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THE . BOUNTY HUNTLR
| by Shirley Buck

He rode tall in the saddle, lean, bronzed with a large
brimmed hat pulled low over his eyes to shade them from the
hot sun., His horse picked it's way over the rough terrain,
but her rider could feel she was beglinning to tire. It
would soon be btime Yo stop for the night.

He gave a sharp tug to the rope attachod to the pommel
of his saddle and a slight smile 1it his face as he heard
the heavy thud and low moan that follwed that zction. His
prisoner would be more tirced than the horge - and the man
gave an inward chuckla. Darchez would pay him doublc this
timc. A goldshirt! The first ke had managed bo cateh.
Even more moncy would be his if he brought the goldshirt to
the ranch only just alive. :

He ldéoked ar~und bo see his c;ptlve, scrabbling to geb
0 his feact. They had covered nmany nilos today and Pandros
knew tnat he would not g% to his fest many more times.

Too bad.. He would just have to be araggﬁd at the end of
the rcpc. "It was all the same to Dandrces; as leng as his
prisoner was alive, he would get His money. How much
suffering was. involved concerned ‘Pandros nct at all,

The captive was on his foet again, for the moment. EHe
was covercd in dirt and sweat; cuts, bruises and abrasions
cgovered his boedy and face. His clothes, torn in many
places, scarcely resembled the swart Starfleet unifcerm it
had otqrtc& out as. The man Jicked his dry, cracked lips
and squinted up ab the sun. At last it was falling towards
the horizon. His badly blistvered and blecding,
fee¥, trapped within his boots, could hqrﬁly k’cn him
goring, but it was infinitely more preferable bo being
draggud helpless, cver this dry, rocky ground.

He scemed Uc have beern stunbling bohlnﬂ the horse at
the end ¢f a rope ferever., He couldn't scem to remember how
he came to be here, his wrists bloody and scre, his whole
Cbody aching from constant falls and his head spinning from
the effscts of Lho sun. But worst of all was the 4 -
thirst. The utarfleet officer could now think of nothing
else - cool water, gurgling in running streams, dripping
from rain-drenche d leaves. . Yjater held out to hlm by
invisible hands, almost touching his parched lips.

Suddenly the man in the saddle dismounted, leaving
the prisoner to sink to the ground in exhaustion, watching
.as Pandros tethered the horse in the shade of a large
overhanglng rock, giving her food and water. Then before
he had a chance to rise, Pandros jerked the captive across
the ground at the end of the rope, causing more bruises,
and fresh cuts .opened as his skin caught sharp edges of
rocks., Tha ropeé was ﬂlung up around the branch of a dead
tree, dragging the arms of the priscner above his head, and
he was left,tethered there. - o

Pandros recached for the watcrboUtle he carried and
unscrewed the 1id.

"Drink, goldshirt?" he dukbd and laughed at the almost
desperate 1ook in the prisoner's battered face.

' Slowly, Pandrocs tlop :d the bottle inches from the
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upturned face. The drops, shining and cool, trickled slowly
on to the dirty gold shirt, missing the prisoner's open
mouth by a fraction of an inch. Pandros gave a bellow of
laughter. _

"This 1s the way you pay, goldshirt, But remember, this
is only the beginning."  And he laughed again.

Slowly, ¥irk closed his eyes and mouth. JInwardly he
- called, desperately, hopelessly, "Spock! Sweet Jesus, Spock,
help mel’ o . : : _
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‘Darchez was a bitter man., He had been robbed of the
two people he had loved Dbest in the world. He had always
been a hard man, but Maria had found the cnink in his armour.
*She had been a warm, passionate woman, who had ruled him
completely and he had loved her to distraction. She had
been killed when the horse she was riding had thrown her.
Their only daughter had been barely two years old at the
time. '

The bitterness he felt at the death of his beloved
wife grew yecar by year, as he raged at the fabtes whe had
done this awful thing, Zstrana, his daughter, was the only
one he roesponded to. He guasrded her closely, never letbtting
her far from his sight, frightened that he might lose her
too. As she grow, she became nore like her mother and
Darchez worshippced her, believing sho could do no wrong,

