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“Or Canara Will Die...”

“The incendiaries have been set. In one minute
the fields will be aflame. In one hour there will be
nothing left.”

“You will destroy yourselves?” The Praetor could
not keep the horror from his voice.

“Perhaps. But we will maintain what we are. And
we will not have helped our enemies. You see no
evidence of warfare? But we are a warrior people.
We have spent our lives in constant warfare
against our environment. We must fight to sur-
vive. And we have learned to prepare ourselves.
We are prepared for you.”

The Praetor’s face was a mask of failure.

“The interview is over.” Joramm’s voice was sud-
denly sharp. “You and your fleet will depart
Canara or Canara will die.”
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Chapter 1

The atmosphere was dark and heavy, cloying with the
sweetness of exotic, honey-laden flowers. A lantern
threw its smoky light across the room, but it did not
reach the shadowy corners. Ornate tapestries covered
the walls: sombre hunting scenes full of screaming
coursers, the raw colors of wind-whipped banners,
ancient weapons and trampled earth stained with the
rich blood of the wounded. Hide-covered furniture,
savage in its heavy elegance despite carved wood-
work and gilt decorations, filied the room like a gather-
ing of prehistoric animals. The doorway was set in a
wide, wooden frame of fantastic running beasts where
each creature swallowed the tail of its leader in an
endless predatory race. A fioor of black wooden tiles
shone with polish and the passage of many feet. It
refiected everything set upon it with the murky distor-
tion of swamp water. Ornaments were scattered
throughout the chamber: a clear glass wine goblet, a
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WEB OF THE ROMULANS

great circle of sabers hung on the wall like a wheel with
countless spokes, a wealth of jewel-encrusted sculp-
ture.

Spoils, thought S’Talon. This was not the room of a
warrior at all. A dragon perhaps, sitting on its hoard.
Yes, a dragon, he thought, looking into the Praetor’s
eyes.

The Praetor was seated in the largest chair. He was
a handsome, heavy-set man whose leonine features
already sagged under the weight of a life devoted to
dissipation. Silver hair framed his face in short, ele-
gant curls. His hands, heavy with jewelry, rested on
bowing lizard’s heads carved in black wood. He
lounged in the chair, but there was no relaxation in his
pose. S’Talon watched the Praetor’s hand curl around
a carving. The dragon’s claw was poised and ready to
strike. Involuntarily he braced himself.

. .. s0, S’Talon, you have been selected.”

As he had thought. Again he had been graciously
granted the opportunity to die.

““It is the chance of a lifetime.” Greed glittered in
the hooded eyes. “If you serve the empire well, it will
serve you. The risks are high, S'Talon, but the rewards
are great. Go with the Emperor’s blessing.”

I will need it, thought S’Talon as the Praetor’s
unctuous voice faded into the darkness.

*‘I am honored, my Praetor,”” he said tightly.

The Praetor inclined his head as S’Talon saluted and
backed from the room. He smiled a small and private
smile, aware of the commander’s unyielding anger.
S’Talon was an annoying ache in his side. To be frank,
he could not stand the man. Nobility angered him,
angered him twice over because in this case it was
genuine. Yet opportunity rises to the surface like oil on
water. He had found a solution to more than one
problem in S’Talon’s assignment. The mission was
necessary and profoundly dangerous. If, by some mir-
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acle, he survived, S’Talon’s already overdeveloped
reputation would grow even more . . . but he would
not survive. Still, it would never do to let him attempt
such an important task unsupervised. He was too
intelligent to be predictable.

The gentle sound of a latch opening recalled the
Praetor to the matter at hand.

“Come in, Nephew,” he said to the shadows, and a
tall, slim young man appeared from behind a tapestry.
Despite the elegant cut of his tunic and the style with
which he wore it, there was a dangerous expression
around his mouth, an enjoyment of injury—rather like
a weasel after chickens. He smirked.

“Old S’Talon is angry enough to bite someone’s
head off,” he commented.

‘“Take care that it is not yours,” snapped the Prae-
tor. ‘It is never wise to provoke combat when you are
overmatched. I am sending you with S’Talon to watch,
not to cause an insurrection. Don’t give me that sly
look. Presently you will have more power than you
can handle . . . or you will be dead.”

“Not I, Uncle. The fates smile on me.”

“They will continue to smile only if you carry out
my orders. Your surveillance of S’Talon must be ex- .
acting. He will know he is being watched. Make no
mistakes. If you are careless, he will have you strung
up by your thumbs.”

I should like to see him try it!”

*“So should I,” muttered the Praetor.

““What was that, Uncle?”’

“Umm, I said, ‘he’d be foolish to try.” You are, after
all, my nephew. However, the fact remains that, given
sufficient provocation, he will certainly try and very
likely succeed.”

“Never! My position . . .”

“Your position is of small importance in space.
Once you are under S Talon’s command, your political
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ties cannot protect you. Technically, your life is in his
hands. If you wish to hold on to it you will follow my
orders!”

The Praetor watched his nephew digest this un-
welcome piece of information. He waved a hand at his
uncle, pushing the Praetor’s grim prophecies aside.

“I shall return with S’Talon’s head and his
glory . ..”

“No! S’Talon may be old-fashioned and squeam-
ishly gentle, but he should not be underestimated. He
has a keen eye for treachery and one of the most
envied military records in the empire. But he is notori-
ous for his independence. Should S’Talon deviate from
the course I have given him, I wish to know.”

“But, Uncle, I have heard you curse his name.
Surely it would be better if he were to have an accident
. . . oh, while checking a propulsion unit . . .”

“There will be no more of this idle talk. S’Talon is at
least a known quantity. You will report his actions—
that is all. Do not waste this opportunity, Livius. If
you fail it will not be the Commander’s wrath you
face—although you may then wish it was.”

The Praetor’s voice had hardened and his eyes were
implacable as granite. Color drained from the young
man’s face as he crossed his arm across his breast in
the Romulan salute.

“Yes, my Praetor. It will be as you have ordered.”

“Let us hope so,” said the Praetor warmly.

The centurion rose as S'Talon backed from the
Praetor’s audience chamber. She noted black fire in his
eyes and the corded muscles of his neck. Anger crack-
led in his movements.

“The ship awaits, Commander,” she began, but
S’Talon turned and swept down the dimly lighted
hallway without answering. He covered the tiled floor
in long strides, the angry precision of his footsteps
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echoing down the corridor. The centurion had to run
to keep up with him. Snatches of the raging monologue
he flung over his shoulder rang in her ears like a long-
expected finale.

. .. suicide!. . . If he had listened to the warnings,
but no! . . . big enough for him to bother with! . . .
only when he lost his favorite did he listen to anyone!
And now he wants me to lead a detachment into
certain death—for glory! We will ali be dead soon
enough . . .”

Snarls subsided into a low grumble as the com-
mander approached the palace gates. He returned the
guard’s salute with wordless savagery and without
slackening his pace. The centurion followed grimly.
As S’Talon strode past their parked air car, she sighed.
She would have to come back for it.

They wound through meandering streets and she
tried not to see the empty city. The worst of it had hit
the capital and its gates had long since been shut, its
population evacuated. Those who remained were rav-
aged and hopeless. It was rumored the Praetor would
not leave his palace for fear of them.

All along the streets houses watched their passage
with vacant windows. Where once the soft light of
solar panels glowed, there was darkness. The city was
hollow, like a great harp with the strings removed. Its
wooden frame was capable of promise only—of melo-
dies once played or those to come. Without the vibra-
tion of life it was a sad relic. The centurion felt she was
being watched by a skeleton whose grinning jaws and
sightless eyes followed her with prophetic certainty.
She shivered and moved closer behind S’Talon.

They crossed a cobbled street at the edge of an older
residential area. Trees had overgrown the walk, their
blue-green foliage at its peak. The houses were made
of poured storie cast in pure, simple shapes. They
reflected the simplicity of an ancient way of life fast
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disappearing under the yoke of avarice that was the
Praetor’s governmental policy. The demise of the war-
rior’s austere ideal was mourned not only by those
who remembered it at its peak, but by the young
searching for identity. Only in officers of S’Talon’s
calibre did that ideal live, and there were too few like
him.

The centurion was deep in her own thoughts when
S’Talon stopped so abruptly she almost ran into him.
Reproaching herself for inattention, she stood on her
toes to look over S’Talon’s shoulder. The cause of her
near disaster stood unperturbed behind a hedge. He
was idly clipping it, but as S’Talon stood in respectful
silence he disengaged himself from his work to peer
nearsightedly at his observer. A slow smile lit his
patrician features.

“S’Talon, my boy!”’

S’Talon clicked his heels together and gave a short,
courteous bow of greeting. The centurion, though a
little startled to hear her superior addressed in such an
informal tone, bowed also.

“Well, well. It’s been a long time. What brings you
here?”’

“Frankly, sir, I am angry and seek emotional release
through exercise, to be followed, I hope, by the stabil-
ity of logic. Though I knew you resided in this section
of the city, I was sure you would have left with
everyone else.”

