™ he ssked quietly. "Tt's not like you to stop
of a sudden. I know I wasn't watching what I was doing either, bul even if

all
had been, Idoubt if I could have stopped in time.”

"I had just made a rather interesting connection, Jim. Do you wemember our
first meeting with Savon and his group on Starbase 79"

Wes, Why?"

Do you recall that I experienced a sense of fear and a monmentary withdrawal
in one of the younger members of the team®™"

Kirk frowned. "I seem fo remember your seying something about it. 3adiok,
wasn't 167 Cne of the men who are migsing.®

FATTirmative.  Jim, your recollection of the Romulan Commander...l too have
been thinking of her since then... Sadiok's mermmer of speaking was identicnl
with hers, a slightly alien intonation. At the time T made the assumption it
was because he came from ancther part of Vulesn. Mow - I am no longer suve,:

As there was no—one about, Kirk risked swinging round so that he could look
up at his First Officer. "Are you trying to tell me that Sadiok may be 5
Romulan?d

YTt is possible, yes.®
“he evidence is very flimgy," Kirk said doubtfully,
"Undeniably so," Spock agreed. "I do not say that he is a Romulan, Cavtain,

merely that it is a possibility we should take into consideration.®

“And one Savon should be told about as soon as possible,™ Kirk said. #Inless
you think there disn't really enough to back your ideas. T know you Vulcans don't
hold with huncheg.”

"Indeed we do not. This is not o 'hunch', Jim, merely z possibility arising
from observed facts. Bavon may be aware of other facts that will disprove Hy
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theory satisfactorily. Ve should certainly be told.t
“enall we go there tonight -~ ig it that urgent?®
A wadio communication should suffice, once we have found shelter.®
0K, Went another drink before we move onth

spock took the cup, barely touching it to his lips before handing it rack.
Hig own need for liguid refreshment was nowhere near so great, buit, in public
anyway, Xirk must never drink unless his master drank first.

It wes late afternoon by now and Spock's mind was already turming to the
guestion of o bed for the night when they entered yet another long street with
pottery stalls 211 down one side, the potters at work in the shops behind them,
with the heat of the stone~bullt kilns challenging the westering sun for
SUPTenaCY .

//Phewl// & mock plea covering a very real physical distress. //Dlyou
mind if we stick to the shady side, Spock?//

~/ /ot a bit, tthy'la.// Used for sope months again now to the cooler
humidity of the Fnterprise, the blistering heat pouring foxth from the rotteries
reminded Spock uncomfortably of Gol at its worst and he had no objection to seek-
ing the comparative comfort of the shade,

They wandeved slong slowly, inspecting the stalls with their bright awnings
with aprarently cesual interest; most of the goods for sale were probably kitchen
ware, wach of 1t unknown To bhoth men although one or twe items, such a8 wooden
spatulag and spoong, seemed to be s universal constant. Towards the end of the
long street, just before it joined a much wider thoroughfare, the stalls on their
side no longer sold specifically household goods but here held a miscellany of
articles, very few of them new. Their steps slowed, buth of them intrigued as
always by the mixture of alien and familiar jostling together: no wetiter how
many new worlds one saw it was always fascinating to see the minutise of 1ife and
all the infinite possible variations on the necessities and Iuxuries of humancid
cxistance.

/{Tere was a time T'd've spent a fortune here.//

Spock's reply was a mental smile and a projected image of an impossibly
roung Kirk, his arms piled high with souvenirs.
o) ¥ )

//Something like that, yes,// Kirk agreed, projecting in his turn a enbin
almogt too Ffull to enter and an irete roommate tearing his hair in despeir., //0OF
course, I don't suppose Vulcans do anything so illogical as collect souvenirs.//

//0f course not.// TLofty disdain,
//TV1L bet you never even bought Amonda an -gg whisk.// Disgusted.

//Certainly not - no respectable Vulean home would have a use for such an
implemeni.// A high Tastidiousness.

//ou mean there are Vulean howes that aren't respectable?//

What Spock's reply would have been, Kir . was never to discover, for nt that
moment his eye lighted on an object on one side of the stall, half-hidden under
what looked nlike a pile of ancient masons' aprons, something so shockingly
familicx that he had almest failed to gsee it among the alien wuddle.

A small, round, enamelled neck—ornament on a chaln, similer in sbtyle to wmany
worn round local necks, but bearing 2 smudged and childish picture on its upper
face,

Just 3w
Hookee, I

sventing himself in time from clutehing at Spock's arm, he gulped out,
w Lord Spocklan, lock there.®

Following the easier mental picture rather than the directing finger, Swock
lecked ond ot once his hand reached cut and took the object up.
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/71t is a sehlat, isn't it?//

//Indeed, Ceptain, it would appear to be very like one,//

//Do they have sehlat-type animels here, then? I don't recnll hesring
about them.//

[/ileither do I - but we only saw one small area. I will make an enquiry.//

spock beckoned to the stall's attendant with an imperious finger; the u
stepped Torward, eyes humbly down, and made s swift cbeisance.

“ihe Ton ie pleagsed to csll his servant.

“ihis medallion..." Spock dangled it on one disdainful finger. “ihence
comes itTH

“Frem the house of Lord Perrelan,; I believe, Lord, when that property was
sold on the death of the Lan and his LanA and hoth thelf LanBu from the shoking
Tever. My master could give you further details were he heve.m

Tnsure whether it was common for a Du to bhe left in sole charge of a stall,
Spock did not want to press the point too far. Instead, he tapped the picture,

This creature...?" He paused enquiringly.

The Du shrugged. I cannot tell you, Tord. Some wythical beast, maybe, like
to the herds of servayen said to run the plains of paradise."

Tt looks more like o child's attempt‘rather than that of & crafitsman.”

A the Lord is pleased to say." The Du bobbed respectfully., If he'd had
a forelock, Xirk thought irrepressibly, he'd have been tugging it.

houbtless my niece would find it pleasing,” Spock said loftily, 7 will
gilve you half a leta for it.®

Uy master bid me take no less than five.n

"Your master should be here to argue. T will give you one, and thet is
twice 1ts worth.®

HBaving finally settled amicably for one and a half, Spock threw the medallion
to Kirl who caught it, paid up, and slipped it deftly . inte the hidden inner
pocket of his tunic where it would remain safe from prying hands should picks
pockets be about in the crowds, then he fell obediently into place at Spock's
heelg,

//T thick thet ought to be shown to Savon, don't you?//

//Affocd. Perhaps we should change our plans and go there this evening
after all,// Spock suggested.

J/E you say so.//

Such o wave of tender amusement came through their hond that for o moment
Kirk genuinely thought Spock had lavghed aloud.

//thetts so funny all of o sudden?// Puzzled and amused himself.

//Pas it ocecurred to you that ever since we have been herc, you have been
behaving as though I were in command again?//

It hadn't, but now Spock mentioned it, Kirk knew he was right, he had
uncongciously slipped into the secondary role he had had to assume before. 1%
vas odd how easy 1t felt, tooy had their positions been reversed, haod Spock
been Captain and he Tirst Officer when they'd first met, he probably would have
been equslly happy with the arrangement, content to stay at Spock's side as
Spock gtayed with him. Tt was »n pleasing thought.

/fl suppose 1t won't do any harm to check there was a Lord Ferrelan
either.// Wusingly.
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//We con do so tomorrow.// A welling concern for the Human's growing tired-—
ness., //Menight we will go to Savon's house. If I recall his directions. crrye
setly, it is not far from here.//

//Th, you recall them correctly!// 4 huge mental vawn nearly deafen..
Bsrock, who looked over his ghoulder 4. ze VlTu ranfully suppressing its physical
manifestation. //Yes, take me home and put me to bed, 8vock, before [ fzll
ogleen here and you have to sbandon wme in the Street.//

With the cool of evening, however, Xirk perked up once again, particularly
after portoking of o more satisfying weal than he had ecten the night hefore.
Heving seen for himself that Speck would not be uwduly put out by zay taclt sugge
gstion that there was more to their relationship than master and sarvanb, he was
not averse Lo using that as an excuse to siay beside him when the of Savon's
household were dismissed for the night. Hothing had te be said, 51np?1 a brief
lock and 2 shiug in thelr direction before he docilely tagged on to Spock’s
heels as the 'Lan' made thelr way into the main room of the house.

Gnce the door had been closed, Sevon wmade them welcome in Vulcan fashjon,
adding, *We had not expected you so soon, however. Has something cccurred:

o things," Kirk replied; ftaking up a sgeat on the floor beside Spock's
feet just in case one of the Du had any reason to return. YFirst of all ~ thisg.n
He pulled the medallion from his tunic and held it out. "It may be just a
coilncidence, of ccurse, but Spock and I thought this looked like a sehlat.™

A sehlat?® It was T'Iuk who spoke, the 311, irpizinyg woman who had been
introduced to him as Sisetts wife and bondsister to T'Kea who was Saven's wife.
In hig precccupation with identifying her correctly, Kirk almeost misssd the
brief flicker of comsternation Zn her face.

oy [ see 11T, Savony!

The Vulcan leader's eyes were grave as he handed it across and Kizk felt a
small jolt of satisfacticn that they had found some kind of clue, but 2t the same
time @ ginking feeling that all was most definitely not well.

Tt ds Sisctts,” T'Luk said calmly, "O0ur son made 1t many yean
before his Kanswan., My hushand would not willingly have parted w1th i'

/ /i sentimental possession, Spock?// Mildly surprised.

/fost Yulcans keep personal mementos of a dead child.//

J/on.// & welling sympathy. //D'you know what happened?//
//Negative., T suspect...the Kehswan., It is a severe test.//
//You Vulcans.// Helplessly. Uould he ever understand them fully?

Carefully, he said aleud, *You have no contact with your husband, I believe.?
Seeing T'Tuk's involuntary look of surprise and withdrawal, he added hastily,

Hlorgive me, 1t is not my intention to pry but I need to understand the situation
fully.®

iMMe Vulcan bond is net spoken of..."

Y .eountbside the family.™. Kirk nodded gravely. "During this crisis, T'Tuk,
we are all fanily, are we not?" Then, flicking a wmental plea to Svock for per—
migsion to explain his own position and 2t once receiving it, he told her, "And
I do share s closebond with Spock. You are not speaking to one who does not
understand & bond and all that it entails.”

He had surprized them all, he could sese that, but at the seme insbant the
atnogphere in the room changed abruptlys before; he had been a welcome and
respected vigiltor, now, without any one of them having woved or even smiled, he
was & part of the circle, at home and comforiable,

//How the hell do they do that?// Surprised and delighted.
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//4 lowering of their shields. They have acknowledged you as one with
them. //

Feving experienced that incredible feeling of accepiance, Kirk suddenly
understeod not only Spock's desire to follow the Vulcan way, but Amanda's alsgos
once you were known like that, at such a deep level of your being, it must be
very diffiocult to contemplate a return to the isolation of Human society and
way of life,

"You understand, then,” he said to T'Luk, "why I must question you closely
concerning matters not spoken of outside the family,.n

T understand, and T will answer vyou. 8isot and I are not clogebonded, no,
but T have..." She paused and shook her head ruefully. YA most uneasy suspicion
that all is not well with him." :

"But no more than thaten
o more. T am sorry that I cannot be more helpful,.m

He acknowledged that with a small nod, saying gently, "I regret T must do
this, but we must have the medallion back so that we can make enguiries ¢oncern—
ing it.¥

The light compression of her lips told him that she did not like handing it
back, ut she made no audible protest as she gave it to him. All the gome,
her bondsister T'Kea came at once to her side, silently offering help.

BT will teke the greatest care of it," he promised them both.

“Tou sald there were two matters that had arisen, Ceptain,” Savon reminded
him. "What wasg the second?®

"That's more Spock's province than mine; perhaps I'd better let him explain
it.n

Leaning back against Spock's chair, Kirk could read little on Savon's face
as Spock lmparted his suspicion of Ssdiok's identity.

¥“hen he had finished, Savon was silent for several moments, eventuzlly say-
ing, “That is a most grave imputation, Spock.®

ihnd cne T de rot make lightly. I would be glad to see it refuted.?
ilndeed.” Savon lapsed into silence again.

Mildly impatient, Kirk twisted his head to look up at his bondbrother, but
the Vulcan's face was as shuttered as Ssvon's. /Ahat's the problem?/

//%0 problem, Jim., Savon will give the matter due considervation - everyone
present will do so. They will not want to come to any conclusion without check=—
ing all the Tacts they can, so they will be going over their own knowledge of him
in thelxr minds to see if they know anything that will prove or disprove what I
have said.w

A very thovough race, Vulecans. Kirk relsxed again, awaiting the end of
their deliberaticns.

Heving no idea how long these would take, he occupied his time in looking
around him at those present and reminding himself once more as to who each of
them Was . '

Only six of the twelve-strong Vulcan team were in the room. Three of the
beam, Badiok, St'lurik and Sisot, were of course missing, and of the remzining
three not herve, T'Pria was with her sick bondmate, Zabri, in his room in the other
wing of the sprawling house, attended by Subrel. Savon had explained that there
were usually two of them with him, his condition being too distressing for
ancther telepath to bear without help. That fact alone had brought home to Kirk
the gravity of the situstion. :

0f those here, he had met the Healer $'lans and his bondmate Sunam ot the




87

initinl briefing cutside Parathelmon with Savon and T'XKea: T'Luk he knew to be
Sisot's wife, which meant that the cther female, the very young, very guiet
T'Hune, must be Subrel's bondmate. He remembered seeing the pair of them that
time on Sterbese 7 and thinking how unusual it wrs to meet a Vulecan, male or
female, whe cppeared as shy and retirving as this young woman., She had clung
almogt resolutely to her husband's srm during the whole of that brief meeting.

Cotching her eye now, he gave her the warmest, wmost russsuring look he could
without actunlly breaking inte a2 smile, and was rewarded w..h 2 shy glance in
return before her eyes dropped once more to her hands clasped in her lap. As
he recalled hiwm, her husband Subrel was young too, but without the avrs of almost
immaturdty that clung about hig wife,

T'Tak, now he had gseen her, wag easy to remember. Tall even for = Vulcan
male, she topped Spoek's lean Towm by abcut an inch, if not more. Next ic her
bondsister T'Hea — the closest Kirk had ever seen to 2 'euddly! or ‘wotherly!
Vulcan female ~ they lcoked like a pair of stand-up comics rather than respected

Vulcan scientists in their own right.

//T would not advise you %o under-estimate either of them, however, Captain.//
Spockts thoughts intruded into his meditation.

//0h, I don't, believe me.// A flashing amusement overlying a rueful memory
of T'Pau and T'Pring. //Vulecan women have a way of making themselves memorsble,
I've foundl//

J/Tndeed.//

Spock fell silent once more and Kirk hoped his inveluntary reccllection had
not roused uvncomfortable memories for his friends probing gently at their link,
though, he sensed only calmness and a shield that was already growing distincily
stronger slthough he knew that he was still capable of breaking through it easily
ghould that be necessary. Since at the woment 1t was not, he relaxed again,
walting for them to break their self-imposed silence.

The Healer S'lena was the first to move, shifting from his meditaotional
pose and looking about him to see who else wasg ready to speak.

Savon sat back next, And having waited until everyone else had signslled
their veadiness, spoke first.

“You understand, of course, Captain, that there is nothing in Sadiok's
background - 8o far as we know 1% - Lo make us suspicious, nor wasg hig introduct-
ion into cur team anything other than quite nowmal. He is contemporzry to none
of ug, behing of a generation hetween my own and Subrel's, therefore none of us
would expect to have any personal knowledge of him, particularly as he isg ssid to
come from a remote port of Southern Vudcan and to have left home only on his
entrance into the Science Acadeny at TesKahr. He speaks litile of hisg past, but
that is not uncommon among us, Caplain, as you know.w

Kirlk nodded, Vulcans hated personal questions and guorded their privocy
more flercely than any other race.

“You mention the Sclence Academy...V

Wy own branch of it."  Savon nodded., "Of course, since my time the staffl
has changed ond so we have no common point of reference. He has undoubtedly been
there at gome time, I can vouch for that. He talked of the surrounding sves snd
buildings in terms which leave no doubt in my mind.!

wnut yvour think it could have been ag & visitor only,’ Xirk szid,
¥y 9

Sevon's nod acknowledged his percipience. #1 can provide no pogitive
answer either way, I am afrald. Can you add anything, ny wife?V

(=
ST kyow very 1ittle of him at all," T'Kez murmured apologetically. HOux
fields of wresearch were quite different and we met only at formal wmeals, JRven on
our jowrney across Thul from Rath I saw very 1little of him.*®
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"Has The needed any medical treatment?™ Kirk turned hopefully to 3'lanaz.

The Healer shook his head. "Hothing in particular. Resulation checks ghow
nothing uvrusual save that he has a very rare blood group, very rare indeed, but
not previcusly unhesrd of on Vulecan,., Otherwise his readings all show within
Vulcan norms, albelt zome at extremes.” '

iSo he may be eilther Vulcan or Rowulan so far as you know??