At first she was happy on the ranch, finding many
things tc interest hor, not missing the companionship of
obhers in the alwost oxclusive demonds of her fathor. Butb
as she groew older she longed to visit Dantes City, which
she had heard about, fleetingly, from the cowboys whe worked
the ranch. She began o question her faother, bt coax him
into letting her visit her uncle, whe ran the distributicn
office for the ranch in the ciby. Darchez resisted hor,
unwilling for her tc go so far away from him. But when she
reached seventeen, he knew he could not deny her further;
she was a woman grown with 2 mind of her cwn and Darchesz
knew that if he did nob give his permission, she would find
a way %o go on her own. He was frightened at the thought
of his beautiful, chaste daughter in Dantos City, but his
brother would look affter her, she was a good daughter, she
would come bto no harm, he told himself. PFinally, he agreed
and lmpressed on his trother the need to look aftber
ZIstrana. ‘

But two things were against Darchez - the irrespon-
sibility of his brother and the wantonness and naivety of
his daughter. She was a warm and passionate woman like
her mother and she had had no chance to flower within the
confines of the ranch. In Dantos City she found 1ife very
different and infinitely exciting. TFor Dantos City was =
wide open fronticr town still and the lovely Estrana found
herself at the centre of an admiring circle of men, whc
lavished gifts and compliments on her. Many of the men
were Starflect Officers on R and R and they were the mosh
generous of all,

Her uncle, knowing the shelteéred 1ife she had led on
the ranch, encouraged her to 'go out and enjoy yourself'.
Having no children of his owrn, he gave libtle thought to
the consequences that might follow. So she wenbt out and
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enjoyed herself - with slwmost every man she met. She gave
nerself almost exclusively ‘to. the Starflect officers,.
finding Fhen klndor, gentler ond more JCCOmpllshOd lovers
She had planned Ho stay six weoeks, but in fact stayed 31x
ronths and by that Hime she knew she was pregnant. She
was. bterrified at what her fathcr would.do. but therc was
nowhere elise bto go. - . _

She roeturned to the ranch and told her father thot she
had bevn raped by several Starfleet officers. He believed
her vigplicitly »nd vewed ruvenge on all officers of Star-
fleet. No onc should know of hor humiliation. Ho would
look after her here, on the ranch and no one weuld know
what had bdppened, His heousekeeper cruld deliver the baby
and then his fs trwna woeuld live quicetly here with him.
Life would be 2s it was before she went to Dantes City.

, His whito hot rage at Starfleet cfficers had cooled
t¢ a cold; implucablchatred an unreasoning, twisted, evil
thing, - wh n his davgnter went intc labour. For three days
he listened t. her . suffering as she struggled
te give birth to her child, with only the inexperienced
housckeeper t¢o holp her, She was a kindly, capable scul
‘who was completely helpless in the face of the difficult,
agonised birth. She pleaded with Darchez to send for a
Doctor bubt he wanted noe one to know of his daughter's
plight. It nover enter.d his mind that she might dic.

It was three days boefore the heousckeeper ciul? say that

Estrana would suffcr ne nore. She had dde? giving birth
to a dead son. It was this which finally pushed Darchez
over the edge <f insonity.

From that day Darchez lived cnly for vengesnce
against the men whoe were the shirt of Starfleet Command,
And in his twiste?, demented mind he planned an awful
revenge. ‘
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The Hnterprise went into synchronous orbit over Dantos
City on the planet Alvarez. VUhura announced their arrival
and was acknowlec ed and welcomed by City Control.

Dantos Clty was in most ways still, a frontier town.
Alvarez was a hot dry planet with llttle 'to reconmmend it
for comfortable living but it was found to have rich veins
of several, scarce and thereforoe valuable minerals. There
had been no intelligent 1life on the planct and the mining
companies had moved in to dig the wealth that the galaxy
nbudOdo

Inevitably, property developers had followed and four

nain towns had grown up ncar the various mining centres,
Men with a love of the land had set up ranches around the
towns. to keep thew supplizd with fresh meat. Water was

scarce and the 1ifc hard, but the ranchers had grown rich,
supplying much necdced food to the peoplo who flooued into
the towns, aining to make their fortunes by taking the
planet's wealth,
_ Gradually Dantos City. had emorged 2s the richest and
" most q0phlst10ﬁt 2@ of the: four towns. It geined a
reputation as 2 place where anything could be bought - at
a price. BStarfleet nllowed its 3torship crews a stopover
of only seventy two hours at any one time, preferring then
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to use other planets.for R and R. For the rest of the
galaxy - if you could get there, anything was yours for as
long as you liked - if you had the money to -pay..

The Enterprise crew had never visted Alvarez before,
and most of them were disappointed when they heard that no
shore leave was to be granted. Capbtain Kirk was to beam
down with two security guqrds to sc¢ the Clty Kocgprs, but
not many of the crew knew why.