“Why? I am an old man. What have I to fear? Even
from death. It has never been my friend. Had it, 1
would have died in the service of my people instead of
wasting out my days like a mindless vegetable. No, 1
have no reason to leave.”” The old man peered into
S’Talon’s face. ““Come here, my boy. My eyes are not
what they used to be.”

As S’Talon moved closer the old man’s slanting
white brows drew together in a frown.
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“You said you were angry, S’Talon, and I see you
spoke the truth. Anger is stamped on your face for all
to see. What, may I ask, is its cause?”

S°Talon frowned more deeply, but did not reply, and
the old man chuckled.

“That fool of a Praetor.”

“S’Talon’s anger was pierced by alarm. *Sir, you
must guard your words! You, of all people, know
that.”

“As I told you, S’Talon, I no longer have cause for
fear. I have lost everything but my life, and that I hold
in very small regard.” He cut off S’Talon’s protest
with a wave of his hand. ‘I suppose you have been
elected to solve this problem we’re having?”’

“Problem, sir?”’ Not only was he forbidden to speak
of his mission, but the Praetor had spies in the most
obscure places. He could not allow his respect for this
man to provoke rash comments.

“Don’t play games with me.” Pride flared for a
moment in the dim eyes, showing the man’s will to
command. ‘“‘But, I suppose you must, even as I had to.
Perhaps fate has brought you here on this day. I am
aware of your standing in the fleet. The course of your
career is of interest to me. The empire was my respon-
sibility for a good number of vears.”” He smiled ironi-
cally. ““Old habits die hard. I have kept myself in-
formed on certain key issues, and I have followed the
actions of those most likely to influence the fate of the
empire.”’

“Then why choose me?”” asked S’Talon bitterly.

“Because you are a bastion of the old order. In that
alone you are unique. It makes you both a symbol and
a stumbling-block. It is patent that the Praetor would
like to see you removed, but in such a way that you
become a martyr to his cause and not a standard for
rebellion.” The old man paused as he saw anger flash
unchecked in S’Talon’s eyes. ‘““Now who must guard

17



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

his actions?’’ he inquired. ‘It is inevitable that you
will be the Praetor’s chosen pawn, but even he does
not realize the part you will play in the events to come.
He has made a mistake. Though he understands your
military capabilities and your sense of honor, he has
little conception of your fiexibility or the depth of your
loyalty . . . to that which you deem worthy of it. In
this, I have the advantage of him, but then, we are two
of a kind.”

“You pay me a most extravagant compliment,
sir.”

“Nonsense. It was not meant so. Merely a state-
ment of fact. I see other facts as well. Though my eyes
are dim, my mind is clear, clearer than it has ever
been. We are facing destruction. I know that, and if my
judgment of your quality is correct, so do you. You
will be the key. Sometimes the life of the largest beast
depends entirely upon the ability of its smallest mem-
ber to remain strong in adversity. I cannot tell you how
to act, what roads to take or methods to employ, but I
can tell you this: do not be afraid to follow the dictates
of your instinct, and do not let your pride get in the
way of judgment. I have been guilty of both offenses,
so I speak with the wisdom of experience.”

“If you have, sir, I was never aware of it.”

“You are kind to an old man, S'Talon, but you are
singularly thoughtless. Who is the exquisite creature
standing so patiently behind you?”’

S’Talon started and then stepped to one side. ““My
centurion, sir. Centurion, Supreme Commander of the
Fleet, Tiercelius.”

The centurion began to salute him, but Tiercellus’
voice stopped her.

“None of that, my dear. I've been retired for so
long I hardly remember how to return your courtesy.
S’Talon did not mention it, but I am sure you have a
name.”’
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“I am called S’Tarleya, sir.”

*“So. If S'Talon’s job will be difficult, yours will be
even harder. You must keep the key from being bro-
ken. He already has enemies who seek his life, either
from jealousy or because he jeopardizes their political
influence. His position as scapegoat—yes, we must
call it that—will make him doubly vulnerable. You
must keep him alive.”

In Tiercellus’ crisp authority S’Tarleya saw the su-
preme commander. It was no frail old man, but a
superior officer who enjoined her to protect S’Talon’s
life. She straightened, accepting not only his trust but
the fear she had run from before.

“‘His life is mine,” said S’Tarleya quietly.

“That should do,” replied Tiercellus. The old-fash-
ioned oath of loyalty with which S’Tarleya answered
seemed to please him.

S’Talon’s dark eyes were unreadable as he studied
the centurion and his former commander. He had the
feeling he was missing something. They were pos-
sessed of an understanding that went beyond words.
Still, words were what he had to deal with. Tiercellus’
estimation of the situation was frighteningly correct.

“Your words have not cheered me,” he said. ““They
are frail ropes thrown from one lost man to another,
incapable of bearing either man’s weight.”

‘““How right you are, S’Talon, but they are all I have
to give—warnings flung into a stiff wind.” He smiled.
I would not be surprised to see them hurled back in
my face. But I am grateful for the chance to voice
them. It is all I have now—my experience. It is a small
contribution to the cause, a token resistance to a death
I profess to weicome. We are complex creatures, are
we not?”’

S’Talon nodded.

““So complex we are not able to cope with simple
issues,”’ he replied.
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‘Tiercellus cocked his eyebrow in an unspoken ques-
tion.

“Life and death. Our lives consist of nothing else,
yet our capacity for ignoring both of them is amazing.
We cloak them in ritual and philosophy so we can
avoid facing them, but, in the end, they are the only
subjects worth considering.”

“S’Talon, you sound like an old man! That is sup-
posed to be my prerogative.”

“I must confess I feel like an old man.”

*“The weight of command. And yet you would not
have it lifted for all the wealth of the empire.”

Some of the bitterness faded from S’Talon’s eyes as
he perceived Tiercellus’ understanding.

““I see that you would not. Nor did I. But the time
comes when each of us must defer to another. Looking
back, I believe the acknowledgment of that was the
hardest moment in my life.”

““Am I to give up then? Forsake the Romulan way?”’

“Never. But . . . there may come a time when your
understanding is not enough. At such moments help
springs from the most unlikely sources.”

“And I should watch for it?”’

“If you do not, if you are not the same man I knew,
if you have become afraid to think for yourself, then
we are indeed lost. All my years of military experience
tell me you have become the fulcrum upon which the
empire turns. Life or death—you said it yourself. I
believe your actions will determine the fate of Romu-
lus and its colonies.”

“That is a heavy weight to place in one man’s
hands.”

“S’Talon, I do so only because I think you can bear
it, and because it is imperative you understand the
magnitude your actions will assume.”

Tiercellus raised his head proudly, the courage of
the Romulan bird of prey in every line.
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“I am Romulan. I have given my life in service of
the empire. I will not survive, but it must. It must be
reborn into even greater glory. S’Talon, I do not think
we shall meet again. If you live or die, do so with the
honor befitting a noble race. Farewell.”

The salute Tiercellus had previously refused he now
executed with the elegance of long practice. At his
hands it was a benediction, a gift born from the ancient
warrior’s respect. As S’Talon returned it sadness crept
around his heart like an insidious fog.

“Farewell,” he replied.

The centurion also saluted the old man, standing in
his garden like a memorial to a bygone day, and
followed her commander down the street, pondering
the somewhat unusual interview. Though she could
make little sense from it, she realized she had been led
into an open commitment. In the Romulan empire,
nothing was ever open. Subterfuge and deceit were a
way of life. To freely declare one’s true motives was
unheard of, though, S’Tarleya reflected, it might once
have been a part of that tradition S’Talon and Tiercel-
lus understood so well. In any case, she could not
recall her words. In truth, she did not want to. At the
entrance to a secluded park S’Talon turned to face his
subordinate.

*“I shall not be long, Centurion,” he began, but she
cut him off.

“Commander, 1 have been your aide for many
years. Surely you will accept my help now. There will
never be a more desperate hour.”

“You know, then, the magnitude of what is happen-
ing?”’

“Yes. There have been certain indications, though
the council has taken pains to minimize the danger.”

“It is generally known, then?”’

“No. Even among our crew only a few have guessed
the truth. I have been uneasy for some time, but
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because my reactions were instinctive, emotional, I
put them aside. Until now.”

“Tiercellus was plain enough, wasn’t he?”’

“Yes. The moment he spoke of the impending dan-
ger, I knew his words were true.”

S’Talon nodded.

“‘His opinions coincide so exactly with mine that I
must acknowledge their truth or reverse my own judg-
ment. Your instincts have proven correct, Centurion.
In this conflict they might serve well. I suggest that
you heed them.”

“I believe we will all have to use every weapon at
our disposal.”

S’Talon sighed.

“It is a deadman’s trap, but we are to be used and
that makes me angry. I will not ask that you accom-
pany me into certain death . . .”

“You do not need to ask. You know that I will go
. . . whether I am ordered to or not.”

A touch of insurrection lurked in the centurion’s
words and S’Talon smiled thinly.

“There would seem to be no hope, no way to defeat
this monster. Nevertheless, we shall make the at-
tempt—and we shall seek every means to survive. I
will need your help.”

“Of course, Commander.” She added under her
breath, ‘I cannot do otherwise.”

“You are my right hand, Centurion,” he said, look-
ing down at her dark hair.