“Yes., There is no present evidence either way. Were he here, of course, T
could run tests., As it is, T can offer you no particular help.”

*There was the time he mentioned he'd been to Rigel, S'lana, do you
remember b Sunsm put in, 9T thought he must have met wmy cousin there; he was
the head of fthe Vulcan diplomatic delegzmtion to the conference Sadick sgald he'd
attended. T asked him about it hut he gave wme ne answer. At the time, I unerely
thought his sattention had been temporarily distracted elsewhere.”

et could genuinely still be so," Kirk said ruefully,
“Tadead,” Sunam agreed. "I have nothing positive to offer either, Capinin.m

“ind nor do I, T'Iuk agreed. "lerely o most waworthy suspicion I once had
that he resented my being taller than he is. At the time, 1% seewmed sguch = focl-
ish idez to entertain that I iwmediately. forgot it until now,m

It seemed T'una was thelr last hope and Kirk turned towards her, not
expecting there to be much she could add.

A faint green flush tinged her cheeks, hut her eves met his without faliter—
ing, a fact which he acknowledged as all the wmore brave when he heard the
embarrassing - for a Vulcan ~ nature of what she had to say.

er voice was soft, but clear enough to be heard without trcuble as she
explained that she had once or twice felt that Sadiok had looked zt her in 2 way
no respectahle Vulcan should at a bonded woman, ‘

5T am avare,” she went on, her hands clasping together in her lazp and then
deliberately welaxing once more, “that Iam unduly concerned with others'! weaciions
to me, that I sometimes feel I am noticed when it is not the case, and I trled
to put it cut of my mind, Subrel bids me tell you that he had noted my reaction
and believed it to be due to my nature. He did his best to support me, but tock
no particular notice of Sadick as he had been given no cause to do so.n

dall the same, to your wind his reaction was not Vulecan®™?

Fer eyes met his again, her flush a little deeper. "I am not a very object~
ive observer in thig wmatter, Captein Wirk.?

AT oumderstand.® e didn't want to press her further and lesned back against
Spock, thinlking over what he had learned.

Hitts 2ll very negmtive,™ he saild slowily, fbut it is interesting that five
of yvou 2ll mention something which may fit with our thecry."

Sowon nodded. "Hach of ouxr observaticons = with the exception of M'¥uns's -
is unimportant on its own and we would none of us have recalled them had you not
agked vg to do so. Nothing of course is proved: all the same, we wugt be on
our guard from now on, whatever happeng.™

“You balieve thig has some relevance to our colleagues' disappearsnce, of
course, 't S'lona said abruptly.

#T belleve that it could have," Xirk told him. "hen we make our report to
the interprise later this evening, we shall warn them to be on the look-outb
for possible intruders in this space. TI% may be that the source of the problen
does not lie on Thul at all.® '

v
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In the privacy of the room allotted %o them he duly made his report %o the
fnterprise, had a quiet word with VeCoy who, in his own words, !Jjust happened to
be on the bridge at the right time', reassured him as to his and Spock's well-
being and fell into bed beside his bondbrother to sleep long and dreamlesgsly.

Hiext morning he woke late, mildly amnoyed with Spock for letting him sleep
in but geeing the reason for it in the dark shadows under his eyes as he checked
his appearance in the burnished wetal mirrer.

n

iYou'll make us damn' late in getting started, though.®

iThere is little point in becoming over-tired and consequently inefficient,"
Spock told him drily. '

How irritating of you to be always right." He adjusted his hood,

SLE T were, 1t would be," Spock agreed Wlandly, waiting for the door to be
opened foxr him,

FPor all his good intentions, it was eventually late afiernoon before they
left SBzvon's household once more, since several things had to be attended to
first, KXirk wished - no, he corrected the word - needed t0 see Zabri for himself
and to have a quiet word with his bondmate, T'Pria, There was also the ceremon—
ial blessing of the water to be done so that the household Tu would not become
suspicious of a Doscalan who did not fulfil his obligations.

The ceremonial was simple and dignified and this time Kirk was privileged
to watch it for naturally Savon was as lenient a master to his Du as was coumpat-
ible with Thulyan ways. Spock performed his part to the manner born and Kirk
teasingly told him so as they followed S'lane to Zabri's room in the other wing
of the sprewling hcouse, to be informed that Vulcans had once had a vaguely
similar 'greeting of water' ceremony among the ancient tribes of pre-Reform
Tulcan.

Tt was a way of demonstrating peaceful intentions for a certain duration,
either for the purpose of talks o a temporary truce between two tribes,®

"inother interesting interconnection between the twe cultures?™

"I gather so. I am not an expert on ancient customs, however, and I weport
this only at third hend. It was St'lurik who noted the similarities, of course,
as this is his sphere of study."

They paused while 3'lans opened a wrought-metal doorway leading into =
second, tiny imner garden, this cne without the fountain that was the focal point
of the larger one they had just left.

Kixk frowned at the huge key. "Is it necessary to keep him locked away,
Stlanagi

"fe 1s not dangerous, Captain, save to himself. We keep him locked away
only so that the Tu cammot come close enough to hear him perhaps betray us in
his raving."

Sharing a speaking look with his bondbrother, Kirk passed through the gate
behind him, deciding that although the effrst of the clanging metal lock was
purely subiective, it nonétheless produced a most unpleassant sensation that one
was being sghut away. He knew Spock felt hisg swall shudder of disquiet, for he
was sent a private wave of sympathetic warmth that went some way to dispelling
the feeling.

//It is partly owr closeness to Zabri that you feel almo, Jim.// A dread
Spock could not hide.

Fivk knew it was hopelessly selfish of him, but just at that moment he
could not regret that any telepathic receptivity he had was chammelled through
Spock.

//T regret I can shield you from very little at present, Jim.// & warning
note and a small burst of sorrow.




G0

S'lang crossed the small courtyard, entered and went down a long, cool
passagevay to the door at the end, on which he knocdked twice.

A man's volce told them it was safe to enter, and $'lane opened the door
for them, uvushering them intec 2 tiny lobbhy. There, Subrel met them, saying, "He
is sleeping at the moment. T'Pria alsc.!

Intreductions vwere swiftly made but once the formalities were over, Subrel
expressed his disquiet at Kirk's arrival. "I mean no disrespect to you, Capiain
¥irk, or to you, Healer, but surely it cannot be good to attempt to question
Zabri yet again when we know it to be useless and it is a cause of such...anguish
to him.® fhe even Vulecan voice retained its formality, but some echo in it spoke
of horrors recently endured.

Eirk hastened %o reassure him, keeping his own voice down not o disturb
the sleepers. "We don't intend to ¢uestion him, Subrel. His condition has been
fully explained to us, and, helieve me, we wouldn't do anything that might risk
making it worse. I'm afraid it's a purely practical thing - you see, Spock and
Thave been the victims of various sorts of brain damage znd so on...if there is
Just a chance there is any symptom we recognise, well, it might just help in
treating him if we can pinpoint what is wrong, you understand?™

The younger man nodded, albeit reluctantly. "Cne is not eager to expose
elther Zabri or Spock to such an crdeal for nothing, Captain. As a non~telepath
you cannot understand this..."

"Perhaps I understand mere than you think." Kirk did not want to elahorate,
it was not necessary and in any case he fully understood Subrel's anxiety. YYou
have my assurance, Mr. Subrel, that at the very first gign of distress, we will
withdraw at cnce.®

Tven with this promise, the younger Vulecan looked at Stlansa for confixrmation
that the wvisit should take place before he stood back and let them into the
sulte that had been set aside for the sick Vulcan.

Bntering the room in which Zabri lay, the first thing that became patently
chvious o him was that the poor devil was doubly incontinent. Knowing what it
took to make a Vulecan lose controel to that extent, Kirk swaliocwed hard, fighting
down his extreme reluctance to proceed, aware that the unwillingness was in pant
Spock's. e tried to send a wave of understanding back, a consgolatory reminder
of the fact that neither of them was having to face this alone, and vwas rewarded
by a 1ifting of the imner tension so that bhoth of them could step forward with
an outer czlim.

Zabri wes sleeping -~ on his back, both amms flung upwards so that his hands
lay on themattress ahove hig head; this pose, in conjunction with the harced
bed on which he lay, and the unmistakeable smell in the rcom, emphasised the
macabre return to infancy. His mouth hung slackly open and a heavy drop of
spittle dribbled fcom its corner.

//831 bodily functions out of contr01¢// A Qhocked, sad guestion.

/7Tt would seem so. A mind picked clean.// Spock could nov cover the wave
of pityving revulsion - the disgust, not for Zabri bvut for whatever, or whoever,
had done this thing to him. - :

//¥ie ought to see him awake.// Kirk dldn‘t want to, but knew there might
be some vital clue to be pleaned. //I hate to have them waken him, though,
We'll wait for him to wake naturally.//

A wave of total agreement flcoded him, and they turmed to leave together.

Pack in the outer living room, Kirk ssid feelingly, "Poor devil, He's like
o baby.’

A very new=born baby," S'lana agreed. "One whose knowledge of the world
about him ig nil, and one who cannot learn.”
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"You mean he's made no progress at all since you found him?% Kirk was
horrified.

"Hone at all.®  S'lapa shook his head., YAt first, of course, we hoped that
in time he would come 1o recognise us, to know who we zre, what part we have
sharéd of hig life. Now we would be delighted if he could learn to recall just
one of us from day to day, greet us as a child zreets his murse, but it seeus
he cennot even do that, In fact, each time he wakes we have to try and reassure

him that we are kindly, that we mean him no harm. He is quite plainly terrified
of all contact.?

Kirk heard a door behind him open and swung round, realising that the tired-
looking womsn who entered must be T'Priz, Her expression and obvious state of
near collqpse brought the horror of Zabrl's condition home to Xirk even more
plainly.

After S'lana had introduced them T'Priz wasted few words.

He ig terrified, Captain. That T can tell you with authority. He is
terrified, utterly alone. He can see but not understand, hear only =2 meaningless
babble when we talk tc him. The only thing that scothes himis touch, hut it can
take maay minutes of struggling and trying 4o get away befeore he understands
that I am not going to harm him. If T had not learned that eventually he will
find a 1little peace when I goothe him then I do not think I would have the momzl
courage to make the initisl approach. His mind is empiy. Echoing. Blackness.

I dare not Lty and touch it any more."

Yad the words been recorded, Kirk knew the even, controlled tone would have
betrayed very little. T'Priz still had some veneer of calm %o see her throughs
but the flickering eyes, the gpasmodic movements of her head and the veleniless
plucking of her fingers in the loose folds of her garments would have heen
tragically distressing in a PFumen female. In a Vulecan, it was almost more than
Kirk couvld heax to witness.

Speaking asg stendily as he could, he said, "Is it possible his wmind has been
stripped by some device? The Klingons have something which they claim can pierce
the mind and wring any infermation they wish from it.7

S'lana looked doubtful, bul seeing the question had been really deocted
at Spock mather than him, said nothing.

The First O0fficer considered it for s moment befere saying, "Unlikely,
Captain, My impression of that device is that it would be more likely to leave
the mind passively empty rather than active. The subject would be a vegetable
rather than a terrified neonate.®

Hut that ig only a subjective iwpression.®

HGE course. Nevertheless, T am strongly convinced it is correét.”
//Spock] A feeling®// A gentle mockery. Affection.
//Cextainly.// Calm acceptance.

Rirvk nodded slightly and turned back to T'Pria. "I don't know what help we
can offer you, if indeed we can do anything at all, hut we will do our best -
you have wy word on that.”

She accapited it,; but her eyes told him she thought it hopeless,

ST omust go" she said abruptly, a kind of helpless desperation in her voice.
"He needs mne.k

ALz she entered the bedreoom, XKirk thought at first that he could never forget
the agony in the wailing cry that greeted her, but then the dreadful impression
of the pitiful scund wag drowned in a backlash of hysteriecal terror, of irvedeen—
able despair that washed over him like a tsunawmi, leaving him gasping and shaking
in its eddies.




Stlava was at his side, holding his shoulders, shaking him hard. f¢aptain!
Captain ¥irkl®

Pltts all right.”" He gulved hard, frantically bringing himself under

control. ¥y God, that poor, poor bastapdln

stlana frowned. "1 don't understand -~ it shouldn’'t affect you. You're not
a telepath,® ‘

“ilo,t  He flicked a look at Spock, knowing what that burst of primitive

emotion must have done to him, but sesing Subrel had gene to him, relaxed ago
ilur bond...it's been damaged. Just at the moment we can't shield properliy.”

11l

S1'lans wag horrified. "We should not have exposed you tbo this. Vou should
have told us...®

Kirk shook his head. "I knew the risk. Besides, if that was only thinrd-
hand for me; 11's veally very little compared to what Zabel is suffering. Hadn't
one of you hetter zo to T'Priat®

Bitduna is coming.®  Subrel looked over at Kirk., "My apologies; Captain.
You understand all too well, T think.,”

Kirk took = long, calming breath. "I don't say we wouldn't have done our
best before,’ he gald shakily, "but after that, we won't rest until we find some
angwers to all thig.®
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The search for those answers wmust start st the market stall where ~they
hed found the medallion., Thanks to Spock's unerring memory for maps and direct~
ions, they found their way back there without difficulty, only to find 211 the
Tolding tables nsatly stacked and the awnings rolled back against the walls of
the houses behind the stalls.

//Demal It must be eaxly closing day,// Kirk exclaimed ruefully. //I

thought this nation of shopkeepers never missed a possible opportunity for
trading, They nsver did this in Rath as I recall.//

//It can herdly be so here, either, or Savon would surely have mentivmed it.//

“You think sowething's happened?® Kirk sald aloud, worry making him tempor-
arily forgetful, Fortunately for him, the street was virtuelly empty and his
lapse went unnoticed.

//1 have no idea, and no dats on which to speculate either.//

Kizk fumed sllently for a wmoment, then came to a decision., //Me'd better
go wmake some enquiries at the local '"town hall' or whatever they call it xound
here, Didn't you say it wasn't far away?//

/ot far, Along that way.//

It was indeed not far, but even so they got there just in time to see the
large main dooxr close inexorably for the night. Kirk gave vent to an swasperatsd
grunt, guickly covered.

// ot wonld seem to be that for today, then. You!'ll have to pick us a bed
for the night elsewhere.//

Since the large symbolic medallion Spock wore, deploting the simaltaneous
rising of Thul's twin woons ovaer the waters of Rath had already attractad 2 fair
mumber of offers from passers-by Muring thelr wanderings round Parathelmon over
the lagt two days, Kirk did not anticipate any particular difficulty over this.
tloxr wzg there; the only surprise to Kirk waes that the person Spock chose was

the next one to offer hospitality ~ logical encugh, he supposed, if it were not
for the fact that she wag female, extremely attrasctive, and signalled her sgpecific
interest in Svock so blatantly that Kirk could not see how even an innccently
minded Vulean could miss it. When, to Kirk's badly disguised sgtonislment, Spock
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accepted with every sign of alacrity, 1t was all his Coptain could do not to let
a yelp of dismay filter acr.gs thelr hond. Rapidly, he erected such shielding
as he couldsy 1f as he suspected the Vulcan had simply not noticed those overt
glances then hig bondbrother was nct about to enlighten him concerning them., He
didn't want to have his friend squirming with embarrassment at what he'd unwitte
ingly done.

While Spock walked at the side of the LanA, Kirk found himself with her
three Da - the number a sure indication that the woman was wealthy. Since she
and Spock were deeply engaged in conversation, he decided to risk o fevw dirvect
questions of her three slaves, and found, as he'd suspected, the Lady Cosalanh
vwas a wealthy widow and that all three of the women = both the older woman - who
said she had fostered the LanA as a suckling babe - and the two younger ones,
heartily approved of her decision to invite Spock home.

"My lady has been alcne too long," they told him.

Partly dismayed, partly bursting with hidden laughter, Xirk tagzed along,
found to bis relief that Cosalani's household was not unrelievedly femele, and
tock wefuge in the company of her Du for the evening. Complications like bwief
affairs he could well do without, he desided. Besides - what did he know of
vulcanocid customs and neads?

Howevey, when he was not shown anywhere but the Du quariters for the night,
he openly said his place was with his Tan, expecting them to show him where Spock
now was. Hov a bit of it, A chorus of hearty guffaws greeted his request, and
a blunt statenent that the Ian and Lani would not be wvanting him for the next
few hours,

Since he could hardly insist without looking forty kinds of fool, Kirk lay
down obediently, wrapped himself in the rough hair blanket they Hossed him and
ostensibly tried %o sleep. HNot beilng alone, though, he could not make the
reguirsd calls to the Enterprise and to Savon, and opened his mind to Spock once
more, intending to remind him to do so in the privacy of his own room.