Captaln Kirk had received a conf1Q0nt1al and urgenb
request from Starfleet Command regarding Dantos City. It
- secemcd thet during the past year eleven Starfleet Officers
had disappeared w1bhout trace while on stopover at Dantos
City. Starfleet was exbremely concerred and instructed
Kirk to investigate the problem with the City Keepcrs as
soon as thoe Enterprise could reach thero.

‘Kirk and the sccurity guards stood on the transporter
pad, as Kirk gove finzl instructions. to Mr.. Spock.
"T want @ constant monitor of our positions. Any
suspiciodus actions and you beam us up immediately. 1
should be on the planct no longer than an hour on this
visit. I don't qpt101pﬁt any trcuble. And I want no cne
- else beaning down.” . '
"Understocd, Captﬂlr,. Spock responded. He gave
Kirk o long, sbteady stare "Tnke care.”
< Kirk gave him a jaunty grin.
"T will indeed, Mr. Spgck. Mr. Scobtt, when you're
ready."
"Aye, Captain.” \
And the three moen faded inbc 2 shimmering sparkle and
‘disappearced,

ESE o &

Three figurces mabterianliisced on the beam down pad
nearest to the City Keeper's Hall., They walked quickly
across the sgquare, their shirts bright in the sun, Their
appearance was watched carefully by 2 tall figure staniing
in the deep shade of one of the buildings. His eyes
glinted as he saw the gold command shirt of Captain Kirk.
Pandros bvegan to nmtcke his plﬁnu.

He was expericnced at isolating his prey ond getting
him out of the city unseen., He had caught his first
Starflect Officer 2 year ago and had beaned the unfortinate
man directly to Darchez! ramch. Darchez had net been
pleased. It had been tap easy; the coptive was well, if nct
happy. Darcheg wanted his suffering to be proelonged.
Pandres nust see to 1t that the next capbive 3id not arrive
in such a healthy condition; Darchez had then proceeded to
torture the officer slowly ©c Jecath, taking delight in each
noan of agouny, ¢ach Arcp of blood spilt.. Pandroes had been
sickened but the meoney was good, 2nd Darchesz proumised nere
if bhe prisconers wore nade to sulfer before getting to the
ranch. S .
Pandros had learned quickly. 4 two day walk, btethcered
at the end of a repe, neross bthe rough Serrain with no food
and little wabter, protuce? 2 suffering man, “efenceless
against the cevil woys of Darchez. The screams of the second
officer haunted hisg dreans cccasicnaliy. After that Paniros
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Just delivered the vrisoner, collected the money and
departed. Tet the sick mind of Darchez counjure up whatever
1t wished. Pandros preferred not to think of what happened
o the men alfter he departed. Pandros wanted the money and
he was getting 1t for very little work. His account with
the Dantos City Back was increasing rapidly and with a
tittle luck, it shouldn't be too long before he was able to
make a down payment on his dreams - a single man space '
craft, Then he would be free - free to travel wherever he
wanted, wheneverhe liked. No longer would he be imprisonsed
on this godforsaken worldl It did not occur to him that he
would achiocve his dream over the suffering and death of
innocent mon.

%k ok K ok ok .

The Enterprise securibty guards stood at attention,
rhasers at the ready, oubside the door of the office of the
City Kecper. Kirk had been inside, closeted with the
Keeper, for about fifteen minutes and as yebt, no one had
even walked along the corridor. The Enterprise guards
remaincd alert.

Pandros waited, Jjust out of sight, in a smzall dark
storage room next to the Kesper's of ficeo, Silently he
opencd the door, but oven that small noise was heard by the
nearest guard, who went to investigate., Ie never even know
what hit him, as Pandros rendered him unconscious with =
hypospray presscd to the bemple., He was bundled into the
storage room and when the second guard came to sco what had
happened to his comrade, he was as swiltly disposed of,
Pandros smiled grinly as he secured the door snd silently
1oft the building, knowing the guards could roveal nothing
of who had attacked them, He took up his new position and
walted.

R I

Kirk left the Keeper's office with litsle moro
information thar wher he went in. He was astounded to find
neither sccurity guard outeside. He pulled his communicator
out and tried toc call the ship, but was greeted with loud
crackle of svatic. Now a 1little concerncd ho walked
quickly out te the sguare, but still he could sed ne sign
of his guards. e bried agaln to raise the ship, but
Pandros' jamming device was very =Ifficiernt - he knew
Starfleet procedure well.

Alarmed now, Kirk began to walk quickly bowards the
beam up point. He passed close to 2 dark passageway, as
Fandres know po would, Kirk fell the tightly constricting
bands around hig throat, preventing him from crying oub.