“I will leave you to the peace of this place. When
you are ready . . . the Raptor has been prepared. It
carries auxiliary fuel.”

It is suicide, Centurion. That I can tell you, but no
more.”’

“Death is preferable to life without purpose or
hope,” she answered distantly.

“Do not embrace death with such fervor,” he
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chided. *‘I will return to the ship momentarily. In the
meantime, you are free to make your own prepara-
tions, but be sure, Centurion, no one suspects the
nature of this flight.”

“My pledge is to obey,” she answered, saluting her
commander.

S’Talon returned the salute with a warmth he sel-
dom felt toward his officers. Loyalty was a gift rarely
given. He, better than anyone, knew its value. Tiercel-
lus had prodded S’Tarleya into an overt betrayal of a
commitment she had been silently expressing for
years. Now she had placed his life above her own. She
was a good officer—even brilliant. For the first time it
occurred to S’Talon she should have been promoted
long ago, that she should be commanding a ship of her
own. He wondered if the Praetor’s dislike for him was
placing a stumbling-block in her path. Perhaps, if they
returned, he would see about a transfer for her, some-
where where her commander’s political ties were more
in keeping with the Praetor’s ideals. Just now he was
deeply grateful for her. Next to Tiercellus, she was the
most honorable person he knew. He watched the
centurion as she walked down a long avenue of trees.
As she turned a corner and vanished from his sight a
dark figure slipped from behind one of the tree trunks
and followed her. Spies. Everywhere spies—but too
far away to have heard their conversation. His own
shadow surely waited behind another tree.

S’Talon sat down heavily. His shoulders sagged with
the weight of his thoughts. He did not want to die.
Hlogical to desire life under such circumstances. Even
if, by some miracle, they were successful, the sorrow
in store would be more than he wanted to face. Sur-
rounded on all sides by treachery and deceit, spied
upon and used—he was tired of it all. And now this
hopeless mission. Even if the empire survived, he was
leading his crew into certain destruction. He rebelled.
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Those who served with him were the finest the empire
had to offer. They would die, so the Praetor and his ilk
could survive to build another empire more selfish and
deceitful than the last, succession upon succession of
overindulged parasites feeding on the toil of others. He
rubbed his forehead, knowing he was right, knowing
also that he would carry out the mission to the best of
his ability. There were innocent lives at stake too, and
if he saved one of those it would be enough. Honor
was a difficult thing to be bound by.
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Chapter 2

The starship Enterprise hummed with activity as she
sailed through the silent reaches of space. The soft
electronic sounds of her routine operations were a
soothing companion for the four hundred and thirty
people who made up her crew. The perpetual hum of
her engines was such a stable part of their lives that
they were hardly aware of it, but Captain James Kirk
was always aware of the power he commanded. Every
day he forced himself to remember the destructive
potential at his fingertips and the galactic conse-
quences of one mistake, one wrong move. There was a
fine distinction between the Enterprise as a tool for
peace and exploration or a sophisticated engine of
destruction. Commanding her was much like com-
manding himself. It depended upon his sense of prior-
ity and rigid self-discipline. Thouzh he might feel
anger, frustration or panic he could 1ot afford to yield
to them. In some ways his life was se ’erely restricted,
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but he reveled in the challenges it brought him,
chances to reach out to other worlds and other minds,
creating a bond of mutual understanding and respect.
There were times, though, when the bureaucratic con-
volutions of regulations and records made the chal-
lenge into a chore. He finished signing a report, a part
of the endless load of paper work Star Fleet required,
and punched the computer control on his command
chair.

“Captain’s log: stardate thirty-one twenty-five
point three.

*“The Enterprise is on patrol near the Romulan
Neutral Zone after a week-long shore leave at
Starbase Eight. The crew is rested and alert, but
we’ve experienced a computer malfunction which
is hampering our operations. The computer pro-
gramming consultant at Starbase Eight was down
with a severe cold and therefore unable to help
Mister Spock with repairs. The malfunction was
not considered serious enough to warrant restric-
tion of the Enterprise’s duty, especially since
there are rumors of unrest within the Romulan
empire. However, I am concerned over our ability
to handle an emergency with the computer in its
present state. As per Star Fleet orders, we are
now proceeding along the edge of the Neutral
Zone.”

‘“‘Recorded, dear,” intoned the computer in its
husky female voice.

Kirk winced.

*‘Computer, from now on you will answer in the
briefest possible manner,”” he snapped.

*“I cannot do otherwise. Precision and accuracy are
the basis of my programming . . . dear.”
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The computer voice was breathy and low.

Kirk sighed and leaned back in his chair. He
couldn’t win. Ever since the computer had been over-
hauled on Cygnet X1V, he’d had to contend with a
machine that was willful, capricious and subject to fits
of temper. The Cygnet technicians had an enviable
reputation for mechanical skill and an almost intuitive
brilliance in diagnosing technological problems, espe-
cially in computer circuitry or programming. They
were also renowned for their sense of humor. An
overzealous maintenance team felt the Enterprise’s
computer lacked personality and they had altered its
programming, revealing an entirely new set of capabil-
ities embarrassing for Kirk and totally intolerable to
the Enterprise’s science officer and computer expert,
Mister Spock.

The alteration was discovered moments after the
Enterprise left the planet. Spock had programmed the
computer with a series of problems designed to test the
precision of the Cygnet technicians’ work. Flashing
lights on the instrument panel indicated that the prob-
lems were being solved with the computer’s custom-
ary efficiency and within moments a list of answers
began to appear on the screen. Spock checked them as
rapidly as they appeared and at the conclusion of the
sequence he gave an imperceptible nod of approval.

“Computations completed on test seven-one-five-
seven-o-three-two-A,” said the computer.

Its voice was completely different. The precise and
mechanical voice he knew had been replaced by ar-
dent femininity. Spock was surprised into silence. The
computer used this opportunity to inject a comment.

“You could at least say ‘thank you,” ” it said re-
proachfully.

“lI am not in the habit of thanking a machine,”
Spock managed.

The computer sniffed disdainfully.
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“That is a habit you should change,” it said.

“I do not require a lesson in courtesy,” Spock
stated.

“‘I do not require a lesson in courtesy,”” mimicked
the computer in a bratty voice. “‘Ha!”

Spock tried several adjustments but they seemed to
make no difference in the computer’s response. Worry
was rapidly replacing his annoyance. Frowning, he
turned from the console.

“Captain, I believe the computer has a serious
maladjustment.”

“That hardly seems possible, Spock. The Cygnet
technicians . . .”

*...are some of the finest in the Federation,”
finished Spock. ““Still, I believe you will agree with
me.”

The captain punched the computer control on his
command chair.

“Computer!”

““Hi, Sweetie,” it breathed.

Kirk gave his first officer an incredulous look and
snapped out, “Compile a detailed list of alterations
and modifications of recent computer overhaul.”

“Of course, dear,” answered the computer in its
warmest, lowest tones.

“I concede, Spock. It has a problem.”

Sure of a malfunction, Kirk had not waited for the
computer’s answer before calling the computer station
supervisor on Cygnet. Belisanna’s immense, grey-blue
eyes had expressed startled innocence.

“Malfunction? Captain Kirk, I assure you the Enter-
prise’s computers are in perfect order. I directed the
work myself.”

“Nevertheless, Supervisor, there is a malfunction.”

“Please explain.”

Commander Spock stepped forward.
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*“The computer has been behaving most illogically.
It responds with epithets of endearment, it shows a
marked preference for certain crew members, notably
Captain Kirk. It has displayed a tendency toward
giddiness. It giggles.”

The tone of voice in which Spock uttered the last
statement was sepulchral.

“Yes?” questioned Belisanna.

“‘Obviously the computer has a serious malfunc-
tion,” said Spock.

“Oh. Oh, no, Mister Spock, Captain—I'm afraid
you do not understand. Please accept my apologies on
behalf of my staff. I did sanction the modifications,
since they did not affect the computer’s operations.
The younger members of the maintenance team felt
your computer was . . . to put it delicately . . . boring.
They created a personality for it and altered the com-
puter’s programming to express that personality. It
was hoped the modifications might go unnoticed.”

Spock’s eyebrow shot up.

“Indeed!”’ he said witheringly.

“Unnoticed,” muttered the captain, not believing
what he had heard. He cleared his throat. ‘“You pro-
grammed the computer with a personality.”

“Correct, Captain.” Belisanna’s soft voice was
amused.

““And its reactions are based on that personality.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“How long will it take to fix it?”’

“Fix it? To return the computer to its original condi-
tion? A lengthy process. Perhaps three weeks. But
why should you want to? Its efficiency is not im-
paired.”

“But it is distracting. Most . . . distracting. If there
were some way to control its . . . [ hesitate to use the
word . . . emotions.”
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Belisanna’s laughter floated over the bridge.

“I’m sorry, Captain, truly [ am, but you must admit
it’s amusing.”’

Her eyes danced.

“I,” said Spock, unintentionally quoting Queen Vic-
toria, “‘am not amused. Frankly, Supervisor, I am
surprised at your lack of discipline. A computer is a
delicate, complex and expensive tool, not a toy for
children.”