The flood of iwpressions that promptly wrushed in on him was so unexvected,
in spite of everything that had been said by the Du, and so stariling that for a
few seconds he could not believe the sensory input he was receiving. When his
numbed brain finelly didhiear the message, he raised his meagre shields at once,
desperately ashamed of his involuntary 'peeking'. Grateful that the Tu's
quarters were so badly 1it - he just knew his face must have blushed oo red for
any green-blooded vulcancid to overlook the oddity - he lay back and concentrated
on keeping well out of what was, most emphatically, not his affsir,

He was not entirely successful, though, for his own shielding was very wesk,
and Spock seemed to have forgotlten there was any necessity to raise bis. Xirk
could only gympathise with the reason and wish to hell it didn't exiset. Puite _
how he was golng to face his Vulcan friend in the morning he didn't vet know - it
promised to be the most embarrassing situation he had ever had to face when Spock
realised, as he inevitably wmust once he was not quite so heavily invelved, just
how wuch his bondbrother must know of what was going on. He shifted restlessly,
doing his best Yo keep those fragile shields firmly up, and aware of o wry
amugsement that cvenits should have fallen out this wasy. Right frowm the gbert of
theixr bonding he'd worried what would happen under circumgtances like thise, bub
not urmaturally in view of thelr normal habits, he had always thought his would
be the unlucky privilege of finding his shielding had been inzdequate and that
he'd caused Spock congiderable, avoidable and mortifying annoyance.

Te spent some time amxlously endeavouring to drop off to sleep and during
1t his emotional reaction to hisg sltuation ran the gamut from mild hilawvity, -
through tenderness to joy and finally to plain irritation. 3But sleep at last he
did, end woke to a pleasant sense of well-being that wasg not wholly his own.

Meeting Spock for the first time when he attended him at the wmomming meal,
he did his best te school his facd to neutrality but was not perfecily convinced
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of his success. His Pirst Gfficer must be sure that Kirk knew there was some
regson they had spent the night geparately and must be feeling at the very least
selfconscious. VWhen their eyes finally met, however, he could see that Spock
was all too well aware of how inadeguate his shielding had bheen,

Kirk sent a zush of affectionate reassurance his way and was astounded to
find his friend was not unduly bothered by events, save in that they might have
affected Xirk's view of him adversely.

//Hardly.// Amused acceptance and a reminder of Xirk's own nature.

//T assumed that you would have no opportunity to report in to the Interprise
or to Savon yesterday evening, and made the report myself.//

//Good man,// ¥irk told him, relieved.

They could make no further sxchange for Cosa demanded Spock's atitention virt-
ually full time until their departure and so it was not until they were out in
the street once more and baving checked and found the stall still firmly closed
although some of the other ones were now open for trading, and were msking their
way to the Administration building that Kirk had an opportunity $o broach the
subject. It was hardly the ideal place or time, but Kirk had decided that he
must spesk up soon, not wanting Spock to have to try and pretend it had not
happened or to feel any shame over it.

//T don't want apologies.// A swift but gentle command. //By the law of
averages 1% ought to have been me making them, we both know that.//

/7% lesst allow we to apologise for shielding so inadequately.//

/fiot a bity// Cheerfully. //I could tell you had other things on your
mind!//

//ind 1 have not embarrassed you?// Wonderingly.

//0f course not...well, not much.// Honestly. //Would I have embarrassed
you very wuch rad 1t been me? Well, it was me first, after all.// 4 sudden,
vivid picture of Liahn Ty 'Lishn, :

//T accept it in IDIC - as part of you.//
//is part of us both!// Surprise amd more than & touch of pleasure too.

//Indeed - and Jim, I am sorry to hear you quote such an unscientific
principle as 'the law of averages'. You should certainly be aware that no such
law, as it is generally understood, exists.//

//Horsefeathers!//
//hs they do not, either.//

Kirk fell into a dignified silence.

Trying to get information out of the local administraticn proved as frustrat—
ing and time-consuming as dealing with any of the other local buresucrats ¥irk
had met throughout the galaxy. At the end »f two hours his immer fury and
frustration was such that he could see it was beginning to affect Spock also.

At first furicus with himself for his lack of self control he wasz about Lo send
a hearty apology Spock's way when he recalled that quite often a good way to
deal with such petty-minded officialdom was to pull rank shamelessly, and ab the
same time dwmply that a favour done for you now could have fortunate resulis in
the future for your benefactor. Wondering if the logical and straishtforward
Tulean could pull it off with the same success as a devious-minded Humen, he
sent an explicit enquiry/explanation instead of the intended apology.

//with your expert assistance no doubt I can manage to behave with any
degrec of illogicality.// Resigned. '

In fact, Spock seemed to experience little difficulty in producing & hizh-
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handed arrogance which ~ %o & nicety - zauged the clerk's ability to swallow
the unabashed flattery and men—of-distinction-like~you-and-ne assumptions, and
soon had him eating ocut og his hand.

//Tou see - it works. Where would you be without me?// Triumphanily, as
they entered the room of the highest ‘asuthority' st present availlable, Lord
Teeghlan,

Dropping patiently to his knees beside the seat Spock was immediately offered,
Kirk kept his eyes correctly lowered while Spock made the firgt enguiries con-
cerning the Lord Terrelan and the possible source of the medallion they had
acquired, finishing, "I had every intention of making enquiries of the stall-
holder, but the stalls in that street were not open vesterday and some arve still
shut this momming. No-one seems capable of giving we any information at all as
to why this should be so.®

Lexd TeeghlLan said nothing for several moments, his eyes raking Spock up and
down, Watching him out of the corner of his eye Kirk had an uncomfortable
feeling that the lan was suspicious of them in scme way and wasg about to make
some accusation,

Iie was partially righty Teegh, it seemed, had seen them before - on the
road from Rath four days previously.

When 3pock admitted he had indeed been travelling that day, Teegh nodded in
a pompous, self-important way and said, "I thought so. I never forget a face.
My chaise overtock you on the road.m '

Kirk gave an inner choke of relieved laughter. //I told you, 8Spock, it's
Mils Baris.//

Ignoring his bondbrother's irrepressible and sometimes ~ to Spockt's way of
thinking - ill-timed levity, Spock devoted his atiention to the matter at hand,
that of getting on sufficiently good terms with Teegh to elieit the information
he reguired.

Tor once a necessarily silent audience, Kirk had time to note and admire
Spock's technique ~ it was not precisely the same as he might have emploved but
it was nonetheless effective. Xirk's opinion of his friend, always high, went
up another notch as Teegh finally threw his cards on the table and adwitted that
three of the traders in that street - Tu who received too littie supervision
from their lan -~ were under suspicion of receiving stolen goods.

iMoo little supervision...”® Spock's eyebrows rose in his inimitable express—
ion of disdainful amszement.

"Yes, it's shocking, quite shocking." Teegh seemed to be on less sure ground
now because he became positively ingratiating - doubtless some minor dereliction
of duty was involved which in some way concerned him for Spock thought him
anxious to hurry over this point as quickly as possible. Since this regulited in
a flood of gratuitous information, some of which, notably the names of TLond
Ferrelan's executors, was undeniably useful, Spock did not feel inclined %o take
what he gsuspected was the more common Thulyan attitude, one of condemnation for
thoge in authority. He contented himself with a few murmurs concerning the-
proper control of one's property and demanded to be told whether the identity of
the thieves had bheen established.

Scenting a sympathetic ear, Tord Teeghlan leaned forward confidentially.
"Je do not admit to it generally, of course, but we have had a great deal of
trouble from those damned Du up in the hills., Officially we don't admit to their
presence, but quite privately they're becoming more than simply & muisance.
I've been telling everyone for wmonths now that something will have to be done,
but you know how it iu ~ everyone says yes, yes, ves, but no-one does anything."

Hepressing his bondbrother's internal wmirth, which was considerable enocugh
for gpock to fear that he might even betray them by an ocutright laugh, Spock
agreed soberly that he did indeed know how difficult it was to geit things done,
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and had Lord Teeghlan any idea of the precise area these reprehensible villainsg
irhabited? As a travelling Doscalan, he was naturally interested in avoiding
them,

Becoming more expansive every moment under the subtle flattery of Spock!
deferential tone and aristocratic hauwteur, Teegh told them all he knew - which
was Littld enough, Kirk conceded, but it would at least give them some idea of
the area in which to start locking.

Outside again, he said, //Ve can get the Fnterprise to make a general scan...
pinpcint any areas which show concentraticns of people. The unlikelier the spot
for habitetion, the more likely it is to be the people we'd like to interview.//

/Agresd. And do you wish to visit the Lan Teegh mentiloned?//

//¥hat ~ the one who's dealing with Ferre's affairs? I hardly think itfs
necessary, do you? T'Tuk identifiled that medallion pretty positively, after all,//

//Conceded.//

Kizk knew that tone. //ﬁome on, Sclence Officer, spit it out. What have you
seen that I've wissed?//

//8hould we need to return to this area we must not act in any way susviciously
before we leave.//

/’VJu'?e quite-right, of course. We'll have to do everything expected of us
first - pot zo rughing off into danger like a pair of lunatics. Cowme on, then =
vhich way did 'Tord Te?ghLan' say the place was?//

ops

A

Towy Get of f across the concourse outside the impressive stone bhudlding ~
much more impressive in size than anything they had seen in Rath, although no-
where near as besutifully cacved.

Pounding a coiner, they found themselves in anoiher open space, its centre
filled with a huge circular plece of statuary, set gbout with carved animals.
At first, ¥irk thought it was one of the many public fountains, but & second look
showed him 1t was not so. fThe massive central pillar was quite tall, some two
and a hell wmetres he guessed, it so large in circumference that it 1ookuo SOme-
what squat: set round it at regular intervals were crnately carved animal heads
- mythical, he guessed, or very exaggeratedly executed if they were veal. Tach
had a huge, protruding ftongue, and balanced on the end of each such projeciion
was & metal ball., Directly below this, another, smaller, animal was set, its
face craned heavenwards, 1ts mouth gaping widely.

The two nen stared at the erection with something resembling ave. fventually,
Kirk was moved to murmur, "Spock, that is just the most hideous piece of statuary
I have ever seen.’

Since the square was for the moment deserted, Spock handed Kirk the handle
of his chains and clrcled the object, wnobirusively uvsing his tricerder before
replying, "I am not sure that it is wmerely a statue, Jim. Tt may have a specific
purpose, L wonder if Savon or one of the cthers has seen this.®

foure o have, I'd say. Why - is it something special?®
P helieve it is a primitive seismograph.®

A selsomograph®™ Kirk could not help his incredulous itone. "How does it
work, then?®

“heose balls are so Finely balanced that they will £311 when a shock-wave
is transmitted. It you note these teeth rare, and the cosgy these are probably
g locking mechanism that prevents the other balls from [=1ling as well, so that
one can tell not only that a guake has taken place, but by noting vwhich receiving
animal hag the hall in its mouth, ihe general direction in which the avent has
occurrad.t

fatts fiendishly clever,® Kixk mgreeb He pauvsed, walting for a group of
chattering Da to go by before adding, "But what's the point of it®%
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Spock ghmugged. "This is 5 well-run society despite Teegh's rather jsundiced
view. Possibly they have teams which can be sent out to nelp the stricken area.
Cf course, that ig pure speculation - this could well be simply considered inter=
esting but of no practical value, though these are a pragmatic people and T
doubt whether they would erect anything so elaborate simply for itg aesthetic
value.® iis survey completed, he tucked the tiny tricorder away safely in the
inner pocket of his tight~fitting jacket and locked over his shoulder at Kizk
with something of 2 twinkle in his eye. "I am ready to proceed, Jim.®

“And gbout time, too." Kirk passed the chain over with an ostentatious bhow.
"Let's be getting on then, shall we?®

B T A L N (A T T
LS I T S O o T

fecalling thelr last encounter with ffree! Thulyan M1, Kirk decided toc take

several precautions before they set out to try and find the group which might
know gomething of the missing Vulcans' whereabouts. It ssemed a logical preo-
caution to have transponders implanted at the very least, and so that evening,
in the privacy of the chamber allotted them by the Ian who took them in, he
called the Enterprise as usval and made arrangements that they should camp at
the same ocasls outside the town where they had met Savon, so that McCoy could
beam down to make the required inserticns.

"I could do with an evening off the ship," MeCoy agreed cheerfully, Vand T
daresay things will have cooled off down there once it gets to evening.,®

“looled of {1 Kirk's voice held a tinge of laughter. "I'd weav your thermal
underwear if T were you =- it gets damned cold down here."

A fgﬁtﬁér word with Sulu, in tewporary command, told him that no gign of any
‘othei ships of intruders had been noted in the vicinity, Knowing it wes
unnecessary to remind Sulu fo remesin vigilant, Kirk signed off and snapped the
communicator off with a tiny sigh of impatience.

ihe walk out to the casis was long and hot and exhausting, particulaxly fox
Kizk who had to carry the bulk of the camping gear they had te take with them,
Fortunately, they could manage with very little focd as they had a good supply
of emergency mutribars for Kirk's benefit ~ gince much of the local food was
poisonous te his system ~ but it was vital to have something to protect them
against the coldness of the Thulyan nights and as Kirk was finding to his cosgt,
furs are both heavy and cumbersome. Vishing wearily that it was permissible to
use lightweizht Starfleet issue thermal sleeping-bags instead, he hitched his
load fuwrther up onto his shoulders for the fortieth time,

AL least they'll stop me from getting sunhurmed shoulders, I guess," he
commented gloomily.

“0nce we are over the next hill and out of sight of the road, I will heo able
to help you," Spock said. "Savon chose that particular spot because it is well
away from any inhabited avea and off all the normal trade routes.t

Wes, I remember,” Kirk said shoftly. He didn't exactly feel like talkings
he was hot, thirsty, tirved and inclined tc be snappish ag a result.

Spock came to a halt and made him take water and novriskment; Kixk ate
reluctantly, able to see the sense in it, but not truly hungrys however, he
drvank avidly - there would be plenty to replenish the water-skin at the oagis.
The pack he refused to set down, krnowing how much more it would hurt to take it
up again afterwards.

By eaxly afternoon they were well on their way and out of sight of agyone
likely to be on legitimate business, and Spock took charge of the bulky furs.
Watching his bondbrother swing them ontc his back so easily, Kirk was aware of a
most ynworthy pang of envy for that strength,

“You forget," Spock offered guietly, "how much more massive this load is
under Thul's gregter gravity. You.are judgling it by eye, under Terran-normal
standaprds,
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, abt, of course, and in any case it was foolish to try and measure
his own strength against Spock's; he'd slways known that and was sghamed of
himself for forgetting 1t now. : ' :

me Wes 1l

With Spock carrying their pack they made much better time and arrived at the
ocasis early, bul a quick call to the Interprise told them that McCoy was cccuplied
in surgery at present and would have to stick with their original schedule unlegs
the matter was urgent. R

“No, not urgent," Kirk assured hisg Communicationg Officer. Has Chekov
completed the sensor scans yet, Ubura?! :

“Yes, Capbain. Dr. McGoy will have the co-ordinsies and degscriptions with
him when he besms down.®

Wery well., Kirk out,® He put the communicator safely away in his hidden,
inner pocket and added, "In that case, since there's nothing to do for a couple
of hours, I shall have a sleep.n

Spock knew his bondbrother well, though. Swiftly scanning the area with the
miniature tricorder, he said, "There is no-one about if you should care to
SWime e

A beatific smile covered Kirk's face. "'The serpent beguiled me! ¥ he quoted,
Ttand I did eat'. A swim sounds like heaven, Are you coming in as well?d

Spock declined, preferring to set up their small camp snd to watch Kirk
happily gplashing in the shallow, warm watber.

When the heep of the communicator announced MeCoy's arrivel, Kirk was still
stretched out asleep on a fur in the nude, having dried himself off on hisg tunic,
washed that and his trousers and left them to dry on a rock in the westering sun.

MeCoy viewed the prone figure with a raised eyebrow, 9If T'd koown it was
to be that sort of party I'd've brought a bottle.,” He handed one over, “Thank
goodness someone around here chserves the niceties of decorum anyway .

Spock read the label. "Saurian brandy, Doctor?®
"Yes. I suppose you've got glasses.®

o,

“hen we'!ll have to pass the bottle round.”

“What bottle? Oh, hi, Bones." TKirk sat up. "Is it that late? T1'd better
get dresseds it's starbing to get cold.n

our clothes are quite dxy." Spock handed them over.

“Ts that Sanrian brandy in there?" Kirk demanded appreciatively. "Bones,
you're a geniug,."

The doctor smirked. “Just o natural talent. Oh, and here are the tapes they
sald you wanted.b

Studying them swiftly on Spock's tricorder after MeCoy had made the reguired
transponder implantations, it was clear that there were two groupg of peonle
living out in the wmountains, both quite some distance awsy and both in what
locked like, on the evidence they had, uncomfortable places to inhabit, but not
impossible.