As Pandros dragged him reughly out of sight, his hsnds
clutched at the thongs and he gave a low moan as he sank
deep inte oblivion.

Pandros loaded Kirk quickly intc the hired hover
and covered his budy with a large cloth. He switched
the portable sensor shield on snd know he wassafe from the
prying eyes of 2 starship.
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On the bridse of the ¥nterprise, all was quiet. Chokov
at the Sclence Station was carefully "“ﬂltOrln the move-
ments of the Captailn and the security guards. “Chekov
locked arvund and found MeCoy standing clﬁsc, trying t¢ peew
at the sensors. ToG. o

"5 is alright, Doctur Meloy, I have thewm clearly on
the screen. Ve should have nu trouble beaning ther back,
sir." _ . :

"T lm aware of bthe efficiency c¢f tiis stdrship,
Chekev,'" retorted McCoy., "It's the Copbain I'm wnrr ¢d
about. If anyone can find any acticn, it's him.

He turnecd fto Spock.

WT don't like the feel of this one, Spcck. One of us
should have gene with hin."

"I agree with JhugDoctcr. I shculd have gone with the
Captain.”

"So you think you can tnkb better care of Jinm than T
can? I've lost count of the nuﬂber of times I've pulled
both of you through o.0"

"Mr. Specki" Chekov's 3vit. ad voice cutb through the
conversation,. "I think sonething is wrong. Capbtain Kirk
seenms e hove left the City Kaoeper's Hall alone. The
guards are still inside

Spock was up and 2ercss to the Science Station in
seconds and was Just in btime to ses Kirk's sonscr trace
blink out. There was o horrified silence os Spock tried
in vain to regoin the trﬂoe.

Spock p:ms,fv1 thae dnbtercen butbton.

"Mr., Scotbt, bearm up onything within a radius of
twenty abtrﬂs Qf the Captain's last known posibtion.
Tmnedintely.” “poch s ¢a2in voice belied his inner conceri

"Aye, sir. Znerglsing now.’

They coul’ hulr the sound nf the transporter bean
nctivating over the ing STCOL.

"Nothing, IMr. onxc“, cane Scrtby's worried volce.
"Just & long leather thong with welghts on each end. NMighty
peculigr,”

"Bring it to the Bridge, please.”

- "Aye, Tsirp.

”What in hell can have naopono te him?"  came McCoy's
bewildered veice.

Speck bturned to Che ﬁfv. , : : ‘

”Keﬁp sonitoring. A c¢lose senscor scan of  the whole
city. Street by s*r“ﬂ“.” ‘ '

"Aye, sir," OChekov's wvoi
of the Lask he had just buen &

"Tieubenant Uhura., Gebt :

CMAye, siv."

They wore all -stunned at how guicxkly it had all
happened, bub: the . Ci&l“l@ﬂcy of the Briige crow never
faltered. If anycone could find the Captailn, Speck was the
person te do it. He would never give up.. Bach perscn on
the Bridge thought back to other occasicns when the
Captain huﬂ Adlsappuenred 2nd scnencw Spock hoad always cone
up with the $clubion. This tire would be nc 4ifférent,
they teld themsclves,

Spock was deep in thrught. He knew the C-ptﬂin Was
still alive. He crulin't have put it intc words, but the
closenaess of thelr relaticnship was such that he k wew he
would be aware of Kirk's Aesth. NWe, his frioend was still

e was awed abt the thought
signed.

e a line to the City Keeper.”

Bt
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alive, of that he was surc. But what had happencd to hin?

# % ok kK

Kirk was woken from a shalilow, uncomfortable sleep by
water splashing on his head and face. He turned his head
upwards and opsned his mouth, searching avidly for the
life giving liguid. The cool water slid down his throat
like nectar. He swallowed noilsly, reluctant to miss a -
drop of the precious fluid. All teo soon the flow stopped
and Xirk opened his eyes to seg the face of FPandrvos,
leering above him.

"Well, goldshirt. Had a good sleep?”

He untied the rope from around the branch, allowing
Kirk's arms to drop forward onto his knees. Fandros
jerked him bto his feet and dragged him across to where the
horse was already saddled. The rope was tied to the
pommel and Pandros swung himself up into the saddle.

He grinned, evilly.

"Ready for snother walk, goldshirt?"

Kirk looked up at nim in despair. The circulation
was -beginning te return to his arms, causing him almost
unbearabls pain. His swollen and bloody feet trapped
within his beoots felt as if he was walking on sharpened
knife blades, each step searing ageny. His whole bedy
ached as if he had heen savagely beaten, the cuts and
bruises from the provicus day's falls throbbing anew.