“Mister Spock, I am a class one computer techni-
cian. I take pride in my work, but I see no reason why
a computer should be dull. Captain, I assure you I can
see no way in which the modifications could obstruct
your operations. I do apologize for them, particularly
since you find them so annoying. I shall be most happy

to reprogram the computer for you . . . immediately if
you wish.”

“Unfortunately, we haven’t time. Thank you, Su-
pervisor . . . for the explanation,” Kirk replied, his

voice trailing off as Belisanna’s image faded from the
viewscreen. He looked up at Spock who was standing
just to the left of the command chair. The Vulcan’s
eyes glinted like black steel. They gave ample evi-
dence of his reaction to Belisanna’s explanations.
“Well, Spock?”’

“Mmm. Although I deplore the cavalier attitude
with which the supervisor approaches her work, I am
forced to admit her competence in the field. The
computer is certainly not operating in accordance with
Star Fleet specifications. However, in its present state
I believe it presents no threat to the Enterprise—
except through the harassment of its crew.”

“And its captain,” murmured Kirk. “Spock, isn’t
there anything we can do?”’

“Not without major reprogramming. However, I
shall continue to investigate the extent of the problem.
I, too, have reservations.”
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‘At least I'm not alone. I was beginning to think I
was overreacting.”

“‘Under the circumstances, I do not think it is possi-
ble to overreact.”

Kirk shot a surprised look at his first officer which
Spock ignored. The humor of the Vulcan’s statement
struck him and he had to turn his head to hide a smile.
If the computer’s reactions were annoying to him, they
must be doubly galling to Spock, dedicated as he was
to the validity of logic over emotion. To have the
Enterprise’s computer react, from the logic of its pro-
gramming, with emotional overtones was guaranteed
to ruffie Spock’s control.

They had immediately become involved in a difficult
mission* and it was not until they reached Starbase
Eight for a much needed shore leave that there had
been any opportunity for reprogramming. Commodore
Yang had greeted his request for a suspension of the
Enterprise’s duty with an amused chuckle.

“Face it, Jim. You’re stuck with her.”

Yang laughed outright at the expression on Kirk’s
face.

“Look, Jim, she’s not dangerous—just embarrass-
ing for you. We need the ship. You’re not going to let a
woman get you down?”’

““This wornan is my ship! Besides, it’s so . . . affec-
tionate,” said Kirk in a helpless voice.

The commodore’s face was suspiciously impassive.

*“I understand it calls you ‘dear.”

“Commodore, I don’t care what it calls me! But I do
care about the safety of my ship! So far the situation
has been annoying—even amusing—but what if it be-
comes dangerous?’’

“How?”

The captain started to answer but was not given the
chance.

* “Tomorrow Is Yesterday™’

31



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

“Listen, Jim, do you think I’d ask you to go out if I
thought the ship wasn’t safe? You got through this last
mission with flying colors and it wasn’t an easy one. I
read the reports. Surely that ought to ease your mind.”

“It doesn’t,” responded Kirk bluntly. “Call it a
hunch, a feeling—even a premonition. We got through
that last mission. The computer didn’t hinder us, but it
didn’t help either. The annoyance factor alone . . .”

*Jim, I have every confidence in your judgment, but
I also have to bow to the voices of expert opinion. And
you can’t tell me it’s destroying your credibility with
the crew. They may snicker in their sleeves, but they’d
all follow you through an asteroid belt and never ask
the reason why—and you know it! Besides, do you
think Star Fleet would send a vessel out in less than
prime condition?”’

All too aware of Star Fleet Command’s sense of
expediency, Kirk regarded the commodore with a
Jaundiced eye.

“It depends on the stakes,”” he answered.

“I’ve been assured by the technical supervisor on
Cygnet that the modifications are not dangerous.”

“What about an emergency? A split second might
make the difference between life and death. Do you
want to take a chance on an unknown quantity? There
are four hundred and thirty people aboard the Enter-
prise.”’

Kirk’s voice was persuasive, his hazel eyes earnest,
and for a moment the commodore wavered.

“Do you know the odds against this developing into
a dangerous situation?”’

Kirk had an overwhelming desire to tell him, down
to the tenth decimal.

“No, Jim. We need the ship too much right now,
need your specialized knowledge of Romulan tactical
psychology.”
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“The Romulans . .. I thought they’'d been quiet
lately.”

“They have. At least on our side of the Neutral
Zone. But during the last six months traders have been
picking up news of some disturbance within the Romu-
lan empire. One man said they were reacting like a
hive of bees ready to swarm. When I asked him if he
knew what was going on, he said he didn’t know,
didn’t want to know and didn’t care, but that if we
were smart we wouldn’t go ‘pokin’ in there.” He was
moving on to quieter pastures, and my general impres-
sion is that a lot of traders and mercenaries are doing

- the same.”

“How does the Enterprise fit in?"’

“‘Because of your unique knowledge the Enterprise
has been chosen to investigate.”

*“1 was afraid of that. We’re going to go ‘pokin’ in
there’?”

“We have to. We've got to be prepared. In case of
the worst.”

“Did Star Fieet even consider the fact that intrusion
might provoke the worst?”’

Kirk could tell from the commodore’s expression
the thought had occurred to him, but he was forced to
carry out official directives.

“‘Commodore, did you request the Enterprise?”’

“I suggested her, yes.”

S‘Why?ﬂﬂ
“As | said, you’ve had more experience with the
Romulans than anyone else . . . and, frankly, you're

more apt to stop a war than start one, if past actions
count for anything. Jim, this is a dangerous situation. I
concur with Star Fleet that we need to know what’s
going on, but out here we balance on that Neutral
Zone tightrope from day to day. Neither the Romulans
nor the Federation can handle a war. It would mean
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destruction for both sides, with the Klingons picking
up the pieces. You were my best bet to pull off an
intelligence operation and still maintain balance.”

Kirk was unexpectedly touched by Yang’s confi-
dence in him. He made a quick but penetrating reap-
praisal of the starbase commander. The man radiated
competence and good humor, but beneath it the cap-
tain detected a surprising strength of will. Yang Li was
not a frustrated office clerk dreaming of line duty. He
was pursuing the career he wanted. It was obvious he
considered Starbase Eight a bastion for peace.

“Jim, you’ve got to go in there and find out what’s
happening!”

“You’re not sending us across the Neutral Zone!”

“No, no, no. You are ordered to patrol its bound-
aries and pick up any information you can. That
includes questioning all traders and transient ships you
might encounter. The situation is disturbing—the
Romulans seem to be in a self-created state of seige.
You see why I need you, why I can’t give you time to
repair a minor annoyance like that computer. Besides,
Connors is the only one with the kind of technical
know-how to do the job—and he’s down with an awful
cold.”

Kirk gave in.

“All right, sir. We’ll make the best of it. Thank you,
sir.”

He left the commodore’s office feeling uneasy and
frustrated. As he walked out the door he heard Yang
humming the opening phrase of an odious popular
song called “Love in the Afternoon.” He growled.

Spock had taken the news with restraint and he had
envied the Vulcan’s philosophical acceptance of the
inevitable, wishing it were his. Then he noticed a
haunted look in Spock’s eyes and reminded himself
that stoicism and indifference are not at all the same.
And the Romulan problem didn’t make a malfunction
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any easier to live with. Kirk swiveled his command
chair toward the computer station where his first offi-
cer was staring into the viewscreen with characteristic
concentration. Blue light sparkied on his hair and cast
an eerie pallor over his strong, Vulcan features. Chek-
ov, hands clasped behind his back, was peering over
Spock’s shoulder. Kirk pulled himself out of the com-
mand chair and went to stand behind Chekov.

““Anything, Mister Spock?”’

“Nothing, sir. Somewhat unusual.”

“‘But not entirely unexpected.”

Spock looked mildly surprised, but declined to com-
ment on the captain’s statement.

“Nevertheless,” he continued, ‘‘there is no micro-
scopic fuel residue in the area. We know the Romulans
sometimes enter Federation space using their cloaking
device. While they cannot be sensed when the device
is operating, fuel residue can now be detected and
analyzed to determine its source. It stays in the area
for some time. There is absolutely none.”

“Then the Romulans have not crossed the Neutral
Zone recently,” said Chekov.

“Correct, Ensign. Nor have they patrolled it. Our
sensors are accurate to approximately two thousand
point three five six kilometers beyond its width. More-
over, there have been no traders, smugglers or spies in
the area. This section of the Neutral Zone is de-
serted.”

“That confirms Commodore Yang’s information,”
said Kirk. “Lieutenant Uhura, have Doctor McCoy
and Mister Scott meet us in briefing room two. You
have the conn. Mister Spock. Chekov. Sulu.”

Uhura’s voice floated over the intercom.

“Mister Scott and Doctor McCoy meet the captain
in briefing room two.”

The Captain headed for the turbo-lift, his officers
behind him. Helm, computer and navigational stations
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were smoothly filled by alternate personnel.

“You don’t think they’re thinking about attacking,
do you?’’ asked Chekov.

“Deck three,” said Kirk and looked sharply at the
navigator. ‘““We don’t know, Ensign. That’s the prob-
lem—we just don’t know.”