They could both be legitimate villages," ¥irk said at last. “Therets no
vay to tell. We'll have to check 'em both out."

e can save ourselves some inconvenience by beaming over closer to the
area,’ Upock pointed out. '

Phgreeds  Those hills to the north are reasonably well-wooded for this planet.
We may even be able to get a good overview from up there. We'll get the Fober—
prise to beaw us over before dawn.?
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MeCoy had also provided s picnic meal for them, saying slyly that he suspected
Jim would be hankering for something good and solid in the junk-food line. Kirk
Just grinred and tucked heartily into the huge chesse and salad rolls with avery
evidence of enjoyment. Once they had eaten, though, the night was getting too
cold fox sitting out to be pleasurable and MeCoy declarsd himself not soryy to
be retuming to the comfortable heat and lower gravity of the nterprise.

Once he had gone, Kirk and Spock shook out the furs they had brought with
them and laid them out, both gratefully drawing them well up over *hemselves
againgt the cold and glad of esch other's warm presence. However, althoush it
vias sensible to take refuge against the cold it was still early and neither man
vas feeling particularly sleepy for the moment. Yesterday evening they had had
little time ox opportunity to talk, for spock had sat late with the Tan whe had

offered them hospitelity and consequently Kirk had sat up late with the Iy,
walting wtil he was called 4o attend his 'master!. As & result, thev'd hoth

tumblad into bed after contacting the interprise snd almost immediaotely fallen
agleep: omsequently, Kirk had had no time to think over the previous nisht's
most surprising occurrence. He had been glad. He really didn't want to think
about it, not while his shields were useless so that he could not prevent Spock
from knowing just where his thoughts were heading. It was only the unexpected-
nesg of if, Kirk knew, that wade his wmind want +o dwell on it — had it been any
other of his acquainitance he'd not have thought twice about ity but being Spock
that was involved made it so much more unusual. Unusual? Unheard of! o, that-
was stupid. Te knew there had heen women in Spock's life, had met one or two of
them for himself come to that, but this cccurrence made him wonder Jjust how many
women there might have been that he knew nothing of., Vulcans were a discreet
and very private race and from what he'd unwittingly been witness to the night
before last, not all that different from Humans szve in the sheer gpeed and
directness of ...

Stop 1€l

Sheking with the effort, he brought his wayward thoughts under control, won-
dering frantically how much he had let slip and embarrassed as he'd never been

N
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by exnything before at the possibility that he uight be caught out speculating
agbout hig friend.

Fox want of some other distraction, he hurried into gpeech. “Thogse Thulvang
are every bit as attractive a people as we thought eight years ago, don't you
agreety

“lndeed, Captain.”

A whisper of movement in the furs told him Spock's head had futned his WAY 4
but be could see nothing in the darkness before the rising of the first woon.

"It also seems that the blgger the city, the better the Du are treatad,
doesntt 1t7¢

gpock agreed gravely that it did,

iThe farming areas seen to be the worst ~ where there's so much poverty
around. Jfremamber those kids on the road out of Rath, poor little half-starved
brates. Tou can hardly blame the Tu for rebelling,"

"o, indeed. Unfortunately, the Thulysn view of the universe st large is
not likely to lead them quickly into the iden that all intelligent species should
be free,®

ik rolled over. "What do you mean? I thought they were maybe on the verge
of letting the I have some sort of freedom last time we were herg.t

PThat was in Rath,¥ Svock reminded him. "7t is very different here., Indeed,
from all I gather in conversation, were it not for the fact that the sacrod Pool
of the Wew Water is in that city, the rest of the surrounding siates would have
1ittle o do with them.®
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Wighy ' thated

STF you wecall, Savon informed uws that thelr ruling family had died out,
The rest of the Thulyans in this hewmilsphere consider them dangerously independ-
ent in Hath." '

Wivk gave g little choke of mirth., whereas hewre you can't hlow your nose
without someone gets to hear of it,"

What is because they. believe the whole universe to be one vast organism,
of which Man ig only a part. The Thulyans have never developed a thelstic
theorys theilr world is not miled by a god or gods, but by the effect that
actions in one place may have in another.®

Kivk puzzsled over that for a minute., "You mean like, 'if vou drink too
2 5 Vi
mach you get a hangover'?" he enguired,

fa osinplistlic analogy, but reasonably apt.®

"Ho if gomeonse blows thelir nose they want to know why??

“Precisely. It could presage an epidemic of some sort, after alll¥
fhen did you learnm all this - last night?®

“Yeg, Our host then is one of the 'observers' who are sent ocut to watch the
heavens from all over this continent. They are keen sstronomical obgervers
because That ig one way to Judge whether the aduinistration is affecting the
tuniversal organism' adversely or well, The v, of course, are not permitted to
know that it is possible to tell from the world about them whether or not thelr
masters are worthy of respect or not.m

#7111 mever let on T know," Kirk said fervently. "I wouldn't want to see
you drumned out of the regiment for revesling state secrets to s humble Hu.©

Hoooner or laters of course," Spock sald reflectively, “their study of the
heavens is going to teach them a great deal more. At present, their astronomy
ig only in its infancy with their vpresent level of technology. I suvspect, though,
that within five generations they may well be ready for first contact with the
Pederation,™

Twive generationst® At firet Kirk was astounded, until he recalled the very
much longer Vulcan lifespan. *Yes. T guess that'd be about right. They're a
hright let.® He yawned widely, burying hig increasingly cold nose in the fur.
Hjetve got to be up early, don't forget. Better get some sleep. Coodnight,
Spock. Sleap well,®

Wioodnlght, ™

An

d then, very clearly through their hond, //And I do not comgidexr your
thoughts intrusive, my bondbrother, If I did we would not he bonded.//

Kirk veached cut a hand in surprisged gratitude, apolegy and affection, but
he wag aslesp before it made contact with Spock's.

A, AL an A L ML S
O LA O S

Thay saved themselves a good day and a half's journey next morning by beaning
acrogs the desert region to the mountainousg area beyond. After the stifling
heat of +the lower, desert regions, Wirk welcomed the almest chill wind on the
tree-covered lower sloves which they had selected zs providing the hest cover
For their arrival. It took them some time, though, to work their way wound o
a vantaze point frowm which they would see down into the valley they knew to be
inhabited,

Tt was a pleasant spoty o small stream van through its genercus carpeting
of ochxe-coloured grasgs and a cluster of five hmts was set al the nearer end,
where the wabter widened into a tiny lake. A herd of smallish animals with long
tangled pelis grezed guietly round it and o lone figure was sgeated on a rock

>

watching them, something held to its mouth., The pleintive wailing of the

Ll

primitive instrument floated up to the watchers.
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“Looks positively idyllic,® Kirk murmured. Where's the shepherdess to
finigh the plcture?y

“ihere’  Spock pointed to one of the huts where a door was opening,

Kirk watched the woman emerge and guessed she had czlled out; for the first
filgure jumo 2 up from the rock and ran swiftly ftowards her. . When he was near it

was plain from the difference in their heights that their first 'shepherd! was
in fﬁﬁu only g child.

“hooks like Howma called him in to breakfast," Kirk said.
STndeed,

F-PuL 1t doesn't look like a hiding place for escaped slaves, someaow, does
it Btill, I guess we'd better go down and investigate all the same.o

“ihat excuse do we have to offer for being in the area?s Spock asked
dubiousgly,

¥irk grinned at him. "Aren't you forgetting? You're a Lan, vou don't have
to explain yourself., If they're gemine, theJ'll accept usg 1if they're not.,.
well, we'll cross that bridge when we come to it,’

On the surface, the small community seemed genuine enoughi they appeared
almost overvhelmed by awed panic at finling a Lan so unexpectedly in their midst
and fluttered around, not guite knowing what to do about it.

Spock took charge smoothly, asking for refreshments to be brought for him
and his M.

“ile have 1ittle fitting for a Lan," one of the elderly wen said, bowing his
nose nearly to his knees ln his efforts to be politely obsequious.

“T shall make allowance for that," Spock answered gravely. %I do not expect
to find rich foeds in the houses of the Du.!

Bread and milk were brought, slong with a crumbly yellow cheese thickly
veined with blue. Kirk's mouth watered in anticipation of a rare treat as he
took his place kneeling before his supposed master to act as go~between go that
the Tan's food should not be passed to him by the hands of a stranger.

These Du took little notice of himg Kirk had s shrewd suspicion that living
a fairly lindependent life as they must do up here in the mountaing, they tended
to desplse those who attended their Lan in a more direct manner. Provided they
had an adequate food supply - and judging by what had been offered to them today,
and the general, healthy appearance of the small community they seemed 4o have
that ~ it might not be such a bad life.

gpock ate, throwing a few handfuls Kivk's way from time to time and mesn—

while waking enguiries which elicited the information that the Tu worked Ffor a
landowmer who lived some two days' journey away. They answered him freely with
no apparent hesitations even the child they had noted earlier was not discoure
aged [rom hovering near-hy, gazingat Spock with eyes full of awed interest but
ansvering the guestions put directly to him about the herd animsls without shy~
nesg. I this community was a cover for a group of escaped slaves in hiding it
was g very guccessful one and Kirk could find no flaw in it.

ventually Spock rose, saying he must not keep them longer from their work
and that he and his PHu must be on their wa

One man, the seeming leader of the group, stepped forward, fingering hig
coarsely woven tunic nervously as he knelt before Spock,

STE the Lan will permit...?®
PEpeak on,®
ihe Lan had best take care in the hills, There is great evil about.®

Wvil e What kind of evilow
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But the Du was elther not brave enough to continue or else knew little, for
he would only shuffle from knee to knee and repeat that there was danger beyond
the valley and the Lan wust be on his guard.

T am well served,™ Spock said calmly at last, seeing there was nothing to
be gained from further pressure. "Come, JimDu, we must be on our way before the
sun beging to descend. We have far to travel gtill,®

The going was difficult between this site and the other they intended to
investigate, The narrow trail climbed steeply at times and was hard to pick out
for it was clearly little used. They had to negotiate a pass high in the hills,
below the snowline but still a cold, windy and dangerous spot. They climbed in
silence, irk panting more than a little for the air was thinner here and
although it was a relief to be out of the debilitating heat, the cold was just
as bad; in addition, he was naturally still struggling under the extrs gravity
and only too glad that they were far enough from c&v11jsatlon for him %o be able
to hand much of his lead over to Spock.

“In any case," he grinned, “if these guys are anything like Gal and his mob
they'll be delighted to see you doing the heavy work.,®

It was a relief also to find that they had passed the highest point on their
march and were on their way down once more. Since they did not expect to come
to their objective until the next wmidmorning at the earliest, they were also on
the lookout for a suitably sheltered spot to pass the night when Spock suddenly
stopped abruptly, pointing over the edge of the path to the rocks some way bhelow.

“hat g 11%%  Kirk peered dovm. ‘'Bones?®

“ivo viar, T believe — pack animels at a guess. 7You can see the remains of
their loads also.®

50 -+ peotle do come this way," Kirk mused. ™Mot only that, tut -~ Spock,
doesntt it strike you that they gave uwp zwifully ezsily on those two viliar? wWith
ropes one could have got those loads up again if they were ilmportant - and you

don't carry stuff that isn't up here just for the hell of it. Dtyou get the
feeling they were in a hurry?"

"It is pogsible, of course,” Spock conceded. "On the other hand it could
have been just one traveller with two or three animals. It would he =z difficult
task to undertake singlcehanded.”

iThatt's true =~ even so, I think we'll keep our eyes well peeled, just in

They found, not a cave which would have been ideal, bult an overhsng sheltered
cn two gides where thay decided to bed down. If Kirk had bO@n_?fanlul for the
warmth of the furg the previous night he was doubly so new, and glad too for the
extra warnth of his friend &t his back as he slipped intc sleep, exhavsted and
diginclined foxr talk.

Fe wasn't sure what awakened him — possibly the clatter of stones, he thouzht
- but the vnmistakeable sound of clawed feet on rock brought his head xound.
Sending a mental injunction to be guiet; he shook Spock carefully awake

Fe could see neither of the moong from where he lay, for they werse foritun-
ately in deep shadow, but from the dual-shaded patches he could tsll that both
were well up. FHe could see a flicker of light, a naked fire-brand held aleft
by the firgt wmember of the small group that was approaching. There wers six or
geven of them and a string of vlar, ten in number he thought, but could not be
sure. They were all being extraordinarily quiet, though.

//oesntt look like legitimate business, does it?//
//Indeed not.//
/7T think we'll follow them once they're safely past, That torch should
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show up well, thank goodness, so ve won't have to stick too close. T don't
thivk we'll take the pack, though, it'll glow us down oo much, TPack what you
can in your pockets.//

//Very well, Captain. FHowever, T advise that you wrap a fur around your
shoulders. It 1s bitterly cold.// An affectionate concern.
//iuack, quackl//

//Your comment is apparently irrelevant.//

Aother hens get into a panic when their duckling foster—children go into
the water,// A ridiculous mental picture of spoeck xushing up and down a wiver
bank, clucking in heartfelt agitation.

//Hetter safe then sorry.// A sententious retort and a retaliatory vision
of Kirk in sickbay being fussed over by a team of murses ably led Ly Muxse Chapel.

Kirk decided to ignore him. A Vulcan with a warved sense of humour wes oo
much at this hour of the night. 9till, his suggestion ahout the fur wase
indisputably sensible and he wrapped one firmly round himself after meking quite
sure that his miniaturised tricorder and cowmunicator were gafely stuffed at the
very bottom of his hidden immer pocket. He added a couple of mutribars just in
case and set off along the track with Spock close on hig heels.

The bobbing light was easy enough to see ahead of them woest of the time, even
though it was occasionally obscured behind rocks or around corners for seversl
seconds at o time; following it however was a different matter for the path was
difficult to find in the confusing shadows cast by the two moons. The laxrger of
these was nearly setting when the way took a definite downwards turn intoe the
darkness of a deeper valley. A thread of glinting silver at one side puzzled
Kirk at first until he realised he was seeing the effect of the smaller moon
shining off a ribbon of water falling some considerable distance down a cliff
face. Heneath 1t the bobbing light was stilled now, but they were too far off
to be able to see anything in its feeble flame and presently 1t was dowsed,
leaving the area in total darkness.

J//Con you heex anything, Spock?// ¥He didn't speak aloud, knowing that Spock's
might not he the only keen Vulcan ears around here,

//o. I believe they are all gone from the immediste arvea.// A wave of
reassurance,

“Good.W Kirk let out a tense breath he was tnaware he'd been holding and
pulled the fur closer round himgelf. "Do you think that's where they were headw
ing for, or have we lost them?®

Spock studied his tricorder, shading the readouts so that their dim zlow
could not betray them should he be wrong about their present solitude.

“L suspect this is their destination, Captain. These are certainly the
co—ordinates for where we were headed,®

Tiven better,” Kirk said with satisfaction. He psused, thinking things over
and vealising regretfully that it would be foolish to go rushing in in the dark
~ on the other hand if they waited for daylight to give them some ides what they
were going into, they could have to waste z full day just hiding until it was

ark enough to make o move. He sighed, hating inaction but knowing it was the
only sengible course.

vhen told, Spock nodded his agreement and smiled faintly when Kirk added
accusingly, "You thought I'd go rushing down there like the cavalry coming cver
the hill, didn't you?®

“Uertainly not. I am well aware that the passing years have lant you
considerable discretion, Captoin.?
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“Rlattery,t Kirk said with commandatorisl dignity, "will get you nowhers,®

With the growing light they could see that the valley was not unlike that
which they had seen yesterday, with the same ochre graas and steep rocky sides.
This time though there was no cluster of huts, no grazing animals or tiny lake.
The waterfall was high, some seventy-five metres, Kirk estimated, and a tiny,
probably deep pool had formed at its base, spilling over and running away down
the steep valley floor in a white, foaming flurry. There was no-cne %o be
seen -- not a algn of habitation either by snimals or men.

flaves?' Kirk wondered, his eyes raking the cliff side for a shadowed aap
that might indicate such an opening. There were several pegsibilities, one with
a faint line running ftowards it that could indicate a pathway.

A fine pair of fools we'd look if that leads to a passageway,” he grovwled,
fand we'lre sitting here waiting while they'rve calmly getting away the other side
cf that wmountain,? :

-%The gensors did indicate the presence of sentient beings at these co-
ordinates,"™ SBpock reminded him. '

ilhey could have been just passing through as well," Xirk said pessimisgtically.

"Indeed. And this tricorder is insufficiently powerful to give us the
ansvers we reguire,” Spock said placidly.

Kirk grinmed, "You're a fine comforter.m

71 merely expressed wmy agreement with your speculation,® Spock told him
blandly.

“One day I'lLl pin you for rank insubordination.® Kirk vawned widely., 91
think T'11 catch up on some sleep while T can.®

“An eninently sensible plan," Spock approved.

Always able to snatch a few minutes sleep when opportunity offeved, Kirk
readily settled down and closed his eyes, opening them again to find the sun
high in the gky and Spock shaking his shoulder while & firm injunction against
meking a sound fleooded his wmind.

//Sound may carry further here than we expect.//

//0 ., Ttm oaweke.//

Spock waited while his bondbrother's mind performed the mental egquivalent of
a strongly catlike streteh and then pointed downwards.