"Why =re you doing this te me? I den't even know
you," Kirk's veilce was 2 husky crozk.

Pandros laughed,

"For meney, goldshirt. For moneyli”

"What is 1t you neced sc badly that you would trea
a human being like thist" .

"What do I nsed? Freedom, grldshirt. That's what I
want. Freedom. To do whot I like, be wh«t T like.®

"And this is how you buy your fresdom?” There was
ineredulity in Kirk's vcice. _

"ohut your mouth, goldshirt!'" Pandres slapped him
hard across the face, cauwsing bloed toe trickle from a cub
cn his lip. "Or I'1l1 shut it for you, permancently.

"I need that meney bodly. 1 want tc get away fro
Alvarez, People think they can get anybthing they want on
Alvorez and 1if they stay here o wesk or two, its like
living in Aladdin's cave. 3utbt te live here, really live
here, year in and year out, that cave beccmes a priscn.
The heat, the dust, the hard labour te nzke any money.”
He laughed nastily. "Ch, yes, 1t's = -good place to make
gasy money, if you have moncey te stert with. I came here
with my father, =2s a bey. He laboured in the nmines and
expected me to de the same when I was ¢ld eéncugh. And I
did, naive fool that I was: Day after day of gut
wrenching work. For what? A wnerve pittance! Zncugh to
keep you going until the noxt pay day.  Bub there's more
to life fthan just being 2 slave. I want bo get oway from
this godfersaken planet, I'n going % buy me 2 one nan
space ship." :

His eyes 1it with the glow of fanaticism and ¥irk knew
thnt herce was 2 wman who truly helisved what he sald. Life

ere wasn't os Pandres fnd painted it, bubt Pandros
believed that it was.
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"T can travel wherever I want,"” Fandros' face came
close to XKirk's. '"The universe will be mine! Zurley you
understand that, spacemanas i’

"And you think that having a space ship will give you
freedom?" Kirk could barely force the words oubt. His
throat was still dry, in spite of the water. And the sun,
coming up over the horizon, sucked the moisture from him
like a sponge. His head was spinning,

Pandros sneered.

"And you think it won't?” .

"Not true freedom, no." Kirk shock his head dizzily.
"Who's paying all this money and why. I don'® understand. ”

"Wo, goldshirt, I don't suppose you do. But as long
as I get wy money, I don't really care. Darcnez can do
what he likes to all of you. How he must hate Starflect.”
Pandros' voice took on a reflective note., "All the things
he does to the rats I bring in."

A cold chill ran through Kirk in spite of the sun.

mAnd you want your freedom?" Kirk would have laughed
if he'd besn able to. "Do you think bhat being confined
within the metal hull of a space ship is freedom? You will
only have exchanged one kind of prison for another. Srace
can be a very lonely place. It gives you time to think, to
think about who you are. You have to accept what you really
are out there. Therce are no places to hide. Do you think
vou will have frecdom wien you know that what you have has
been bought with the suffering of innocent peoplel! Can you
live with the things you've dono?" ,

Xirk's voice cnded on a merest whisper. But he got no
reply. He was kicked savagely in the chest and knocked off
his feet. Paniros spurred his horse and Kirk was dragged
helplessly along behind.

%k ok sk kKK

On the Enterprise, two days had passed. Two days in
which hope and despalr had ranged the Interprise.

The two securibty guards had boen beamed back on board,
but had besn unable to throw any light on what had happened.
The-y were dazed and shaken at the thought that they had
failed to protsct the Capbtaind:

The City Keeper had also been unable to offer any
nelp. Kirk's disappcarance had been as dramabtic and as
sudden as a2ll the obher Starfleset Officers. He was deeply
distressed and offercd any help he could give te try and
£ind out what had happened and to recover the Captain.

Spock said very 1little., e sat cnd-stared at the
weighted leather thongs, feeling that they were the keéy
that would unlock the wmystery. They looked such innocent
objects, but Spock knew conly too well how lethal they
could be. He remembersd the ah~ woon he had used on Kirk
during their fight on Vulcun. He shivered at- the memory.

Despite the impassive face, Spock was deeply concerned
about Kirk. The swiftnoss with which Kirk had disappearced
without trace was indicative of a highly organised action.
The fact that cleven Starfloct OFfficers had also
disappearad =nd hzd never heen feund worrisd Cpock even
mor . -
He stared ot the leather thongs. He would find oub
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nothing more sitting here on the Enterprise. Somehow he must
find Jim Kirk., He was down on that planet somewhere and
spock was desperate enough to tramp the whole surface if he
had to. Picking up the lesather thongs, he made his
preparations to beam down to Dantos City.