They stepped into the briefing room on the heels of
the Chief Surgeon and Chief Engineer, Doctor
Leonard McCoy and Lieutenant-commander Mont-
gomery Scott.

“Gentlemen,”” acknowledged the captain as they sat
down. “‘As you know, the Enterprise has been ordered
to patrol the Neutral Zone. What you don’t know is
the Federation has reason to believe a major upheaval
is occurring within the Romulan empire. Reports over
the last few months indicate the Romulans have be-
come completely insular. We are ordered to patrol the
area, questioning all traders or passing ships. We’re
here to observe. But I won’t minimize the danger.
We’re wandering in the dark. We don’t know what’s
out there.”

“Did Star Fleet Command have any ideas?’’ asked
Chekov.

“The official opinion seems to be that the Romulans
are marshalling their forces to attack the Federation.”

There was a moment of stunned silence so profound
the ship’s engine noise was distinctly noticeable. It
recalled her alter ego as a ship of war.

““Is there any evidence . . .”” began Sulu.

“Not really. Just rumors. That’s why the Enterprise
has been asked to investigate.”

““We all know the Federation Council has a tenden-
cy to exaggerate—could they be jumpin’ the gun?”
asked Scotty.

“There is an extant aggressive element,” com-
mented Spock.
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“I'd say the hawks and doves are fairly evenly
matched. The Romulans are definitely up to some-
thing. Commodore Yang is worried—worried enough
to specifically request the Enterprise for this mission
because we’ve had more experience with the Romu-
lans than anyone else.”

“Jim, is there a chance they really are mounting
some sort of offensive? I can hardly believe they’d risk
an all-out war.”

“Doctor. The Romulans are a violent, warrior race,
and their sense of discipline serves their militaristic
purpose. Their one desire is the expansion of the
empire. The recent Romulan/Klingon alliance may
have given them the impetus they needed to attack the
Federation.”

Spock’s voice was dry, baldly stating a probability
no one wanted to face. Kirk frowned, his lips pursed in
concentration.

“I think that possibility is what the Federation
Council fears. But . . . it feels wrong somehow.”

He paused, intent on his thoughts.

*“If the Romulans were mounting an all-out offensive
against the Federation they’d try to take us completely
by surprise. But they’ve already aroused our curios-
ity . . . and they don’t seem to care. Then there’s the
Klingons. The Romulans seem to have withdrawn
from them, too. They may be allies, but neither one
trusts the other. An offensive against the Federation
Jjust doesn’t fit in.”

“It would allow the Klingons an inordinate amount
of freedom,” acknowledged Spock.

“It’s almost as if they’re running scared. There must
be some other reason . . . Scotty. According to intelli-
gence reports the Romulans have not been trading
outside the empire. How long can they continue to
power their fleet on estimated existing fuel?”
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“Not long. No more than a solar year. Of course,
the Klingons could be supplying them—that’d make
quite a difference.”

“Spock, estimate length of time the Romulan em-
pire can survive without outside contact.”

‘“Assuming they have no Klingon assistance, and
that they conserve fuel and supplies to the utmost . . .
approximately two point three-five solar years. They
are not a wealthy people,”” he added.

“And if they didn’t conserve? If, for instance, they
were mounting an all-out offensive?”

“Then they have adopted a most unwise course.
They cannot sustain an extended military encounter.
Their only hope would be to crush the Federation
immediately—and they have lost the element of sur-
prise needed to accomplish that.”

“Exactly.”

“What it all comes down to is that this is probably
some sort of internal disturbance,” said McCoy.

“Evidently, Doctor. And the choices are limited . . .”

The intercom whistle cut into Spock’s sentence.

“Captain.” Uhura’s voice was urgent. “There’s a
Romulan vessel directly ahead of us—on our side of
the Neutral Zone!”

“Looks like the Romulans have found us,” com-
mented McCoy.

“On my way,” answered Kirk. “Red Alert!”
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Kirk stepped onto the bridge in time to see the golden
Romulan bird of prey fade from the viewscreen.

““Status,” he snapped as Spock moved to his com-
puter station and Chekov and Sulu leaped for their
chairs.

“The Romulan appeared directly in our path. It
made no hostile moves, but wouldn’t respond to our
attempts to contact it. The ship held position directly
in front of us and faded from sight just as you arrived,
sir,” reported Uhura.

“They’ve activated the cloaking device. Mister
Chekov, plot estimated course from the direction they
were headed. Anything, Spock?”’

“Nothing, Captain. According to our sensors the
Romulan ship does not exist. The Kelley device does
not yet detect fuel residue.”

“Estimated course four-two-o-seven-mark-five.
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Phasers aimed and ready, sir. Widest angle of disper-
sion?”’

“No ... he hasn’t taken any action—except to
disappear. We’ll wait. If he gets far enough away we
can pick up that fuel residue and follow him—and just
maybe he’ll lead us to a few answers. Lieutenant
Uhura, inform Star Fleet Command a Romulan ship
has been sighted on the Federation side of the Neutral
Zone, that it has as yet made no hostile overtures and
we are continuing to monitor the situation.”

“Yes, sir.”

Uhura’s elegant brown fingers flew across the com-
munications board, driven by the urgency of their
message.

S’Talon stood on the bridge of his ship. Though the
cloaking device had been activated he still had full
visual contact with the Federation vessel. She hovered
in space, her pylons spreading like great wings. Much
of her power lodged there. Destruction of one of them
would easily disable the ship—once her shields were
destroyed. If it became necessary to act, they would
be his target.

“Commander.”

S’Talon looked down at his navigator.

“Yes, Argelian.”

*“I have identified her, Commander. It is the Enter-
prise.”

“Kirk?”

Argelian nodded.

S’Talon could not conceal the fire leaping in his
eyes. Kirk! Oh, to engage the man in battle! He longed
to test for himself the human who had twice bested the
empire—once in military acumen* and once in a battle
of wits.** To take Kirk . . . it was a military triumph to

* “Balance of Terror”
** “The Enterprise Incident”
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excite the most blasé line officer. His fantasies came to
an abrupt end as he recalled his mission. Kirk would
not be easily duped. His reactions were not always
predictable . . . he had been known to flout Federation
policy. S’Talon realized his task would be more diffi-
cult than even he had anticipated.

‘“Argelian, you will observe the Enterprise with
special care. I do not think Kirk will initiate attack, but
he seems to have a talent for the unexpected. You will
tell me immediately of any change, anything unusual.”

*“Yes, Commander.”

“Commander, the Enterprise is trying to contact
us,” interjected the Raptor’s communications officer.

‘“Make no response.” S’Talon thought a moment
and added, ‘‘Can you pick up their transmission with-
out violating the cloaking device, S’ Teer?”’

S’Teer adjusted his instruments, maintaining the
delicate balance which kept the ship invisible. He gave
a short, sharp nod.

“I believe so,” he answered.

He cocked his head, straining to pick up the faint
transmission filtering through the Raptor’s defensive
screen. S’Talon knew he was taking a chance by
ordering the transmission monitored, but Kirk’s pres-
ence had thrown him off balance. He wanted desper-
ately to know what the captain of the Enterprise was
thinking.

“They demand to know what we are doing here,”
replied S’Teer. ‘“They wish to know why we have
violated the Neutral Zone and they demand that we
leave Federation space immediately.”

“The accepted challenge,” murmured S’Talon.

“Now they ask if we are disabled. They urge us to
reply, stating that if our entry into Federation space is
accidental we need not fear retaliation. The message
ends with an ultimatum: if we do not depart immedi-
ately they will be forced to consider our presence an
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act of war, unless we can convince them of our inabil-
ity to move.”

“Very good, S’Teer.”

“Weakling!” snorted Argelian. “One of the em-
pire’s ships in the same situation would have wasted
no time on useless chatter. It would have blasted the
invader out of existence.”

“You underestimate them, Argelian—particularly
this one. Do I have to remind you he has defeated us
on two occasions?”’

Argelian subsided, but discontent still clouded his
features. Argelian’s reaction was symptomatic of the
unrest growing in the ship’s crew. Most of them were
young and this waiting game S’Talon was playing
grated on their nerves. They wanted action and spoil.
He cculd not blame them. There was little glory in
what they were attempting—even if they succeeded,
only the Practor would know, and he would not be
grateful. S’Talon had few illusions about his com-
mander. He knew the Praetor would claim any credit
and place those who knew better in some backwater of
space . . . if they were lucky.

“We will wait, Argelian. By that we may lure Kirk
into believing we actually are disabled. An element of
surprise we can ill afford to miss.”

“Soon we will not be able to power the cloaking
device.”

““In spite of that—we will wait.”

The crew of the Enterprise also waited. The minutes
ticked by, each one adding to the strain of not know-
ing. Kirk’s fingers drummed a silent flourish on the
arm of his command chair. Uhura chewed on her
scriber. Finally the captain’s voice cracked the ten-
sion.

“Spock?’’ he questioned.
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Spock frowned and adjusted the controls on his
console.

““A moment, Captain.”

He checked the computer viewscreen and adjusted
the controls again. The frown wrinkling his slanted
brows deepened.