Two figures were standing near the shadowed area on the cliff face and a
third was even now emerging into the light, turning round to haul hard upon g
leather rope behind him. A vlar came into view, protesting with a sound not
unlike that of 2 disgruntled Terran turkey-cock. Twmediately behind it came a
second, objecting even wore vehemently than the first, tossing its head in
affronted irascibility as it was pushed into the daylight by a fourth Thulyen.
Altogether, nine of them were brought out, protesting furiously all the while.
Kirk's lipns twitched in amusement,

//Taeytd never hear us over that, Spock!// he protested.

//That had not arrived when I made the suggestion.// Spock could not quite
rile of his own at the animals! ocutraged sounds.

1t took scme considerable time to extract the animals but it waz achieved at
last and they were taken one by one as they emerged to the sireem to drink their
£i1l.  Two Thulyans went with them while the others went back inside the cave %o
emerge later with empiy packs which they loaded onto the creatures! backs.

//ftore supplies, d'you think?//
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J/Possibly. Maybe they simply have to return the vlar. I wonder vhere they
come fwowm. Iven at the baslh the i do notk normaliy thave the use of them
except for thelr Lan = and at harvest time not even the Lan can have one Just
when he wants it,//

suddenly Kirk grsbbed Spock's arm. "Look, that one there — by the wock
with the red gstreak in it - isn't that St'lurik??

The wman's hood had been pushed back, affording a proper lock at hig Tace.
ST belleve you are right, Jim.®

S0, they are prisoners,’ Kirk said glowly. "Well, that's something., Wow
all we have to do is get them out.v

VAgreed s

Tt was not necessary for Spock to point out there might be a little wore
difficulty about that than hig Captain implied; wmany vears ago he wonld have
done so, unsure whether the Fuman's laconic understatement really meant he did
not apovreciate the full ramifications of a complicated situstion - but Bpock had
very soon learned never to under-estimate this particular Human., Indeed, he had
long ago cowme to take it for granted that Zirk would eventually produce the
rabbit from the hat with & flourish and the reguired two-chord blare of trunpets.
He saw Kirk eyeing him oddly end realised his foolish thought had been read,
quirked an eyebrow snd received a teasing smile in return.

fter a little more walting abhout for which Xirk could see no obvious Teason,
the animals were tied together and five of the Tu set off with thenm along the
steeply Twisting path up the side of the valley towards the spot where Hirk and
Spock lay bhidden.,

Hatehing them idly from behind their rocky cover Kirk knew they could not be
seen and was not unduly perturbed when the leader, a massively built T, pavsed
and turned round at a tsp on his shoulder from the figure behind him, sowmeone so
small and thin Kirk was not sure whether it was a youth or even possibly a girl.
He was certainly unprepared for the sudden, acute jab of mental pain that lashed
throvgh his mind, turning him dizzy and sick with a sensation of coldness and a
roaring sound in his ears. Tven as he wondered crazily if for the first fime in
his life he was about to faint, he felt Spock's hand touch his shoulder, press
firmly, and a familisr, spiralling blackness take him.

Spock watched the trail of vilar out of sight, relief washing over him at the
narrovness of thelr escape., It was the first indication he had had thot auy of
the Thulyans were any wore telepathic than the vast majority of Humans; some psi
quality he hac certainly noted; but it was very minor indeed and only encountered
infreguently, This had been a probing wmind as sharo as tewpered steel and it had
seemed about o out through his weakered shields like 2 hot knife through
polysiyrene foam, yet at the same timz there had been » hideous emptiness about
it that he could not explain ~ fortunately he had had his wits about him suff-
iclently to render Kirk unconscious as soon as he had felt that first, searing
tovch, but whal had provided the necessary damper to the phenomenal range and
power that had touched them both he had no idea at 2ll, TFor the moment he wa
Just gratefuly curiosity could come later when his mind had again achieved 1
proper balance,

8
ts

e turned bis attention back to Kirk. The Human was stirrving and rubbing at
hig neck, hig face centorted in a grimace of pain.

hat the hell's going on, Mister? he croaked. "You'd better have some
damn' good reason for assaulting your superior officer."

Spock knalt behind him, masssging the induced stiffness from $he shoulder
mgcles, YA very powerful telepath, Captain. One of the Im who have just gone
by,

Wirk sat vp grogegily, his eyes still not guite foeusing., "Did they see us?®

el
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“ifo.  gomething - or sowmecne ~ damped the field before we were detected.®

thomeongt  You mean there may be someone else around who knows we're out
here:®
Haffirmative, Captain,®

ik pondered that. The element of surprise was always valuable and he did
not welish the noticon of committing themselves to the wnknown darkness of those
caves without it. He thought it unlikely that watch was not being kept in any
cage and the confirmed presence of St'lurik save positive proof these hu were
not here legally and would be doubly suspicious when Spock appeared in their
widgt. The most sensible plan was for him to go in - strsisht awasy, and alone.

He turned to speak to Bpock and found Spock had been 'eavesdropping!, for he
received an emphatic headshake before he'd even opened his wouth,

Plims that would be wost unwise under the circumstances.®

¥irk always valued hig Pilrst Officer's opinion even when he acted in direct
contradiction of it, "yhy?v

At present you are vulnerable to telepathic invasion,® $pock said succinetly,
fiven were we not gtill suffering from these after-effects I doubt whether you
could have maintained a shield against such a powerful telepath without my
assigtance.®

Kirk's mouth set in an obstinate line. "You know what they'll vprobably do
to you as sgcon as they see one of the 'Tan'..."

HOL courge,¥ Only the bondlinlk showed ¥irk the faint impatience Spock
giperienced al this overprotectiveness. "Rut if T am found here and slone - and
if thet group wretumms T shall alwmost certainly be found — then I am likely to
suffer a worge fate than if T am by your side, am I not?"

Kivk emitted an exasperated snort. "ext you're going to sugeest I use you
as an excuse to gei in there.?

turally,®™ Spock responded blandly. "With me as your prisoner vou wiil
immediately cstablish your bona fides as a sympathiser with the cauge of Freedom.v
Then, sceing Kirk still about to argue, he added, "This is still o Prime Dirvective
planet, Captain. You cennot risk physical injury at this time. ©or. MeCoy has
done vondewrs with your external appearance - internally, however, you are & red—
blooded Iman, "

e was right, of course. %wen so, Kirk was ruefully awsre that the most
powertul axgument, as far as he was concerned, wag his lack of proper mental
shielding. This most recent reminder of the devastating effect one wind could
produce on another was still reverberating unpleasantly inside him, reaising the
short hairs on the back of his neck and meking bl Calntly gueasy.

Wetll go in together,” he said crisply, gathering the reing of command
firmly again. '

Spock gave a tiny nod of satisfaction and removed his tight-fitting jacket,
then his ruffled shirt, and proceeded to tear the lalter into sirips.

A rope,” he replied succinctly in reply to Kirk's raised eyebrow. #Plaited,
T believe it will prove sufficiently strong to appear to rest rain mae.v

It was 2 somewhat fiddly process but it was finally done and &pock's hands
were tlaed ind him in the way illusionists use to obiain instant freedon ot
the wight moment - an accomplishment taught to every Starfleet officer =nd which
had Freeouently proved exceptionally useful on those occasions when the technique
nad been spplied.

¥irl stepped back and locked his Filrst Officer up and down. "hey've
rrobably heen watching us all along anyway," he saild resignedly.

ihen they heve been remarkably restrained in not coming out to take us
prigoner by nowe®
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ppoek s tone was disrespectfully tart and Kirk stiffened unconsciously at
it, before realising that once again his ¥irst 0fficer had produced the required
effect upon hig Cavtain with remarksbhble case.

“You wmay be the perfect Svengali,"” he said cryptically, "but Ttd make a
dreadful Trilby.” TLeaving Spock to puzzle that one out he pointed to the path.
et moving, Mister." He picked up Spock's jacket, rejected the idea of trying
to Fi% himself into it and instead slung it carelessly round his ghoulders.

Getting down into the valley was counparatively easy, but the way up to the
gash in the cliff face was considerably sbeeper than it had loocked from their
vantage point., If someone was watching and waiting for them they were going to
be cauzght at a definite disadvaniage.

Somenne was weiting - but to Spock'’s open astonishment it was St'lurpilk and
a Thulyan m together.

Byelng Spock's bound hands with something close to approval the iu said, oI
am Sul, Sadiok says I am to bid you welcome.V

Sodicky Hirk's spine tingled with a warning thrill at the name. Vhy the
devil was that particular meuber of the Vulean group in charge here? Suspicions
thoroughly aroused, he prodded Spock ahead of him.

HEoam Jimet  Sensibly he did not add the glave tag of Du to his name as he
would heve done in the city. His eyes slid to St'lurik, noiting with surprise
the lool of extreme tension in the older Vulecsn's face and body. Something was
going on, and he had better be wary.

“Let the Ian go together,¥ Sul sald cheerfully., We will follow them,®

Tngide, the rock opened into a wide, bowl-like cave, first dipping down
steeply -- Kirk could see why they had had such difficuliy in getting the viar
out - then rising and narrowing again to climb in a curving path back and up
into the hillside. From the smoothness underfoot he guessed that this too had
once been a watercourse, that steeply dipping entry bowl a tiny lake dug oub by
the rushing passage of water., The way swiftly grew dim, but cccasional sghafis
to the outer air let in sufficient light for the path fo be visible most of the
time. For the rest, Kirk had to trust to luck and the sound of Spock's booted
feet up ahead to keep him movings obviously Vulcan eyes adapted gquicker 4o
changes in light intensity than his own did.

Sul chottered cheerfully and unsuspiciously as they made their way along -
about the boredom of g life spent mostly in hiding, of his half-formed but never
implemented intention to retumm to & world which, in retrospect, had not been as
unpleasent as he had once believed, of his pleasure at seeing new facesg in their
enclosed and cut-off commnity - Xirk grew steadily wore and more alert, the
back of his neck positively bristling with danger signals ss they went deeps
and deeper inte the hill,

The next cgve was a surprise and breath-iaking vision, Half cpen to the
sky, the massive chiwney formation that gaped above them was garlanded with huge
feathery-leaved trees down half its depth until, some tweniy meitres above their
heads, the rocks became oo steep for anything save stunted trees to grow, their
roots diving deeply into the cracks for nourishment and a secure hold. Through
this the glream that they had seen in the wvalley fell in a series of foaming

1

leaps into a deep pool at one side and thence into a deep but narrow trench to

the far side where it isgsued through another, low aperture into the open air and
presumably down into the wvalley. Kirk had seldom seen anywhere so besutiful,
and even in his present concern could not resist an awed look round.

sul cavght his eye and laughed. “Everyone reacts so. It is lovely, isn't
iten .
"ery lovely," Kirk agreed, dragging his eyes away from it reluctanitly.
Where now?h
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Spoross The stream.” Sul pointed. %There is s maze of caves and passages
beyond. We will find your friend there.®

Friendy Again Kivi gtiffened mentally., Wag Sul referring to Sadiok as his
friend, and, in any case, how had the vVulcan -~ or Romulan, or whatever he was.-
known that they were coming?

T

2 was not to have to walt long for answers.

o

=
ki)

Ag 81l Tour Jumped nimbly across the narrow fissure he saw Sadick spproaching
slong a passageviay off to one side. Fven in the half light the man looked fterr—
ivle, gount and holloww~cheeked: as he came further into the green light streaming
through the lush growth overhead, Kirk could see deep ghadows under his eyves and
an underlying lcok that told of a pain long—endured.

1

@

He had seen a similar look on Spock's face -~ and in his own ~ while thelrw
bond-wound wag still newly opened.

intie the Lan's hande," Sadiok said abruptly. "There is no need for
further pretence now.” Catching Kirk's eye he must have seen something of the
Tumen's shnocked surprise for he added, "Sul, go to your sister now. Tez hasg bsen
calling for you,w

Hig sisber? (learly the boy had not chatiered as freely as Kirk had first
thought.

Throwing Spock bhack his jJackeb, Kirk stood guite still, feet planted ready
for any necessary action, rested his fists lightly on his hips and demanded, "What
the hell is going on here?"

Sadiok smiled, but it was not a cheerful expression. "I cannot blame you
for being susplcious, Capltain, but for the moment there is no’ lmmediste need for
concern. Dav has teken Teg with him and they will be gone until ftomorrow. Iy
that time I hope we will be long gone from hers.!

Thayt

“Pid you not see them leave?" Sadiok looked surprised., "Teg nesrly 'sensed’
you. It was Tortunate that I was able to misdirect his attention in time.» He
cast a guelling look Spockts way., "Wou were not very adept in hiding youx
presence.’

i Addn't know the Thulyans were telepaths;¥ Xirk put in. Theve was ne need
for 3pock or him to go inito details of their present problems to this comparative
strangei.

Wiogt of them are not,” St'lurik sald wearily., "Teg is very unususl indeed.
Mo Vulcan has such a powerful range, nor the ability to reach so deeply into
anotherts mind. But he is also of very low intelligence, almost untrainable I
would say, and these Im make shameless use of him to learn what they want to know
or to force otherg to do their bidding."

¥ivk was appalled. %You mean they use him ag some kind of living mind-
silter?t

Ul mesn precisely that.” St'lurikts brows were drawn into a heavy frown,
the same look of pain behind his eyes. "But contact with hig...lack of intell-
igence strips the wind of everything.”

“hat haopened to youtt Kirk demanded. YHow did you get here?®
vp y 2
ihey captured us in the mins outside Parathelmon.®
¥ ocax
¥irk nodded. "We segrched there.® .
St1lurik blinked snd looked away. "Did they find Zabriz?

ithey found him." Kirk realised he was reluctant to talk aboutl that.

*ottiurik sighed wearily. fWe did not hear them coming - nene of us., We
belicve Teg already had some form of control of us then. They seewed to come
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from nevhere., Pav quesitioned us...asked vhere were cur M and when we told him
we hed none with us, told us we were lying. ¥He made Teg take Zabri's mind...o

He pausged, eves closing over a hidecus wmemory. "One does not often hesr o Vulcan
in such agony. TForgive me, Capbain,,.?

ST understand;” ¥irk said gently. "I've sesen Zabri.”

Sttlurik nodded, visibly pulling himself together. "Fortunately for us,
Teg did not understand what he found in Zabri's wind - it did not watch what he
knows of his world, of course - he grew confused and panicked. Dav tried to make
him take Sisott's wmind alse, but he would not — then!®

SAfter that,” Sadick put in wuefully, "they did not know what %o do with us,
Teg wonld not control us but on the other hand they could net let us go nor kill
us there, They did not want to leave our bodies to be found Ffor that would arouse
precigsely the kind of interest they were trying %o avoid, sc they decided to bring
ug here aind deal with us when they had time to think what to do. T believe they
gtill hopaed Tez would be able to find out more ahout us for them,®

Kirk's sugpicions were still not wholly allayed. %"It's been three standard
weeks since then. You'll forgive me for asking, Mr. Sadiock, but how come you're
gtill alive after all thig time?!

jadiol has saved our lives," St'lurik interrupted nervously. 9%e is fully
o balepath as Teg.®

Firk felt Spock's mental shock and sent =2 questing probe hisg way.
“iio Yulean is that powerful, Captain.// A flaring suspicion.

Sadiok's mind touched their bond briefly. ¥He seemed almost to bhe lavghi
at them. 71 'heard' you outside,” he said aloud, "and managed to divert Tes's
attention from you,; or you would have been captured. Dev is Ffrightened sznd
suspicious -+ he knows he is trapped now as surely as before, but he does not know
what to do about it. He would have no mercy on either of you, I assure you.

That is why I blocked off Teg's minds once I realised who you were I was doubly
glad I had done so. Ve need your help, Captain Kirk. St'lurik was able to tell
me much about you and your legendary TFirst Officer onee T had told him T had
touched the winds of a Tuman and a Vulcan from Starfleet.m

Kirk met his eyes squarely, his expression stern and challenging. “Just
exactly who are youtH

in that mental laugh. "Spock was right, I am not a Vulcan. I am 2 Homulsn.
watunlate you both on your perspicacity. Ho—one else has suspected me.
St'lurik only lesmned of it because we have linked our minds from time to tinme
since we haeve been prisoners here. It was necessary for usy together we have
been able Yo withstand Teg...up to now. I do not know how wuch longer our joint
shields can probtect us,! '

fone of this is relevant or important now,% St'lurik said diwmpatiently.
H9adiokls race ig not the point at issue.®

Kixk haredly agreed with that but for the moment there was no nead to szy so.
etve pob Tto get out of here.™

Pagresd,t Sadiok sald eagerly. "How do you propose to do ibwd

Woiontact my ship - unlesge one of yours ig round to interfere.? Rirk offered
the challenge, but Sadiok refused 14, smilingly.

Pvou will get no opposition from me or my people, Captein. I am as keen to

zet cut of here as anyone else, believe me. In any case, I am guite alone here
and have no wilitary backing of any kind.®

o %o hieg side, St'lurik said, "If it were not for Sadiock, Captain Kirk,
we would 21l be dead. He has provided a shield not just for me Wt for ug all
gince they...since they made Teg strip Sisolb's mind also,”




The brief break in the even Vulcan voice told Kirk a great deal. If
St'lurik thought Sadiok was to be trusted then he too would extend a certain
wary trust also - but he would keep hig eye on the Romulan all the same and
explanations would have to be forthcoming before they finally left Thul. Jor
the moment, though, he had other worries.