¥ ok ok koK XK

The long, low ranch building came infto sight about two
hours after sunrise. Kirk was so dazed, confused and pain
ridden that he failed to see it. He didn't know the end
was in sight.

All the zrevious day he had staggerced along, falling
frequently, his whole bedy a mass of pain, The landscape
whirled dizzily before him and by the time Pandros had
stopped for the night, Kirk was barely conscious. Pandros
nad poured some water over his face and a little had
trickled into his mouth, but 1t had not been enough to
revive him.

Pandros had left him where he lay, not even bothering
to tie him up. He fed and watbtsred his horse and then coocked
g meal for himself owver the flames of a small fire. A4 coffee
pot stood in the embors keeping warm.

Kirk opened bleary oyss and watchad the dancing flames.
He could smell the food and the coffee, but it was obvious
that Pandros would gzive him nothing. He shub his oyes
tightly and licked at his blackened swollen lips. He thought
of Bpock and wonder:.d dazedly where he was now. e would
be searching for him, Kirk knew. Bubt Spock would never find
him out here in the middle of the brown, parched landscape.
Pandros seemed not to sven follow any sort of track. Kirk's
only comfort was that it wasn’t any of his crew who were
suf fering so. '

He opened his oyes again and moved slightly, wincing
withpin. He could sce the sbtars now and he thought of his
ship -~ his beloved Enterprise. Did he have to die here like this
lying in the dust? Surely his fate was amongst the stars,
not here in this isolated dustbowl, st the mercy of a
sadistic fanatic.

'Dear God, Spock. Where are you?' Kirk moaned softly
at the thought of his friend. BSpock would never find him
now. In despair he closed his eyes and slowly dropped into
an uneasy slesep.,

The next morning, Kirk was unable bo move., His whols
body was stiff ond acning and he didn't think he would be
able to stand. His head was pounding and everything secmed
blurred and dizzy. Pandros kicked him, bub it made little
difference, Kirk Jjust didn't have the strength tc rise.

Roughly Pandros pulled him into a sitting positicn and
pourcd water over his hend and down his throet. Xirk coughed
and gasped., Then Pandros 1ifted him up and threw him over
the saddle. Bub at least he wasn't being dragged. Pandros
wanted him at the ranch ~ aliwe!

* ok % %k % Kk
Two hours later Pandros led the horse up H¢ the ranch

house and yelled for Davchoz. He pulled Firk frowm the
saddle and he s1id int: 2 heap cn tho ground. Pandros

=Cu




poured more water over his face and ¥irk coughed zand opened
his ¢yes. - .

- Darchez cam: cut of the ranch house, & tall, thin man
with a ravaged face anddeep setb burning sycs. His nmcuth
widened 1ntu 2 malevolent grin when he saw Kirk lylng on
the ground ssmi-cgnscious, _

"A goldshirt, ch? Pﬂndrcs, you have dene well."

"Glnd you are plense He held cut his hand,

Darchez pulled a Smdll pouchfrom his pocket and
dropped 1t ints the cutstretched palm,.

Panlros tippﬁﬂ his hat and remounting his herse,
turned in the direction of Dantos City.

"Don't you want to stay and see the fun?"

"Your idea of fun and wine are somewhat dlfferent,
responded Pandros in distain.

"Are they really, Pandros?" He looked at the man
lying helpless at his feet. "I don't tnink so, I really
don't think so."

"Dam yow, Darchez," He spurred his horse and gallped
off, Darchez gave a loud cackle of mirthless laughter,

"llow, goldshirt," he said in a deceptively soft voice.
"Tt's payment time."

Selzing Kirk by one arm he dragged him rousghly to a
large stake in the middle of the yard.

"Get upl" Darchsz' voice cracked out.

Kirk looked up a2t him with painfilled eyes.

"Why are you 601n this?™"

His volce was ba%oiy audible, _

Darchez gave a hasty 1auga and kicked Kirk brutaelly
in the side. Thurb was a slight crack as a rib fractured.