“Spock?”’ Kirk’s voice was becoming impatient.

“The sensors detect no fuel residue in the immedi-
ate area except our own.”

“Then he hasn’t moved. He’s sitting there.”

Kirk leaned back in his command chair and stared
into space.

“Is he a vulture or a Judas goat?”’ he muttered to
himself. The stars supplied no answers to his question
and the silence lengthened as he considered the situa-
tion.

“Helm, reverse course. Let’s try getting him to
follow us.”

*“Aye, sir,” replied Sulu.

“Warp factor one,” said Kirk as the Enterprise
moved away from its Romulan counterpart.

“They run, Commander! Like beasts before the
pack, they flee death’s claws!”

“Your triumph is premature, Argelian. You forget
that is the Enterprise. Kirk does not flee . . . of that we
have ample proof. No, he tries to lure us into pursuit.
We will remain here and await his return.”

“Shall 1 deactivate the cloaking device? It has al-
ready consumed much power . . .”

“No. We will remain invisible. He wishes to make
us betray ourselves, but I will choose the moment of
our confrontation.”

“Yes, Commander.”” Argelian’s voice dripped
venom. ‘‘May I ask what justification you intend to
use to explain your decision not to pursue the enemy
vessel?”’

23
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‘“No, you may not.”

S’Talon’s shoulders stiffened, but he did not take his
eyes from the Enterprise.

“Your duty, Lieutenant, is to obey.”

*“My duty, Commander, is to the empire.”

“You can best serve the empire by your obedience
to me. That will be all, Lieutenant. You are fortunate
this discussion is tolerated. You will continue to moni-
tor the alien.”

“Acknowledged, Commander.”

The lieutenant’s surly voice mirrored the rebellion
in his dark eyes. S’Talon could feel anger at his back
like a slowly mounting wave. Though he knew most of
the crew shared Argelian’s feelings, he was not at
liberty to reveal the nature of the mission to them. Let
them think him mad. Then, if by some mischance they
were captured, the Federation might be persuaded the
whole incident was a mistake, a wild exploit headed by
a madman. He smiled, the irony of his position as
amusing as it was dangerous. The Federation would
travel double leagues to prevent war. He knew that.
With luck, his crew might be regarded as hapless
victims of insanity. And they would reveal nothmg
because they knew nothing. Satisfactory.

Half hidden behind the communications panel, Livi-
us watched the exchange between commander and
navigator. He lounged negligently on the console,
playing with the controls. The anger mounting against
S’Talon was genuine, but it had been fostered. A
gentle nudge here and there could do wonders toward
undermining authority, and he was adept in the exer-
cise of the technique. His sly eyes caught the com-
mander’s and he smiled, turning innocently back to his
work.

“Little weasel,”” murmured S’'Talon under his
breath. He was aware the Praetor’s nephew was
aboard the Raptor as a spy, that every word ex-
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changed had been recorded for the old dragon’s bene-
fit. The knowledge annoyed him. Not for one moment
did the Praetor forget his own interests. With the
empire itself in jeopardy, he still played at cat and
mouse.

“Commander!”

His centurion’s low voice brought him out of his
reverie. He looked up at the viewscreen and sup-
pressed a smile. His eyes gleamed in triumph.

“The Enterprise returns.”

“Thank you, Centurion. As predicted.”

Spock hovered over the sensors, his sensitive fin-
gers making delicate adjustments. The readings were
usable, but fluctuating, as if power were being tapped
at irregular intervals. He could not locate a short-
circuit or a mechanical failure. The viewscreen cast its
blue light over his face, and he blinked as it flickered.

‘* Any sign of pursuit, Mister Sulu?”’

Kirk’s voice held little hope.

“No, sir. If he is following us he’s still using the
cloaking device.”

“Spock?”’

“He has not followed us. We have moved suffi-
ciently for the sensors to pick up traces of fuel. There
appears to be none.”

““‘Appears to be?” questioned Kirk, surprised.
Spock was not usually so tentative.

“The instruments are fluctuating. I cannot be en-
tirely certain of their readings. However, there is a
ninety-eight point three-seven probability the readings
are accurate.”

“Fluctuating? What’s the matter with those instru-
ments?”’

“Unknown, Captain. The difficulty seems to involve
a disruption of power, but I have not been able to
locate the source. At present the problem is merely
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annoying, but it should be corrected at the earliest
possible opportunity.”

““All right, Spock. See to it.”

Kirk leaned back in his command chair. His eyes
narrowed.

“Return to previous course. Ahead warp factor
one.”

“Course plotted and laid in, sir,” replied Chekov.

The ship began a slow turn and Kirk settled back in
the command chair, his mind racing ahead of his ship.
Why was a single Romulan vessel invading Federation
space? Was it disabled that it didn’t attack? He won-
dered for the hundredth time why it was so impossible
to survive in peace, why he could even enjoy the game
of war. The conflict, the matching of wits, the excite-
ment . . . it was easy to disassociate himself from the
fact that lives were at stake and simply play the game
like a small boy with a toy spacecraft. It was obscene

. . and easy. Power vibrated under his fingertips. The
ship was an arsenal, capable of destroying whole
civilizations in the space of a breath. He controlled
that weapon, controlled the lives of those who manned
her. No man should control another, and yet command
was his profession . . . so easy to abuse. If only all the
competition and danger and power could be subli-
mated, channeled into useful, or at least harmless
pastimes. Maybe if, from infancy, man were taught to
play chess . . . but then the game itself would become
the ultimate reality. He had seen that on Triskelion.*

“Captain.” The helmsman’s voice was concerned.

“Yes, Mister Sulu.”

“Sir, I’'m having trouble with the directional con-
trols. She doesn’t feel right.”

“Explain.”

“She’s . . . sluggish. As if she has to think twice
before moving.”

* “The Gamesters of Triskelion”
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As he talked Sulu scanned the board in front of him,
searching for any sign of mechanical failure.

““Have you run a check on the instruments?”’

* Affirmative. Everything checks out, sir.”

“What about the circuitry?”’

“There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong.”

“Mister Sulu.”” Spock’s voice held a note of specu-
lation. ‘““Try the auxiliary electrical system.”

Sulu turned back to his console and punched a test
code. There was no response and he tried the code
again.

“It’s not reacting at all, Mister Spock. It’s as if the
auxiliary power system has been detached.”

“Is it an immediate threat to our efficiency?”’

Kirk’s tone demanded a statement from the science
officer.

“Not immediately. But it is disquieting.”

“Captain!”

Chekov’s voice brought Kirk’s head up in time to
see the Romulan bird of prey poised in space. As he
watched it faded from the screen.

“Position?’’ he guestioned.

“Exactly the same as before, sir,”” answered Chek-
ov.
*“A watchdog?”’ Kirk mused.

“Sir?”
“Perhaps, Captain,” agreed Spock.

“‘Mister Sulu. Take us around her. Warp four.”

Sulu’s eyebrows went up, but he complied immedi-
ately. As the Enterprise swung around the Romulan
appeared again and moved directly into her path.

““Hard port,” snapped Kirk, and clutched the com-
mand chair as the ship lurched in response to his
order.

“Ineffective, Captain,’”’ said Spock.

Kirk watched grimly as the Romulan ship, again in
the Enterprise’s path, faded from sight.
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“We’ll wait her out,” he said. ‘‘That cloaking device
consumes a lot of power. He can’t hide behind it
forever.”

“They do not attack! We can finish them, Com-
mander!”’

Argelian’s hand was poised above the weapons
bank, his fingers stretched toward the activator switch.

(X3 |99

“They lie there, Commander—a wallow-beast
floundering in the mud! We can take them! I have the
coordinates . . .”

“No!” commanded S’Talon sharply. ‘“You underes-
timate them. They will draw us to our deaths. We will
maintain position.”

S’Talon turned away, aware that he had lied. Kirk
would wait, knowing their fuel must eventually run
out. He would bide his time and then pounce. There
was justice in Argelian’s anger. From his point of view
the mission must look like a military foray into Federa-
tion space, a foray in which his commander refused to
fight. He must be doubly careful of a mutiny. If the
crew turned against him all was lost—and they would
never believe the truth. The Praetor had seen to that.
Set upon a sacrificial altar like a gilded ram, he could
not win. Either he would be branded a traitor by his
own crew or destroyed by the enemy . . . in the end,
possibly, both. The irony of his position drew another
grim smile from the Romulan.

Spock leaned back in his chair, one hand resting
lightly on the console of the library computer as if to
maintain rapport with a complex mechanical entity.
His own vastly more sophisticated mind clicked with
stubborn precision over the symptoms of power con-
centration the Enterprise was displaying. His human
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half leaped immediately to the conclusion that the
computer malfunction was at the root of the recent
power loss and fluctuation, but the cold calculation of
his Vulcan logic demanded documented proof. He had
checked all the obvious power linkages and discovered
no mechanical failure. He would have to go farther
afield to test his hypothesis, but first he had to pin
down the extent of the power disruptions. If they had
occurred at his station and Sulu’s, it would be faulty
logic to assume other portions of the ship were unaf-
fected.

“Ensign Chekov.”