“Sisot ig like Zabri -~ mind-wiped?w

MEigot is dead,® St'lurik said heavily, "by his own hand. We did not

understend what he was suffering nor what he intended until it was too latae,w

Having seen Zabri, Kirk was hardly surprised at this although he heard the
news with a brief pang of sorrow. As always though, there was not enovugh time
for grief now, more urgent matters claimed their attention first.

"Then we only have the two of you to concern us," he said, reaching into
that irmer pocket for his communicator, but he might have known that the site-
vation could not be that easily resolved,

Sediok put cut a hand., "o, you do not understand. If it was Just the - bwo

of us, we could have been gone long ago...there are more of the Tu who are
suffering terribly.v

"Sadick's presence calms them when Teg is close," 3ttlurik explained. WIF
we leave them here, when Dav and the rest return they will make Teg search their
1.

minds to find out where we are gone and I do not think Fea, for one, will survive
ancther such attack.?®

Fixk's hand, arrested in removing the minizture communicator, patted it
regretfully and let it slide back down into the depths of his pocket., ‘igake
things wmore slowly,® he said firmly., *®At the moment we're getting this in bhits
and pleces and it's not making a lot of sense. Just give me a complete raport
of whatis zoing on.vw

fince Sadiok was such a powerful telepath he had assimilated many morve facts
from Dav and the rest than Kirk reslly needed to know and it was not always ensy
to keep him to the bare bones of the story, but with occasional sidetrescks into
ummecesgary detall he explained that about a year previously, a group of slaves
in the country houge whose estates covered a vast ares to the south of Panoe
thelmon realised that the kitchen slave there, a pitiful, scrawny idint-boy
(nemed Teg by them on account of hig habit of scuttling sideways from trouble like
the tegrosentis — a lizard-like creature that dwelt in holes in the bharn walls)
could sometimes read their minds. At first they were wildly angry and threatened
to kill him for it...only to find they could not do it, that when they tried,
great waves of peace and love swamped their minde instead. It wag only when they
were away from him that they could even remember what they wanted to do and why .

Une of them, Dav, astuter than the rest, saw there might be a2 woy to use
this power of Teg's if it could be directed by a greater intelligence, snd set
out deliberately to win the boy's trust. It was the first time in the years
since his mother had been sold away from the estate that Teg had been offered any
kindness and before long he was Dav's willing slave in every thing, bound to him
by chaing of gratitude and devotion. At first Dav took this carelessiy, inclined
to lavgh at the boy cn the sly, but then cne day their Lan had Dav beaten fov
some minor faullt. Up to now it had not even occurred to Dav to ask Tez for
anything more than what would alleviate his dally lot, render his life 2 1little
more bearable, but Teg was not immediately there this time to csst his menial
net around the Lan and prevent the punishment, and when he finally did arrive,
after the heating, the bitter rage in Dav's mind sent the boy crazy with grief
and anger and he struck out ingtinctively with a %linding force that tervified
himgelf with its Intensgity and left the Ian dead at hig feet.

To everyone else it seemed like & natural death, a heart attack., In effect
that wag what it was, for Teg simply forced the Lan's heart o stop beating,
Hot even Dov knew what had happened at first until the boy's terrcr communicated
itself fto him and he understood its cause. Three days later, he directed Teg
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to slay the rest of the household Lan, before they fled together with the
remaining Du.  Dav did not want to leave, but common sense told him it was
foolish to stay, that sooner or later something would go wrong and he and Teg
would suffer for what they had done.

e controls this group by fear, you understand,” Sadiok finisghed. ey
are no freer now than they were before, and Dav has become ruthless. o controls
this whole area, takes what he wants with Teg's help and ig indifferent to who
gets hurt in the process, He has to be stopped. At the very least we have o
get these Ta away frow him.t

“You don't ask much,? Kirk sald ruefully. "How the devil do you think I'm

golng toe do that7#

"You have a starship up there., Don't try and deny 1t,™" he added, seeins
Kirk's withdrawal., ¥I cen see it in your mind."

PIE you cen see it in wy mind,” Kirk said curtly, Yyou can also see that I
am bound by a gpecific regulation, cur Prime Directive. We cannot hetyray our
progence nor the existence of space travel fo primitive peoples. We carnot
interfera, .. "

filhen you will condemn them to die in agony,™ Sadiok blazed at him, his
mouth tightening omincusly.

Firk felt the hot flush of anger on his weakened shields., ¥e stood his
ground. e cannot interfere,” he continued patiently, "with the use of ay
ship or of any techrology unknown on Thul. Any other practical heln we can give
ve will gladly offer.V

Badlok faced him, aggression in every line of his bhody. Stflurik stirved
restlessly and made as if to speak but Spock reached out and touchad him lightly,
shaking his head, and the older Vulcan suvbsided again.

The homulan's eyes dropped first, as Spock had guessed they would., ¥ew men
having Taced that look of steely determinstion made the mistake of thinking they
could move James Kirk., The young wman's shoulders slumped in weary submission.

BT oam very tived of i ..';'htiﬂ Captain,"he said softly. "What sugoestvions
- g 5 g L
do yOou have Lo mak a?h

YHow many Tu are there?®
YHilx here. e has taken the rest of them with him.©

Kivk xubbed hisg chin reflectively. “Toes he often leave you hexe alone like
this?™ he asked, staring directly at the Romulan, puzzled as to why they had made
no effort to escape before,

Stilurik vented a small breath of annoyance. "You have no reason to suspect
Badiok of an ulterior motive, Capitain Kirk," he said firmly. ®pt least, not in
this instance.®

ot Hirk's tone was studiously pelite but disbelieving and his eves never
left the Romalan although he addressed the Vulcan, "Mr. 9t'lurik, this man is -
by hig own admission - a Romulan, T have no idea why one of his race should be
vorking here with a group of Vuleans, but 1 do know that it is not with thelr
informed congent,? '

Tue Romulan shrugged. "1 don't blame you for your suspicions. Vhatever wy
originagl briel was, believe me, it has nothing to do with vresent circumstences,
My only desire for now is %o free thesc people from an intolerable situation. T
agsure you, Capltzin, that no telepath of my race can view the wmental domination
of others with anything other than abhorrence. We Romulsns may have our
differences with our Vulcan kin but we are at lezst alike in this.®

Stilurik stirred again. PI trust him, Captain Kirk, with my life, and,
more importantly, with my mind. Perhaps you camnot understand that, bubt..."
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It was unreasonable of Kirk to feel impatience at these constant references
to his assumed inability to comprehend the telepathic mind, but the fact remained
that it did vaduly irritate him.

'

“T understand vexry well," he said curtly,

“The Captain and his First Officer are mind-bonded," Ssdiok explained matier—
of-factly, ‘

If nothing else, that calm, unsolicited reference to such private information
would have told ¥irk that Sadiok was no Vulcan.

Wodding & briefl assent St'iurik's way he said, "I azgree to trust him zlso.®
He knew the mental reservation 'for now' must be obvious to Sadiok, even though
Kirk had his own mental shields up as hard as he could. After that short,
shattering experience of Teg's mind, he intended to be as prepared as possible to
repel mental invasion from now on.

We have been wasting time,;™ he went on firmly, "for which I apologiSe. T
presune there 1s a reason why Dav is content to leave you here apparently
unguarded ..y

YHe believes that we are too afraid of Teg finding us for him if we wake our
escapes Algo, the six Tu here are either physically incapacitated in some way or,
Llike Sul, they will not leave those who are hurt. His sister Pea has a shattered
leg and is In great pein. Noxmally I would help her by providing wental support,
maybe takiong some of the pain when I could, but I dare not even try after what
she heg endured., She did not want to come here but Dav made Teg take over her
mind and she is terrified of any kind of mental contact now. T cammot help her
except at a very shallow level. Sul is so frightened, for her and for himself,
that he shuns reality, chooses to bhelieve that he Stlll hag an element of choice,
that he could leave if he wished it.®

iAnd the other four here?d

"Two children and their mother ~ she came willingly with Dav at first because
she knew the lan was about to take the older child f yrom her and sell him in the
city. ¥ow she is terrified of what Dav will do to them if she %ries o E8CADE . s
The boy once tried to protect his wother from Teg and was injured when Dav struck
hiw down. fThe wound was superficial but it is slow *o heal and troubles him, The
last Iw is an elderly wan, infirm from a wasting disease; he cannot travel far
or fast without help.®

Hirk took a long breath. 'We have got problems! T think we'd betiter coniact
Savon. At least we can let him know what's going on. There might be something
they can do to help. You deal with that, Spock. T'11 coniact the Interprise and
give thewm a report as to what's going on.®

fule gsounded distiﬁctly worried, "We could beam down a landing party in
disguise, Captain.® o

"Hegative. This telepath is too dangerous for us to risk that, Mr. Sulu.
I've geen the results of his activities and they are not pretty. Welll report in
hourly - meanwhile, you keep in touch with ¥Mr. Savon, see if he can come up with
anything useful. Spock is briefing him now. Xirk out.?®

As he gtowed his communicator away once more, erk turned to his first
Officer asking, "Does he...??

80 - new 'Friends! have come to join ua?w
Kixk broke off in mld-que%tlon, swinging round at the urfemiliar, sneering
volce. PhDavih

Phe game. ﬁnd who have we here? Teg told me something was happening that
T should know about.




115

BT overpowered my Lan,' Kirk sgid quickly, "brought him here with me. He
can be wy slave for a change. I want freedom, Dav, T want %o join you.© i

tHo yourt  Dav came up to him, staring down at him from insolently close,
thereby ensuring Kirk would have to tilt his head uncomfortably and submissively
if he wanted to look back at him, TInstead, Kirk dropped his eyes in a Dutls
instinctive resction to avnthority and fell to his knees in the accepted gesiure
of resnect,

Dav threw back his head and lsughed. "I like to see one who knove his
place.” e leaned closer, threatening. #You do know your place, do vou not ¥

0L course,™ Kirk let himself stammer, flesh tingling with the senge of evil
emenating from this Tu. That shepherd's warning was all too understandable TOW 3
channelled through Teg, Dav's presence hit you like a cold breath from the toumbg
the men had become a ruthless killer, devoid of emotion or pity. Zadiok was
right, he bhed to be stopped.

Wihen you will let my friend Teg touch your mind. I would know all about
YouH

Kirk went cold. There was no way he could prevent Teg, and he knew it.
Possibly during those few brief weeks after he had learned to shield his mind
even from bis new bondbrother and before Spock had been forced to damage Ttheir
bond so drastically, he might have been able to resist, but he doubbed it. If
Vulcans cculd have thelr minds stripped with such ease; there was no resistance
he could put vup that would be effective.

His eyes slid to the cowering form clinging half behind Dav, one hand
clutching at the rough brown tunic, and inexplicably his fear turned to o melting
pity. The boy was tervified out of what 1little wits he hads couldn't Dav see
how horribly cruel he was being, making him touch so many winds? e felgned

LENOTLNCE ..
“i.atouch my mind? T don't know what you mean.®

BTt does not watters™ Dav moved away irvitably. "Mhere is nothing for you
to understand, nothing to concern you. Tegl®

The hoy looked up at him pleadingly, siack mouth opened; lox, sreen-tinged
tongue protruding; henvy drops of spittle flecked his chin,

PTeslt Dev apoke his neme warningly. "To as you are told - nowld

Cringing, the boy crept unwillingly forward, his eves flickering unassils
tel ] (&) 7 =
between mentor and vicetim,

//Tin - give me your wind.// A quick lash of thought,

J/tour ghields are wesk as well.// Protesting.

[foo i%Y// A command, Thunderous.

Stertled, Wirk obeyed him instinctively, wondexring both a2t himself and
Spock, He let his mind go, one part of him still unwilling to expose Spock to
thisg needlessly, but a second thought told him that sooner or later Spock would
also be expesed te the nind probe and that fogether they might, just wight, be
able to sunrvive,.

wnat he had not expected wag to encounter another wind, vibrant, almost
tangible. Tt encased them both, building a wall of steel about them.

//sadick?//

fomather ve may be able to contain him.// Pulsing excitement, an ima

v chase overlsld with compassion and a beat of healthy fear.

of

oy

//Contain him?//  Kirk couldn't even begin to understand what wmight he
required of hime. His mind gquailed in spite of his willingness to participate.

i
//ust follow Spock's lead. Your mindg are well-tuned., You can do rio



harm. //  Soothing.

This wan would be a dangerous enemy, Xirk realised. Most dangerous in that
he liked him on a deep, instinctive level and he could not help recalling another
Romulan he had once encountered...

The image was gone again, scattered into a thousand pieces that flew to the
four winds, wheeled, spun about him and reformed into a wall, s0lid and reassur-
ing before them. Hothing and no-one could get through a well-build wall like
that. A total security pervaded his being.

Slowly the world began to remould itself about him and his head was his own
agein, Shaking to clear its woplliness, he blinked rapidly and managed to refocus
eventually, in time to see Dav sink tc his knees on the floor, whimpering
i becusly.

Tey gave a single, high-pitched, animal scream and turned avay, trving to
flee, but Sadiok and Spock were too guick for him., X¥irk experienced a brief
sensation of his desolation and panic before Spock's fingers gripped the scrawny
neck and the boy went limp,

Kirk clutched his head, half expecting it to come apart in his hands,
relieved and delighted when it did neither, merely throbbed protestingly at him,
but even that was already dying away.

He looked round for Spock. WAre you all right?v
"Perfectly, Captain,t

“that happered?"  Looking at the wailing Dav, Kirk had a sick feeling that
he already lknew.

ife pushed Teg too hard at last," St'lurik told them. "The boy turned his
anger on him,..hig mind is gone,®

Ch, no.t Kirk could not help his murmur of revulsion. He wouldn't have
wished that fate on anyone. He took a long breath, wondering if, with Dav out
of the way, they could afford to let things take their own course here.

FEe opened his mouth to veice the thought but it was never uttered. Deep
beneath his feet there was a faint vibration as of some vast engine starting up
and then, with a groan so deep it was almost more a sensation of horror rather
than a sound, the floor shook, throwing them off balance, then everything was
8till again.

larthguake!
//Tarthouake.//

Ag three separate echoes in his mind he could hear himself, Spock and
Sadicks Tn spite of himself, he grinned,

“ie've got to get out of here. Get out into the open.®

“pgreed. Captain, if you will take Teg, the rest of usg will get The other
:D-u.ii

Tt made sense ~ but Kirk was distinetly reluctant to handle the inert form
all the same. Skin crawling in case the boy arovsed from his unconsciousness and
reached out with that terrifyingly powerful, incoherent mind, he hauled the slack
body up, slung him over his shoulder and made for the narrow gap where the stream
pah

Tts rushing had slackened considerably; probably a rockfall somewhere higher
up had impeded its flow. The thought galvanised him into action., A4s he passed
Dav, he prodded him ferociously.

iPollow mel Tollow Teg.™

The sobbing gasps paused and Dav looked up, eyes wild and tervified, to
find Teg's face hanging upside down before him. He gave a huge, screaming howl
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and Jumped away, then turned and headed for one of the many passages off =t the
other side of the main cavern.

¥izxk swore, furious with his own ineptitude. Fe was about o follow when
the floor shook again. Cursing the decision that had to be made he crosszed the
stresm and made for the passage they had come in by. AT least this way he stood
a chance of keeping Teg alive; Dav he could come back for afterwards. .

The vath gseemed even more difficult to follow on the long, downwards journey
and he stumbled several times, once taking s erashing fall in one of the darkest
stretches, Thig made him slow to 2 more cautious pace after he had located and
reshouldered his lost burden., Unfortunately for Teg, as he found in the next
tiny poteh of sunlight, the Thulyan had scquired a large graze down the gide of
his face which was slyggishly welling green blcod,

horny .t Kirk sald aloud, rather sheepighly. It wouldn't heln the hoy -
but it made him feel better.

Looking round once they were outside he was wondering which was the safsst
place Yo pick when he heard Spock's voice in hig mind.

[/ Upwands, Jim. Away from falling rocks.//

Tant was wight, of course, and Wirk ought To have thought itoeut for himself.,
If nothing else, the lapse showed him that meld had taken it out of him wore than
he'd realisedy he wasn't thinking clearly even yoet.

¥Moving on he paused, half fturned and called out. “Pav went back initoe the
CAVES e

e know.'  Sadiok's volce. He emerged into the light carrying an elderly
ATl . /e saw him. Tt's too late to do anything for him. Go further wyp,
Captain. Don't waste time.M

As be turned to go, Kirk had gquickly counted those present. Sadiok and
the 0ld man: St'lurik with a young female held securely in hig arms; a2 woman
carrying 2 small boys a2 smaller, female child hard on her heelsy; Sul looking
shocked and dazed, a bruise alresady showing cver one eye, brought up the rezr.