"Wy, D,ldshlrt“ Woy?!?  His voice rose almost
~hysterically. ‘'"becausae you killed my daughber.!" Darcheg
kicked him again and Xirk gave a low moan. "My uWJﬁt
innocent Egtrana.’ -
"I don't even know your daughter!' gasped Kirk. Even

breathing was painful for him now,

Mlaybe you dldn't but someonu from utarflcot did.
You're all the same, Vbrj last omne of you. Whoring around
the galexy, leaving innocent glrls to guffer because of your
desire for momunt“ry pleasurs., My Estrana btook three days
to die. Throes agonising days - giving birth to . a dead
child. A child of ptarfloet. You're to blame. You're all
responsibie and I'1l make you all pay. Every lost one of
you‘ 18l ’

An insane look shone in his eyes as he roughly dragged
Kirk to his feéet and tied him tlghtly Yo the stake. He took
out a long sharp knlfe and laughaed at the fear in Xirk's
By 8.

- "Now where do I sbtart?" he WS&UG softly. Slowly he
brought the knife close to Hirk's face. He jerked his
head back, watching the ulOW’ﬂOVumkﬂtS of the knife,

Darchpz Aoughad softly.

"Or somewnere else?! : .

Slowly the point of the knife tra welled down XKirk's
chest, slitting the gold shirt open an’ dra wing a thin
1ine of blood along tqv skin, oWlftLy Darchez drew the
knife across Kirk's ribecage, just where the fractured rib
was, Kirk moancd in “wony. uﬁrchb/ laughed ﬁgqln "No,
let's try somocwhere els

Kirk's cyes watchod.:s the knife travelled lower.

10, God, 8pock? ihoere are you?!
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He tried to struggle against his bonds, but he had so
little strength left. e could only endure, as best he
could, what this madman was going to do to him, Kirk
closed his eyes against the sight of Darchez' crized
expression. His hcad sesmed to spin and his ears seemed
full of familiar humwing. '

'Dear God, do it and goet it over withl!

"Jimi"

Perhaps he was dead already. That had sounded like
McCoy's voice. And what was all that shouting and scuffling
about? His strengbth had finally desertoed him and he
couldn't even open his gyes. Then firwm hands held him,
bonds were cut and he was lifted bedily into the air.
Slowly he opened his gyes.

' 'T really must be deadl! - _

It was Spock who held him so firmly, yet so gently
in his arms. Spock, specchless with worry and fright that
showed only in his eyes. Carefully Spock knelt and lay.
¥irk gently on the ground, supporting him with his arm.
Then there was McCoy running a scanner over him, his voice
rough with the samewarry and fright he shared with Spock.

"We can't lsave you alone for five minutes. Will you
never ceasc bto get into trouble. Ninety percent of my work
is patching you up." McCoy prossed a hypo to Xirk's arm
and then held a cup of clsar, sparkling water to Kirk's
lips. "My God, I'm glad to see you, Jimi" . -

Barely consclous, Firk lay -in Spock's arms and gulped
gratefully at the water. Carefully Zpock poured another
cup of water over Kirk's head and neck, easing the dry
cracksd lips, D '

"Glad you made it, Spocki”

‘His voice was the barest whisper and Spock had 5o bend
close to hear the words, _

"I, too, Captain.,” :

"You wouldn't want Starfleet vo lose a fine Starship
Captain, is that itU7?" XKirk gave a faint smile.

"Something like that, Japbtain," the fright had faded
somewhat from Spock's cvyes, but deep comcern at the Captain's
condition was still there. "Besides, some Captains are
irreplaceable,”

Eirk turned to look at Spock then moancd in agony as
even that slight movewment coused renewed pain scross his
chest, _ ' o

MeCoy hel put away the hypo and scarner. '

"Let's get him bo Sickbay. He's badly in need of
treatment.”

"Spock?"

"Yes, Captain," .

Kirk's painfilled, hazel eyes looked into Spock's.

"Thank you." '

1 His eyes closed and his hosad slipped ageinst Spock's
shoulder. Alasrm flared in Spock's eyes and he looked
across albt McCoy. '

"It's okay, Spock., He's jJust fainted, He's had
about all as can bake. Perhaps its the best thing for him,
I can get him comfortable before he com-s round.

* ok ok ok K
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MeCoy was appalled abt what Kirk had had to endure.’
His body was =z mass of bruiscs and avrasions. A fracturcd
rib and the .deeb gash that Derchez had inflicted across it,
McCoy was able to repalr before infection hud a.chance to
set in., He was dehydrated .and suf fering from heav o
exhaustion. Bub it was Kirk's feet that shogked MeCoy:

He had had to cub the boots off becnw e Kirk's fect were so
badly swollen. They were coversd with bloody, broken
blisters, some of which were badly infected. . =~ =

tHow in the world did you manage to walk at ally Jim?"
McCoy's voice was soft. . ) :

"It was betbter than beihg dragged at the end of a ropey"
Kirk replied wryly: Resides; he slung me across the saddle
for the last few miles. I should be grateful for small
mercies." Kirk tried to hide the pain he was in behind a
facade of flippancy, but McCoy wasn't fooled.