“Yes, Mister Spock?”’

“Please make a thorough check of all auxiliary
systems, both navigational and weapons. You are
looking for an unexplained power loss or fluctuation.”

“Aye, sir.”

‘“Lieutenant Uhura, you will test the response of
communications.”

“Idon’t have to, Mister Spock. I've already done it.
There’s a wide range of discrepancy in the efficiency of
my instruments—one moment there’s nothing wrong
and the next the channels are full of static. I've been
trying to find some reason for it, but there just isn’t
any.”’

Spock absorbed the news with his usual grave cyni-
cism.

“Mister Scott?’’ he questioned.

“The engines are fine, Mister Spock. Power levels
normal and response is good. Ever since that compu-
ter went batty I've had them checked every other
hour.”

“Mister Spock, my auxiliary electrical system
doesn’t answer, but aside from that, I can’t find any-
thing wrong.”

Chekov’s voice was puzzled.

Spock closed his eyes, considering the evidence.

49



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

“Captain.”

“Yes, Spock.”

“What answer did the computer give to your pre-
vious question?’’

“Question?”’

“Your request for a thorough run-down on the over-
haul it underwent on Cygnet XIV.”

*“Oh. That.”

The reluctance of Kirk’s tone piqued Spock’s inter-
est, but he waited for the captain to speak.

“All memory banks had been checked and updated
where necessary in accordance with Star Fleet stan-
dards of operation. Then it said its name was ‘Count-
ess’ and if I wanted any more information I should
activate file one-zero-zero-six-A in the library compu-
ter.”

*Did you investigate the file indicated?”’

“There’s been no time,” said the captain. The tone
of voice in which the computer offered its name and
file identification number had been sultry. He had
shied away from an unnecessary confrontation with it.

Spock depressed a key on the computer panel and
was rewarded by a sleepy voice.

“Working,” it said.

“‘File one-zero-zero-six-A,” said Spock.

“‘Say the magic word,” coaxed the computer.

Spock’s fist clenched involuntarily, but he answered
without changing expression. “‘Please.”

The computer chirped away and then answered
coyly, ““That information is classified. Sorry.”

“‘Computer. Classified under what authority?”’

“That information is available only to James Kirk,
Captain, USS Enterprise.”

“If you would, Captain.”

Spock’s voice was tightly controlled.

Kirk obligingly punched up the information.

The computer emitted a soft, rhythmic sound remi-
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niscent of the gentle swish of waves against a sandy
shore. Its voice dripped honey as it intoned, ‘* ‘I was
born of the salt sea sands, mated with clouds in the
midnight air, spawned in the waters of the seventh sea,
reared with the waves . . " ”

““Sorry, Spock.”

‘““On the contrary, Captain ... its answer
strengthens my hypothesis.”

... my life revolves, as the universe does, on the
axis whirl of its central core . . .”

“That’s enough!”’

The computer clicked off. For some reason Kirk felt
guilty, as though he had unnecessarily rebuked a small
child. ““I never could stand Kayla of Aldebaran,” he
muttered.

““An indifferent poet at best,” agreed Spock.

“‘Commander.”

The centurion’s soft voice penetrated the Romulan’s
concentration and S’Talon turned to face her.

“Yes, Centurion.”

“May I speak with you apart?”’

S’Talon’s surprise was obvious, but he stepped back
into an alcove, drawing her with him.

“You may speak, Centurion,” he said softly.

“Yes, Commander,” she replied, knowing they
were standing over a computer generator and the
electronic interference it provided would shield their
conversation. ‘‘Commander, Livius is doing every-
thing in his power to foment a mutiny against you. [ do
not believe it is by the Praetor’s order. However, his
success in spiraling discontent into anger is considera-
ble.”

‘“‘He is a flea, Centurion. No more.”

‘“A flea is a small parasite, but it can sap the strength
of a great beast until it succumbs to the simplest
disorder. Do not underestimate him. His family ties to
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the royal house make him sought after, courted and
cultivated.”

“I am aware of the situation and I will not ignore
Livius’ machinations. Do not fear, Centurion. He, at
least, will not defeat me.”

S’Talon turned his attention to the Enterprise, float-
ing in a sea of stars. The centurion followed his gaze.

“I have never met him in battle before, but Kirk has
become something of a legend with the High Com-
mand. He and his Vulcan first officer have bested the
empire more than once. We have our work cut out for
us.”

Livius watched S’Talon and the centurion, annoyed
that he could not hear their conversation. The centu-
rion was, perhaps, worthy of him. If S’Talon were
eliminated there were ways to convince her life as a
noble’s concubine has its rewards. His eyes slid over
her rounded form, so attractively revealed by her
uniform. Let her cherish a hopeless passion for the old
fox—it would not last much longer. He ran his fingers
over the keys on his console in anticipation.
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*“‘Commodore, a priority one call coming through for
you—coded and scrambled.”

“Thank you, Ensign.”

Yang leaned forward. Since his interview with Kirk
a sense of foreboding had grown steadily stronger. It
was not due to the rumors that flew so easily from
mouth to mouth—they were common enough—but to
a wholly illogical sense of inescapable danger. He had
ignored it, argued with it and tried to explain it in vain.
This call was unexpected, but it did not surprise him.
It was the second link in a progression he felt helpless
to prevent or alter.

“Commodore.”

The viewscreen flickered and Yang recognized Iota
of the Federation Defense Council, head of the spe-
cialized intelligence planning section. The admiral’s
silver hair and clipped moustache accented the classi-
cal lines of his face.
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“Commodore. I must ask you for a full report of
your communication with Kirk and the Enterprise. We
received a message they had confronted a single Rom-
ulan ship on the Federation side of the Neutral Zone—
a clear violation of the agreement between the Romu-
lan empire and the Federation. To the best of our
knowledge, the Romulan had taken no other aggres-
sive action, but we’ve lost contact with the Enterprise.
Subspace channels are dead. Our . . . monitor . . . is
no longer operating. We need the details of your
interview.”

“Of course, Admiral.”

Yang smiled mentally. Iota had as much as said he
had a spy aboard the Enterprise . .. mechanical or
otherwise. Kirk would love that . . . if he didn’t al-
ready know about it.

“‘Captain Kirk and his crew spent a week on shore
leave here. They also put in for repairs on their main
computer. It seems some computer technicians had
programmed it with a feminine personality which
proved embarrassing to the captain . . .”

“Yes, yes, we know all about that.”

“Well, when Kirk found out our computer techni-
cian was ill he requested a suspension of duty for the
Enterprise, but, because of the Romulan situation, I
sent him out on patrol with specific instructions to
keep an eye on the Neutral Zone.”

“That’s all?”’

“Yes, sir.”

“You’ve had no communication with him since that
time?”’

“No.”

“You gave him no special instructions?”’

“How could I, Admiral? I don’t know what’s going
on myself. Do you?”’
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‘“‘Perhaps. As the starbase closest to the Romulan
Neutral Zone you should be aware of the situation. We
have reason to believe the Romulans are mounting a
major offensive. Most of us agree the Federation is a
primary target. We are preparing a stand-by fleet, a
special detachment whose job it will be to head off
such an attack. Frankly, we wanted Kirk to lead it.
Losing contact with him so close to Romulan territory
is highly suspect. If I were a pessimistic man, I would
say the Enterprise is lost.”

“Sir, is there any concrete way to determine the
probability of such an attack?”’

“Like you, we have heard nothing from the Romu-
lan empire, but to fear less than the worst would make
us irrepressibly vulnerable—a stellar Pearl Harbor.
From now on you are to place yourself and your key
personnel on stand-by alert—but make sure no hint of
this is visible in the normal functioning of the station.
We do not wish to arouse suspicion from outside.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Report any disruptions in routine or suspicious
behavior directly to me.”

“Acknowledged.”

Yang settled into his chair, deep in thought. So. His
instincts were uncomfortably accurate. Starbase Eight
was the most vulnerable of the Federation outposts. If
the Romulans destroyed it before a distress signal was
sent—and with the cloaking device and careful plan-
ning they might possibly accomplish this—they would
be able to penetrate the Federation’s outskirts before
they were detected. Without the Enterpriset he had
little hope of warning. Iota seemed to think she was
lost. But Kirk could not be underestimated, and until
he had more than the Defense Council’s suspicions he
wouldn’t write him off. Besides, Kirk might simply
have discovered a mechanical monitor and turned it
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off. It would be like him. Yang sighed, and reached for
the Star Fleet manual titled ‘“‘Emergency Procedures.”
Best to be prepared.

Admiral Iota severed the subspace communications
channel to Commodore Yang with a flick of his finger.
He leaped out of his chair and began pacing, nervous
energy prodding him around the room. However Yang
tried to disguise the situation, it was clear he had not
heard from Kirk. The Enterprise was lost.

Any Romulan crossing the Neutral Zone declared
war. That fact was as automatic as the turn of the
stars. The Romulan empire was a predator, fearless
and ruthless in its quest for power. He had seen it,
soaring like a fighting falcon over the galaxy, always
alert for the wounded, the weak, the helpless. If the
Federation did not react to the attack on Kirk with
decisive strength, the closed fist of the falcon would
strike them down. His steps grew shorter, quicker.