“where's Spockth

sul gasped oulb, "We was just behind wme -~ told we to go on. Thére wene rocks

falling,H

//epockl// A cry he could not contein, even as he struggled upwards, Teg's
welght excessive in this higher gravity.

/G0 on, Jim. Get them to safety.//
//7ou've trapped?// Panic.

//eminor xockfall only.// Calwly. //Wy left arm and leg are caught. T am
attempting to extricate myself as quickly as I can, but the way ahead is blocked.//

//hemn, demn, damnd// Kirk raged fruitlessly as he climbed steadily, feeling
the ocoasional shiver of the ground beneath him, hearing the crash of z falling
rock.

Cver to the left the ground levelled ocut and he made for it, laying Peg
down with & gigh of relief.

“Took after him, Sadiok. T'wm going back for Spock.™
npelest o Sul gave a 1lttle wail of fear., ™Wou'll get yourself killed, and

all for a lanvh
BT pigk it," Kirk said curtly, already on the move. //Hang on, Hpock.
T'a coming.//
/7T do not believe T shall be going anywhere in the iwmedizte futuve.// A
flash of wry humour. /My progress is somewhat slow.//
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Hirk steadied himself going down the cliff: thig was no time to be
acquiring a broken ankle and Spock had sounded reassuringly matter—of--fact about
hig predicament.

Across the deep entrance bowl he half ran, half stumbled up the now-hroken
pathway, cursing the fresh.rocks that litiered his way, but grateful for the
extra light that one or two wider gaping fissures now afforded him. Round a
second turn, the way was blocked completely and he stopped, dismayed.

//8pock, how near the entrance were you?//
/ot far from it.//

//Call out, I'11 seec if I can hear you.//
He couldl

The wave of relief that washed over Kirk startled him by its sheer intensity
but he had no time to think over its implications now and set to work, woving the
rocks aside one by one; at least the earth tremors ssemed 4o have gtopped, which
was something.

At last, shifting a rock, he saw a gap behind it and a moving shape.
iSpock He gave a sob of gladness, thrusting his arm through the svace.
A warm hapd took his. "I am here, Jim, and T have managed to free myself,

fthank Gods" Once agein that intense flood of emotion. Knowing it must have
bled over thelr bond, Wirk said shakily, "am I ever glad to see your.

He let go, pulling back to widen the gap so that Spock could crawl out, haul-
ing at his shoulders to help pull him through., Then he simply sat back, holding
him in a bear hug of joy and trying to say with the simple, primitive gesture
what he could not even begin lo put into words, for now, not even in the vrivacy
of their bond,

A wordiess sensation of acceptance and welling affection rose un round him,
assuring hin he was not alone in what he felt. TFatting Spock gently, Kirk drew
away smiling, knowing that whatever the future held it would be good because his
vondbrother would be there to share it and that anything they shared would be all
right with him,

He got up, saying, "ire you badly hurt anywhere? You must be bruised half

.

to death,"
ST bolieve wy left wrist ig broken and I have s few minor scratches.®

Kirk gave a grimece., "I'm glad T came back for you. You'd never have dug
your way out one-handed.”

"lam glad you did, foo." The heartfelt response wasg positively Human, and
¥Xirk grinned at him,

Hlome on, Mister, let's gelt out of hete," .

Back on the crest of the hill, they found Tes beginning to stir.

“Fe's coming round, Spock," Kirk rapped ocut.

Sadiok turned towards them. #He must be kept unconsciocus for the present,®

he said uvrgentiy., "He will be terrified, uncontrollable. None of us could
contain him yet, and we have other things on our minds.®

TAgreed.” Spock looked at Kirk, knowing his Captain would not wish anvone
to suffer needlessly but tacitly asking permission for what must be done.

¥irk nodded. He wasn't going to argue with these two and having twice now
geen the effect of Teg's unleashed mind for himself, he heartily concurred with
Sadiok. Toxr the boy's own sake he must remain unconscious Tor a while longer.

He knew his own body relaxed when the boy's did, bt he was uncertain vhether
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1t was simple relief or reverberations from that powerfully telepathic hrain.
He looked wound the group, noting the young Du's bruised face and asked, ‘“What
happened to Jul?w

“Dav tried to get to Tea,™ St'lurik said guickly, "The boy resisted him,..
there is a chasn in the lover passage. We were lucky not to lose Suli Spock
vias only just in time to prevent his falling down there alsgo.®

Kirk gave a brief, commendatory nod Spock's way and turned his attention %o
other things. Night would be coming all too scon, they had ilittle time to
prepare for it elther, and even though it was probably not a killing cold for
those who were it and healthy, several of their rnumber were bruised and battered,
two were alweady 111, and he wasn't feeling all that good himself!

ke moved away from the group, directing a mental order to Spock to keep the
resti of them away and sat down behind a smallish rock Just out of thelir line of
ision: he cpened Lirst his tricorder to wmake a couple of readings and then his
commund cator.

igaptaint You're all rightl"

fedsing his eyebrows at Unura's heartfelt cry he said, "Just about - why?®
Wit ecarthquake...b

HSaw it on the sensors, did youdw

“Wo - 51 least, yes. The point is, we cauqeé it. We just didn't prooc the
effect to spread so far. We thought we had It ¢ %ufflclovtly localiged.

jaused 1t Whatever for? Never mind, explanations could wait a second or
two. ”We ra safely out of the caves, Uhura, but we're on an exposed ridge. Ve
can't get to any kind of habitation before nightfall and obviously ve can't o
back into the caves. We need protection. Spock and T left our bag of supplies
and scome furs over on the far ridge. Have stores fabricate a few synthetics for
ug to use ~ they must look as close to the real furs as they can mansze. And
ask Dr, HcCoy tc beam down an emergency splint suitable to use here. We think
Bpock's brmoken his left wrist., These are the co~ordinates." He read thewm off
the tricorder before tucking it securely asway once more and asking, Wilow, whatl's
all this ahout causing that earthquake?"

BTL was savon's sugwestion, sir. Apparently in Parsthelwmon they leve
some device that tells them when there's an earthquake in the reglon,

Hihatts wight.  I've seen the thing., Spock sald he thought it was a priait-
ive selsmograph. A post impressive edifice. How was that supposed to helnit

e sald they would get teams ready to send out as soon as megsages came in,
He would leave Parathelmon stralght away and then return with a wmesasge to send
then to your specific area. The quake had to be genuine and in the right
direction, you see, or they'd know."

“Yes, T understand that. And in the wight ares too.®

"Yes, sir., We triggered what we caloulated would be a tiny quake with the
tractor beam of course, but it spread forther than we anticipated., There must be

3

an undetected foult line there.®

"1 gee,” Mirk said drily. ™ell, it was a good idea and I'11 probably stop
shaking long enough to say thank you one of these days. Who made the calculat-
ions - Chekov el

Wes, sir.

Would hetter tell him to be ready to explain it all to Mr. Spock. T have

feeling he'!ll be interested. Kirk out.m
He rejoined the group once more, finding the supposed 'Tan'! busily occupled

in tending the injured Tu, who seemed stunned by this evidence of genuine concern
for thelr well-being, There was 1ittle they could do for the woment save bathe
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their wounds with water from the stream belows tomorrow they would lead them
over the mountain %o the shepherds w*ere perhaps they could do a little more.
The problem of what fto do with Sadick must be shelved for the moment; in any
case, he wanted to consult Savon before he came to sny definite decisions.
Perhaps they might be able to esgtablish just what sort of harm - if any - had
been donw, It could be, of course, that the Romulan was there purely for
research., Kirk hid a wry smile, knowing he wanted it to be that way and that he
heaxrtily disliked the idea of condemning tbe likable young man to life as a
pri®voner convicted of spying. After all, Thul could bhardly be said to be a
part of the Pederation and it was clearly of interest to Romulans and Vulcans
alike, HMe could only hope that the Federation Council and the higher echelons
of Starfleet would see it that way also.

He dismisgsed the thought for the moment.

. "Bpock, do you feel up tc a walk to the far ridge? I've asked them to beam
down extras furs there, where we left ours. There's a splint for your wrist, too,
which is why I'd like you to come along. It won't be obvious once we get it on
you - that coat sleeve will cover most of it...a pity we had to tear the shirt,
though. VWe'll have to bandage it with mine.m

“There were a few strips left," Spock reminded him. MYou will need all the
protection you can once night falls, Captain.” ‘

fihat's 0.K.," Kirk grinned. "I know a nice warm Vulcan back I can snuggle
up to. Come on. Sttlurik can come and help carry things."

On the way over, he explained what had happened and the Fnterprisefs part
in events, expecting some minor sign of disapproval from his Science Officer, but
ail Spock said was, ™An admirable scheme.m

Thpdmirable? It nearly got you killedl®

Tt is very difficult to contreol an earthquake," Spock said soually, “and I
do not believe that I would have had any other plan io suggest that would bring
a great many people to our assistance so quickly. Teg would not have besen able
to contrel large numbers at a time...it could have been our only chance of
survival,®

fliaybe T'1Ll get round to seeing it that way later," Kirk snorted. Spock's
close shave was still a little uncomfortably recent for him to be able to view
the sitwation with equal equanimity.

Having made fpock's wrist comfortable in the temporary splint and ccllected
the furs, they returned to ftheir improwptu camp for the night. They had little
food to offer apart from the nutribars that could not% be given to the Du, but
what they had they divided round before they settled down.

It was an uncomforiable nl ght and Kirk slept 11ttleg beside him Spock
snifted in uncharacteristic restlessness also.

"Whagts W8 matter?" Kirk whispered. "Bruises painful® The rocky surface
was not the most soft of beds even for someone who was merely tired, starved and
half-frozen. '

He heard Spock give a mental chuckle and then roll towards hiwm.

//Perhaps.,.for warmth?// Tentatively. A warm arm draped itself round him,
pulling him close.

//Don't hurt that wrist.// Swiftly, an underlying tenderness.

//Precigely why it is practical to place it over you. Besides,// a teasing
note, //you provide excellent cushioning for my bruises.//

"Flatterer,” Kirk whispered. "Go tc sleep."
"Your own need for sleep is as great.®

Waybe. T just don't seem able to drop off though. Too wmany things to
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think about. Sadiok for one "

“0f covxse, We is a scidntist, not a member of thelr spaceflest either. He
vas selected for this mission primarily on his telepathic ability - it facile
itates the zending of renortu.

Tt must do. They don't need to send a ship that close, even, since he's
so powerful.". ¥irk paused, startled, suddenly aware of factg in hig mind that
he had no recollection of acuuiring. "3pock, how do we know all thig?d

“Tn the wmeld we share’ with hinm - something of one mind must lesk over into
another.t

Kirck froze, too many command secrets were stored away in his mind. Tt had
been top priority to ensure he could give nothing away even to Spock. T'Yana
had forwed that small, impenetrable barrier along with the final pubtevhing of
their hound, bub had it survived the various psychic shocks it had recently heen
subjected to7 .

e felt Spock probe the area gently, picking up on his thought. without
hegitation, his shields snapped intc place, clo%lng Spock cut. Indubitabhly the
ares vas still untouched,

fJimlY Bpock spoke aloud, a world of astonishment colouring his voice.
"Jim - The Bondwound. Tt has healed.!

f3ssh.®  Kirk couldn't help a chuckle at the unexpected enthusiasm, welcome
though it was. "Yes. Yes, you're right." Opening his mind again he gave Spock
that mental egquivalent of a rib-cracking hug and found it reciprocated in
physical terms by that draped arm., Tven with a damaged wrist, Spock could exert
a considerable pressure.

"Oof, you don't know your own strength, Mister," he gasped.
ity apologies," Spock whispered, net sounding wildly contrite.

ow did this happen so guickly? 1 thought from what Sester told ug, it
could take months to heal.™ '

Possibly the meld with Sadiocky i1 was necessary to ersct a p@rfnot shiegld
against ez and that n may have helped to 'knit'! the wound.”

Wirk sobered again. "Well, that may make us very grateful to him, but it's
not golng to have wuch bhearing on the way Starfleet's going to. resct to finding
a Romulan in our midst.”

“Hardly in 'our' midst, Jim. Of course, Vulcan may have s little explaining
to do as to how he slipped so neatly through their screening.t

Kirk tilted his hesd back in an attempt to get a zood look at his bonde
brther's faco. "Non't look now, Mister," he said softly, "but your smugness is
shoving. Wy do T get the feeling you'd just love to see the Vulcan Scicnce
Academy with egg sll over its collective face®"

Wothing was further from my mind,¥ Spock assured him mendaciously,
a1 ?

Kirk grinned at him and settled back down, yawning widely. “Co to sleep,
mwy favourite Vulcan.®

Wory welly Captain.® And he immediately did, to Kirk's distinet irritation.

MoooAaL 2 L M B Mo
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Leaving the injured Du with the sghepherds, St'lurik gave them z few leta
for thelr ftrouble and promised to direct the earthguake rescue team their way
when they encountered them, then the 'Lan' along with Kirk and Teg set off to make
their way back towards Parathelmon. The boy hmd firmly attached himsel? to
Sadioks mnow that he was no longer under Dav's influence, they could see that he
avidly welcomed the touch of another telepathic wind, finding it soothed and

calmed him.
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Watching the Romulan set out to capture the boy's trust that first morning,
Kirk was sure they were putting him into good hands...which would only compound
his own problems should he or Savon decide that Sadiok must be removed From Thul
ag soon as possible. He did not want to cause the hoy present pain by forbidding
Sadiok to help him, besides which he had a shrewd suspicicn that Szadiok would
simply ignore any such order, and one of the aris of being a good Captain was, as
far ag possible, never Lo give an order you knew would be instantly disobeyed.
In any case, he had no real authority over the Romulan, any more than he had over
Saven or St'lurik, Starfleetlisised with scientific research teams, provided
transport, supplies, medical checks and in some cases hauled their butts out of
trouble in direct opposition to their expressed wishes, but on the whole they
were cooperative rather than dictatorial about things, which meant that he could
quite properly leave the final decision up to Savon. TFacing it squarely, he knew
he was just keen to unleoad the entire thing on ic someone else's disgh,

Once they were well away from the tiny settlement, Kirk insisted that Spock
beam back aboard the Interprise for trestment to that wrist. To his intense
surprise, McCoy dug his heels in firmly and refused to allow Spock back on board
without his Captain.

Hhre MceCoy, you're being plain unreasonable," Kirk told him crossly.

ilaptain,” McCoy said formally, clearly determined to make a stand upon
this; "oy last report from a Vulcan Healer on your present siate of health laid
down certain conditions and regulations concerning the pair of you. One of those
conditicns is reasonably close physical proximity to your bondbrother, and by no
stretch of anyone's imagination can planet to ship be considered 'close physical
proximity'. If Spock beams back up, you come with him, sir - and thatt!s a
medical order.t

"Hones, you do like to make my life difficult.n

"1 also like to keep you alive," McCoy rebtorted. "Well, are you cowing ox
notoH

itne woment., Stand by." Kirk flipped his comminicator shut and turned *o
St'lurik, $Sadiok was sitting with Teg some distance off so that the boy should
not see what was golng on. "Are you happy to be left with gSadick and Teg, Mr.
sttlurik? T can't very well beam the boy on board, you see, and if necessary
Spock and T will remain here.?

"Perfectly happy.” St'lurik appeared faintly surprised. "I have already
trusted Sadiok with my 1ife and sanity. I see no reason to doubt him now and I
#3% gurprised that you do, Captain Kirk, now that you have shared a mind-link with
him.?

"Wery well, then," Xirk made the decision. 'You ghould be back in Para=-
thelmon by tomorrow evening at latest. You have enough supplies®?

"Plentys The shepherds were most generous.?”

“You paid them well enough," Kirk said drily. He turned and walked over to
Sadiok. "We shall meet again.® ' '

Podick smiled. "Indeed, T expect we will, Captain,” he said resignedly.

Kirk nodded, unsmiling, then on a sudden impulse put his hand into aa inner
pocket, Jolding out the sehlat wmedallion, he said, "Give this tc T'Ink, She will
want to know about Sisot.® '

A shadow crogsed the Romulan's face. "I could have gaved Sigot had I
understood in time...protected him ag T did the rest of us, I will give thizs to
T luk for you. Vhere did you find 1t7H :

kKirk explained briefly.

Sadiok nodded. "Yes, I heard Dav speak of selling objects in the markets.
Some of the Lan are either lazy or careless in carrying out the supervision that
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ig customarily expected, and there are other places within these hillsg where
escaped Tu live in hiding. T've no doubt these stalls provide a useful source
of income and places to gather and exchange information as well." His gaze
challenged Kirk's, "I would not wish any harm fo come to the Im through our
interference.”

Kirk permitted his surprised indignation to show. “You didn't think T was
going to do anything to perpetuate slavery, did you, Mr. Sadiok?!

One hears mony conflicting stories of Humans, Captain Kirk," Sadiok
replied provocatively.