"Well, you won't be walking on those feet for a few
days.- Which is just as well:, It will give your body the
time,it needs to regain some of its strength. What you need
now is complete rest and plenty of fluid."

He handed Xirk a large glass of iced lemon water.

"Drinks®

5ilently Kirk obeyed. _

"How do my feetb look now?" He lookcd down at the
bandages that coverad his scarred feetb. :

"How do bthey feel?" countered HMcCoy.

"They hurt! 4nd I have ro wish to walk on thom.”

McCoy gave a snort, '

"Good. I've cleancd them up and glven them the usual
medication. Its Just gonna take time. Now restlil”

"I must see Spock first,'

McCoy sighed. S

"Okay. I know bebter than to argue with yceu. But ..."

McCoy poured another glassful of the lewon wabter.

"Drinki" he comwanded, handing it to his Captain.

Kirk gave a mock groan.

"Yes, Doctor.” :

McCoy gave 4 satisfied grin and went to get Spock.

& o ose ok ok ok

Spock had been waltving oubtside Sickbay for McCoy's
report on Kirk. _ '

"He's gonna be alright, Spock. His foob will kesp
him in Sickbay for five or six days and he should recover
his strength in that time. He's lucky. Anotoer five
minutes and I dread to think ...'" McCoy shook his head.
"Anyway, he wants to scee you. Don't shtay too long."

Silently Spock entercd Xirk's room, to find hinm
lying on the bed with his eyss closed., His face was
burned with the sun and thers was o large grazc on his
checkbone., His swollen lips were covered with cream.
He opencd his oyss ns Spocli came in. , . '

"Quite a sight, eh, Spock?" He gave 2 wry lough.

C"At.least you are safe and back aboard the
interprisc, Captair.”

"Truel  How did you manage to find me? I never
thought I would sce you cr thae Enterprisc again.”

"It was the leather thongs used by Pandros that

D



provided the key." ,

¥irk fingered bhisneck. "Ah, yes. I remember now."

"Tuckily for us, Pandros was careless anddropped
them as he bundled you away .... Mr. Scott managed to bean
fhem up and the vital clue was in my hands. They were a
source of pride to Pandros. He learned how to use them
as @ boy and he was very fond of showing off his prowess
with them. Once I beamed down to Dantos City, it took ue
very little time to find out who they belénged to. Very
few people in the City use them."

"But how did youw know who he was working for?" I
thought Pandros would have kept that a dark secrst.”

"He does. DBut Darchers pays. in coln, always. He uses
hand made pouches with a small insignia. Pandros took the:
pouches into the bank and although he never parted with
the pouches, the bank clerk hed sharp eyes and recognised
the insignia.” _ ,

"Wwhat has happened to Darchez and Pandrus now?"

"Darchez is beilng sent to Blba II. EHe is insane.
They will do what they can for him." And Spock related
Darchez' history. c :

Kirk shivered. o R _ ,

_ "I can understand his- insanity, but not his choice
of revenge, Those eloven poor devils before mel How
long would it heve gone on, if you hadn't discovered what

‘had happened?" '

© - "Difficult to say, Captain. The insane are usuvally
unpredictable and Darchez was consumed by his hatred for
Starfleet, : - '

"And you caupght Fandros?®

"Yes, sir, hoe had gons only a few miles. Mr. Scott
was able to pick him out easily in thnat desolate iandscape.
He will, of course, be brought to trial. The City Kecpers
are arranging that. Storflest, of course, will be sending
a repregsenbative and I'm afraid, Captain, you will be
asked to give evidence." :

"I expected that. Its the least I can do for the men
who died." o . :

At thot nmomoent Mcloy enterced the rool.
"That's long cnough, Spock. Jim really must rest

now. "

"Just a few more minutes, Bones?"

"o, Jim."
. "The docter is quite right, Captain. Yeou really
must rest." ‘

Kirk lockad at Spock and then 2t McCoy in amazement.
_ "You're right," he said, 2% last. "I do.ueed To rest.
My Pirst Officer and Chief Surgeon in agreement, I need
to recover from the shock.”

He mave a1 grin af% th expressiocn o¢n their faces and
closed his eyes., How gucd 1t was tc be home!

HOR oK kK K ok ok ok K
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