Kirk smiled a 1ittle mirthlessly hut responded amisbly, "As do we of
Romulans, Mn Sadiok.™

o doubt.”

Tiking the clear, untroubled gaze, Kirk nodded impercepiibly, accepting that
there werve always two sides to an argument.

AT promiged be take care of that for T'Iul,"he said ab ruptly. "Do not
loge it.®

T will not," Szdiok sald gravely.

®ivk and Svock watched the three of them walk away down the woodsad hill
slope towards the desert they would cross next day. Kirk inhaled a loung breath
of relief.

#T can't say I'm sorry not to have o make that walk," he said honestly.
Miame on, Hpock, let's go get you seen to."

The next evening they besmed down close to a road outside Parathelmon,
selecting o spot presently deserted and from which they could reach the highway
vithout difficulty. Xirk had been delighted to take the opportunity for a good,
long shower and clean clothes, and had spent the rest of the time catching up on
ship's business, reporis and sleep in that order.

Fe l1lso had a brief talk with MeCoy.
#ife really are healed, Bones. Believe me."

ih, I belleve you believe it," MeCoy said cheerfully. "I want a report
from = Vulcan Healer first, though. I can't just take your word for it, much as
I'd like to.®

“ill you ftake S'lana's word for it, then?" Kirk asked exasperatedly.

ets » lot more qualified to Judge than T am," Meloy sald calmly. 'Wes,
of course 1'd welcome a report from him."

Kirk had hexdly seen his bondbrother during the thirty-eight hours they were
on hoawd., As always Tor beth of them, work had plled up during thelr absence -
those massive accumaiations of record tapes still referred to (ususlly in some-
what basic terms) as paperwork - and in addition Spock had spent several hours
in sickbay for the lascr-sealing of his wrist and attention to numerous other
minor cuts snd bruises and the five cracked ribs he had omitted to mention to
hig Captain., ¥irk was still annoyed about that.

STL T didn't need the escort of a Lan you wouldn't be here with wme now,” he
said severely as they walked up onto the raised roadway. The Thulyans were
almost ag good at building 1wads as were the anclent Romans and, like thew,
tended o build them in straight lines wherever possible.

ST oam aware of that, sir," Spock gaid with suspiciocus meekness,

Kirk glared at him. %So what were you tiying to do, walking around thexe
with broken ribst 7T know you're a big, brave boy, you don't have to keep proving
it to me,®
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fo. You would accoxrd yourself & privilegze you consistently try to deny me,v
Spock responded calmly.

Teaning T'm over-protective®™ Thinking it over, Kirk knew he could somew
times be accused of it. It was his way of compensating for those times when he
had to order his friends into danger which, for once, he could not tackle first-
nand. Spock being his closest friend and the most generally competent person
Eirk knew, it followed by a logical progression that he was at risk most frequ—
ently, and by an equally logical corollary, that Kirk fussed most over him when
the situation allowed it.

You're right, of course — but I can't promise to do bétter,” he conceded
reefully.

ifnd neither can I," Spock said firmly.

Kirk hid a smile. "There are times when you verge on down-right mutiny,
Mr. Spock.®

The Vulean stopped, turned and looked directly at him, a question in his
ey es.

Firk let the smile show. "ind T usually manage to forgive you for it.7

Snock nodded, a lurking smile in his own eyes. "I thought go,he s=aid
frankly. Do you know, Jim, I ghall miss the certainty of knowing what you are
thinking now that we can ghield at will once mors.t

Kirk promptly lowered his shields., He had only been waiting for the flims-
iest excuse to do so, for he had been missing that warm, pleasant giow himself.
g that better?v

fi¥hzch,™  Spock set off again.

ST agree,’ Kirk said quietly. %I never have feared your mind, Spock, and
now that I know it well..."

Another silent throb of unspoken but acknowledged commitment pulsed between
them,

EO I TR

Bavon welcomed the Doscalen to his house with punctilious formality, private-
ly extending the telepathic welcome common to all Vulecans and which came to Kirk
also, channelled through hig link with Spock. It warmed and pleased him
tremendously.,

Once they were alone, Kirk asked, "St'lurik and Sadiock are back safely?h

“hulte safely. They arrived about an hour ago and are resting., They will
Join uvs after the evening meal. Sadiok does not want to leave Teg alone just yet,
and will bring him.®

“You know he is @ Romulan, I presume?!

"I have had'a_full report from St'lurik.of all he knows. DLater on, Sadiok
will weport algo.?

Locking at Savon's expression, Kirk could believe that Sadiock would report
fully. Ne knew even he would find it difficult %o resist that stern, black gaze
if it was turned on him with full authority behind it...the likeness to Ssrek was
not only in the underlying humour.

After the evening meal, the 'Lan' gathered in the main room of the house ag
before; only T'Pria and Sunam were absent, attending on Zabri. Xirk mads a swift
enquiry as to his condition.

o change.' Xirk could see the lurking concern in Savon's eyes. "I begin
to think there may be no cure for him.Y

f¥o cure, certainly,” S'lane said, "but there is a new hope that we can
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alieviate the condition...at least to the point where P'Pria's mind will he
maffected.s :

Wot even Vulcan faces could prevent the general surge of renewed hope from
showing on theilr normally imperturbable faces and the brief sensation c¢f their
Joy that broke through on his bondlink made Kirk smile broadly. Controlled and
channelled 1t mighi be, but the emction was undeniably present although he doubbed
he would have recogrised it for precisely what it was during the early days of
his bonding.

"You have not spoken go confidently before, Healer," Savon said, on & note
of enguiry.

T had net then had the opportunity to consult with gadiok," S'lane told
them. He does not think it is possible to cure Zabrl completely, but with Teg's
halp he believes he can realign some of the damaged neural pathways...enough 1o
rastore s wmental eguilibrium and possibly renew the learning faculty.®

Kirk frowned, looking over alt where Sadiok sat, Teg close by his eide.,; his
hand holding the boy's in a reassuring clasp. Teg's expression was that of an
adoring puppy, a far cry from the slobbering, iferrified creature that had clung
to Dav 8o fervently only two days before.

"hire you a Healew, thent I thought you were primarily a socio-historian,
but my impressions of what T learned in our mind-link are hazy, to say the least.
T'm still not very adept at telepathic contact.”

HHo,Y  Sadiok ghoolt his head. ™I am not a Healer, but I am an unusually
powerful telepath for my race. Generally speaking, our level of ability is low,
less than the Vulecan norm. Those of ug thai are adept therefore have to leamm
how to help each other when problems arise. In my boyhood 1 assisted one of our
great Healers to treat a brain-damaged telepath. 8'lane will monitor the melds,
Captain ¥irk, 7You need nct fear T will behave like Teg.!

The boy locked up uneasily at the sound of his name and the Homilan direw
him close, comforting him wordlessly.

Kirk still found it uncenny to have anyone other than Spock wmoniior bisg
thoughts so closely, and it was irritating as well, just when he believed his
shields were fully functional once more.

_ Sadiok's face broke into the oven swmile that betrayed hiwm instantly as a
non-Yulcan, "I am not reading your wmind, Captain, merely putiing myself in your
tlace. %, too, would be suspicicus of an 'enemy' encountered under such circum-—
stances as these," ‘

ALY right," Kirk leaned back agalingt the arm of Spock's chalr, grateful
that he'd never precisely stood upon his dignity as a Starship Capbain., It wasn't
gagy bo maintain a formal mammer when you had fo do it half-kneeling, half-zitting
on the fTioor ot somecne's feet. "Lebt's have the full story, Mr. Sadiok. ixactly
what are you doing on Thul - and hew did you get yourself into the survey toam™"

Shoxn of the details that made this session last long into the nighi, the
Romulants sbtory revealed that his world also had some knowledge of the Presevvers
~ there was even a deeply held belief that the Vulcans werc descended firowm an
ancitnt and long-lost Romulan trite, a view that wade Spock's eyebrows rise to a
positively alarming height. '

Kirk couldn't help being amused. //You Vuleans always aggumed it was the
other way wound, didn't you?// A light tezsing.

//faturally. There are various loglcasl reasons for the belief.//
//one day T'd love to hear them. There isn't time now.//

Once the discovery of Thul had Yecome known con Reomulus, 1t had naturally
generated enormous interest smong historians and archasolegists alike, all of
whom were eager bo gtudy the place first-hand.
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"With the present state of hostilities between our Governments,” Sadiok said
regretfully, "we knew thig would never be permitted. I am here with the private
mowledge of the Fmperor, slthough publicly he must and will deny that he kunew of
my presence,V

Xirk felt a quick, external wave of impatience and realised to his surprise
that it emanated from Savon.

“This perpetual state of cold war that exists between our people is foolish,™
the Vulcan leader saild aloud. "when will the Federation realise how wasteful it
is not to pool our resources whenever and wherever we can?"

Kirk could not hold back a laugh, saying, when Savon turned a curious look
his way, “Sclentists are always the Same; throughout history and all over the
galaxy. You all believe that the discovery and verification of facts supersedes
all political considerstions.®

“Potiticians distort science for thelr own ends," Sadiok retorted. Hlhere
ig no reasoning with them,®

To Kirk's increased amusement, he found the Vulecans all fimmly aligned on
Sadiok's side in this argument. Wot that he would have predicited differently had
he ‘been asked to, but he certainly wouldn't have expected to find them quite so
openly teking Sadiok's part. It seemed he wasn¥t the only one other than Teg %o
Tind the Nomulan a most magnetic personality.

“nfortunately, I find myself in somewhat of a predicament, ¥Mr. Ssvon,” he
sagid. "Since he is an enemy alien within Federation space, my duty reguires me
to take Hr. Sadiok back to Reta Draconis when the nterprise leaves tomorrow..."
There was a movement beside him as T'Wuna stirred and a quiet sound of 71rotest
escaped her., He turmed to look, surprised that the retiring young woman should
be the one to make any open objection, but she subsided again cbediently at
Subrelts admonitory headshake and Xirk went on. "On the other hand, I was
reluctant to teke him from Teg yesterday; I can see for myself that the boy
needs him for the present. I could have argued a case for taking the boy away
also, but that would have meant virtually sentencing him to perpetual exils from
hig home world, and that is not sz thing I'd undertake lightly. If Sodick is to
heal Zabri as far as he can, I pressume the treatment will not be short-term,
¥Mr, S'lane.”

“¥o, indeed," the Healer sald hastily. "It will take many weeks to complete.n

ln that case...” Kirk swung round to Sadiok once more, making his <ecision.
"o owf world, in the days when we still fought wars betrsen ourselves, a prisoner
of war woull give his parole, his word of honcur that he would not escave or would
return to custody 1if he was liberated. I want such a promise from you if I leave
you in Savon's care. You will go back to Vulcan with him when the time comes and
account for yourself there. I believe they have a greater cause for grievance
against you than the Pederation has,? :

9T give you my word...on the heart of Mor."

Kirk had heard of the ancient Romulan cath. It was never mede lightly, and
on the single occasion it had previously been made to an »ff-worlder, hail been
kept to the letter. WHe nodded his satisfaction,.

Wery well, I leave you in Savon's charge. I owe you a debt of personal
gratitude also; you understand T could not let that influence my decision
concerning you. Wexre Zabri and Teg not factors to be considered, I would find
myself morally bound to take you back toc Beta Draconis when we leave tomorrow.?!

T understand.’  Another smile 1it the thin face and Kirk was glad to see
the lines of pain had gone nowy he could guess just what Sadick had gone through
protecting St'lurik and the Du from The attack of a powerful and untrained telse~-
path. It was bad enough when the invading presence was your dearly loved bhond-
brother; enduring the constant onslaught of a retarded and terror-driven mind
magt have bheen unspeakable agony.
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e turned to P'iuk. The tall, angular woman wag seated close to her hond=-
ster, Kirk's foce softened sympatheticelly. The loss of a marriage paritner

was painful, but at least Sisot's widow had the comfort of her close-bond with
the motherly T'¥aa to sustain her, The sehlat medsallion wos henging around her
neck and catching his eye on it, she touched it briefly,

HThank you for returning this, Captain

“Thank you for letting us take it. We grieve with thee, P'Iuk,?

She bowed her head, accepting his formal words with calm dignity.

firk turned back to the leader of the survey teanm. "rell, Mr. Savon, if
you have no other Jobs you want us to undertake..,."

Mo, Savon shock his head, a twinkle of amusement deep in hisg eyes, Ye
are grateful Ho you and your Pirst Officer, Caplain Kirk, wWithout vour help we
would have lost more of our team than we have.?

Kirk would have preferred to have saved them all -~ he hated the UWNNecessary
wagte of life - but Savon would know that for himself.

I there is anything we can do for you..." Savon was gaying.

“There is one thing,™ Xirk recalled, ®If you will permit your Healer to
examine my bondbrother and me...my 0.0, is understandably reluctant to sign us
off his sick list. Our bond-wound has been healed -~ thanks to Fr. Sadiok - but
bee Feloy can't check on something like that for himself, of course,®

T f'l'ﬂ-

aptain 1s always a most reluctant and captious paftient, " fpock murmured
provocetively above him. "Dr, Mcloy's wish to be sure that he ig cured is quite
understandable,

Kirk glared up and over his left shoulder. //ind you're just sc perfect,
Mister,//

//CE covrse.// A bland surprise.

filxk suppressed his desire to make some pithy retort and got up to follow
Spock and S8'lswa from the room.’

They svent wuch of the rest of the night studying the various tapes centain-
ing items of special significan ce or interest that had been found.

Bt will be interesting to see if you find any more correlations with the
culture Spock was studying on Pelta Australis 2," Kirk sald reflectively. »T
shall look forxward to seeing your next report when it is made.m

tinde we have much still to occcupy us." Savon was looking positively
animgted,

¥irk vﬁTlantly suppressed a yawn, wondered briefly where Spock was and
decided not to wait around for him any longer but to go to bed at once. The five
hours thot he had managed to snatch on board the *mterﬂrlse geemed a lifelime ago
now. Sincs they must leave in full sight of the Du in the nerning if they were
net to leave them wondering why Savon should have mysterious visitors who left in
the wmiddle of the night, there was no reason why he shouldn't tske advaniaoge of
the very few hours of darkness still left to him,

ot

Fxonging himself politely, he went to bed.

EANENRIN a2 S A i i
C R S S

MeCoy rend 8'lano's report through once, and then, without spesking, zan it
mack to the beglming and read it through agsin, then pursed his lips gillently,
nodded slowly = couple of times, switched the viewer off and drummed his fingers

goftly on the desk top.

The (2piein and his bond-brother studied this carefully crafted process,
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one dispassionately, and one with growing impatience.

Pl T

i

The word pushed itself ocut without permission, Kirk had intended not to
give Mooy the slightest satisfection by letting him know how irvitating the
entire performance had been. He knew damn well the Doctor was only needling
them, twying to get a reaction.

e Tlue eyves looked up, full of a bland innocence, and the cregzy face was §
gplit by o huge smile. "How the hell would I know?® The Doctor shrugged. “I'm
only a simple country doctor who shoulda stayed dirtside and ncet tried to meddie
in matiters outgide my experience. S'lane says you'lre cured...you're curxeli® He
shrugged again.

Kirk understood him all too well and the knowledge produced a pang of
compassionate sympathy he could not express openly. The wry humour coversd
MeCoy'te inner pain that this was one ares where he would never be able to help.
It must make him feel useless...vulnerable., It wasn't any good trying to put
hig understanding into words, though. Anything he tried fto say would only come
out as sentimental mush and neither of them had ever been good at pubtiing thelr
affection into blunt words.

Tnevitably, it was Spock who provided the touch of dry humour that defused
the suppressed feelings,

Years of verbal sparring with McCoy in response to the Doctor's persistent
zoading had forced him into mastering the art of expressing emotion obliguely to
their watusl satisfaction.

As they got up to leave the small office he turned, raised an evebrow to &
finely judged angle and szid, "Hever mind, Docior. MNext time we fall down and
cut our knees we will cry for vou to come and kiss us better,” and he ushered
his Captain politely from the room before MeCoy's mouth had time to realign it-
self Tor action.

Footnote - The government and system of Parathelmon owes a lot to Coiidn fonan's
lectures on Ancient China. The primitive gelsmograph is also based on one
invented iha China in 132 AD by the astroncmer and mathematician Chang Henz. An
internal wechanism, sctivated by even a slight tremcr, opened the mouwth of a
dragon which dropped a hall into the upturned mouth of a toad waliing beneath,
The dirvection of the quake could be detexrmined by the corientation of the empty-
mouthed dragone It could detect earthquakes occurring hundreds of miles away.
You can find out il sbout it in a wondexrfully fascinating and very readable
book called 'LOST DIBCOVERIES' by Colin Ronan, published in London, 1973, by
Macdonalds. Detedlls of it are also in 'BARTHQUAKIS', a book published by

Time Life, but only available through mail order at the moment.

I would like to thank Lesley Coles for her invaluable help in thinking of the
fiendigh disease suffcred by the landing party - and for not encouraging e to
talk about it at breakfsst st Aucon?
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