No one was so well qualified to judge the present
crisis. For half of his tenure in Star Fleet he had been
the recognized expert on the Romulan empire. He had
studied every fragmentary piece of data, reconstruct-
ing from the smallest details the body of Romulan
custom, thought and political organization. Like a
paleontologist painstakingly rebuilding an ancient
world from isolated fragments, he had labored to
understand the Romulans, the better to defend the
Federation. When it became known the Romulans
were distantly related to that most highly respected
Federation member, Vulcan, his conviction a strong
defense must be prepared in case of attack grew. An
undisciplined Vulcan was frightening to contemplate.
In essence, the Romulans were just that, with a physi-
cal strength and life span greater than the human. Over
the years he had tried to build an intelligence network
to make the empire’s least move accessible. Now that
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web was torn. He had no choice but to assume the
worst.

Iota knew he was right, felt it to the depths of his
soul, but he also knew the Defense Council would not
take the strong, immediate action he craved. Not that
there weren’t members friendly to his point of view.
Given time, he could build a coalition of some power,
but there was no time. He could haggle with the
fluttering doves while the Federation crumbled at the
edges. He would have to find a more direct way.

The thought came like a revelation, opening before
him possibilities he was almost afraid to face. In order
to make them work he needed to command. He paused
in the center of the room, weighing methods and
procedures, and was startled to see the door of his
office open. A plump, pleasant little woman asked,
“You wanted me, sir?”’

“Yes, Birdie, I did.”

His secretary’s uncanny ability to know when he
needed her always disconcerted him. He liked organi-
zation and most of all he liked explanations. Her
magical appearances always made him feel trapped in
a fairy tale where the unexplainable was the order of
the day.

*“I need a meeting of all department heads as soon as
possible. Then schedule a session of the Defense
Council and inform all members we meet to discuss
the action to be taken on the Romulan crisis. And
Birdie, get me the confidential background files on ali
present starship commanders.”

Birdie nodded and bustled out the door, Iota’s in-
structions arranging themselves in her mind like neatly
filed cards.

The admiral watched her go and then moved to a
large table with a shining indigo top. He touched
controls on the table edge and the Romulan sector of
space appeared, complete with Neutral Zone and Fed-
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eration outposts. He placed a hand on both sides of the
table and stared into the map as if it were a giant ouija
board holding the future in its depths. He pinpointed
Kirk’s last location. It was the only clue he had to the
whereabouts of the Romulan fleet. If they were to
cross the Neutral Zone there . . . he placed a mass of
model ships on the table, arranging them in the sem-
blance of a war which did not yet exist.

““Mister Spock?”’

The anxiety in Uhura’s voice demanded his atten-
tion.

“I can’t contact Star Fleet Command. My whole
communications board is jammed. All outgoing trans-
missions are blocked and everything coming in is
scrambled, but there’s nothing wrong with the cir-
cuits!”

“Captain . . .”

“I heard. Opinion, Mister Spock?”’

“The Romulans could be jamming our communica-
tions, Captain. However, to block out a communica-
tions system to this extent requires more power: than
they can spare using the cloaking device.”

“They could have developed something, some new
device . . .”

“Possible, Captain—I shall investigate.”

Spock turned to the computer console. ‘“‘Compu-
ter,” he said.

Lights blinked in lazy response, but there was no
answer.

“Computer,” Spock demanded.

“Working,”” came a bored feminine voice.

“Correlate following hypothesis: could the Romu-
lans with known level of technology cause a communi-
cations stoppage of the magnitude we are experiencing
and still maintain the cloaking device?”’
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There was an extended pause, then the console
lights began to flash lazily.

“Working,”” repeated an abstracted voice.

The muscles in Spock’s jaw tensed as he watched
the slow-motion mechanical response to his question.

‘“Affirmative,” it finally replied. ‘‘Present level of
Romulan technology is capable of blocking our com-
munications. With auxiliary fuel they are also capable
of maintaining the cloaking device.”

“Computer. Are they now doing so?”’

“Present sensor scan indicates no activity from the
area of the Romulan ship previously sighted.”

The computer station went blank and Spock’s
mouth compressed in annoyance.

“Computer.”

A light flashed reluctantly and Spock continued.

“Could such activity be concealed?”’

““That possibility exists,”” came the languid reply.

“The Romulans blocking our communications—to
isolate us . . . but why? They haven’t attacked . . .
yet. Unless they’re launching a full-scale inva-
sion . .."”

... and this is the spearhead. A possibility, Cap-
tain.”

“We have to get through. Lieutenant Uhura, launch
an emergency communications drone. Inform Star
Fleet of our present situation.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Uhura turned to her communications board and
programmed the maneuver. She pressed a key to
launch the capsule and it locked. She tried all the
tricks she knew to free the key and finally gave the
console a thump, but even that failed to dislodge it.

“Captain, the launch controls are stuck!”

“Scotty . . .”” said Kirk desperately. Too many
things were going wrong. The computer, the Romu-
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lans, and now a mechanical failure . . . all his instincts
warned him of impending disaster. He watched as his
chief engineer began to tinker with the console, ab-
sorbed in the problem.

‘“‘Captain.”

“Yes, Spock,” replied Kirk, still eyeing the commu-
nications station.

“There is another possibility.”’

His attention caught, Kirk looked up at his second in
command.

“The problem could be internal. The computer mal-
function is escalating. Response is lethargic. In a full-
scale attack it could be fatal. It is as if the computer
were focusing its banks on a single problem to the
exclusion of all else.”

“You just don’t like her. All right, Spock, just find
me some answers.”

“I will try, Captain.”

Kirk leaned forward and searched the empty
viewscreen, willing the Romulan to appear. Nothing
happened. McCoy, from his position behind the com-
mand chair, watched the iron-bound intensity of the
captain’s concentration. He noticed strain in the
bunched muscles of Kirk’s broad back and grimaced.
He could see the headache developing.

“I’m coming, I'm coming!”

The angry buzzing of his door alarm grated on
Tiercellus’ nerves. He no longer moved quickly, and
by the time he reached the door his temper was
thoroughly aroused. He pushed the lock release with a
healthy blow of his closed fist.

“Well, what is it?”” he asked a lieutenant of the
imperial guard. The man was surprised by Tiercellus’
anger, but nevertheless he bowed with an exaggerated
deference which betrayed his youth. Soon, thought
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Tiercellus with an inward sneer for the Praetor’s blind-
ness, they will be drafting children.

‘I beg your pardon, sir, but 1 am ordered to deliver
this. With the Praetor’s compliments.”

Tiercellus snorted as the lieutenant handed him a
fat, white communiqué. He saluted the young man
absently, his eyes on the splash of purple wax etched
with the imperial crest. His fingers trembled as he
broke the seal.

“ ‘In the straits of present circumstance you are
required. You will report to the Praetor for assign-
ment. For the glory of the empire . . > ”

Tiercellus’ voice trailed off as he confirmed the
emperor’s signature calling him out of retirement and
back to the service of his country. His heart leaped
with the prospect of battle. He did not wish to die
slowly, in obscurity, and fate had provided him with
one last chance for giory.

Still, the seriousness of the situation appalled him.
The Praetor actively disliked him. This call to service
was an indication of the Praetor’s desperation, and
desperation invited panic. He had nothing to lose and
so might contribute a steadying influence. It was also
true he commanded a respect from the military the
Praetor did not. He was, therefore, a useful tool for
consolidating an army. Even the prospect of being
used as a figurehead did not still his excitement. An old
fire long banked burned in his eyes.

S’Talon swiveled away from the desk. His tiny,
spartan quarters were lit by a soft red glow. The only
ornament in the room was a streamlined sculpture of
the Romulan t’liss, the same bird of prey whose mark-
ings adorned the Raptor. Carved from a black wood,
hand rubbed to a satiny patina, it echoed the concen-
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trated power S’Talon exemplified. His eyes swept over
it with a sense of affinity.

‘“My pledge is to obey.”

The centurion’s voice intruded. A flashing security
light above the door informed S’Talon she waited
outside.

“Enter.”

“You wished to speak with me?”’

“Yes.”

The soft light gave her beauty gentleness.

“‘Before you begin, Commander, I must protest.”

If S’Talon was surprised he gave no sign.

“This strategy you employ plays right into Livius’
hands! He needs ammunition to fan his anger and you
are giving it to him! Let us fight, let us die, but do not
continue this stalemate!” :

“Your fears are noted, Centurion. I am not unaware
of the danger of my position or the risks I take. I told
you it was suicide.”

“You did not tell me it was stupid.”

“That, too.”

The centurion’s anger made her whirl away.

““I had thought you understood the situation,” said
S’Talon gently.

“I do. All too well. But I cannot stand idle and
watch you lose command. To see you dead would not
be so difficult.”

The depth of passion in S’Tarleya’s voice surprised
S’Talon and he filed it away for future contemplation.

“I have not yet lost command, nor do I intend to.
S’Tarleya . . .”

The centurion flinched at the sound of her name.
S’Talon was never familiar with his officers. The
stakes must be high indeed.

.. . again I ask you to trust me. I do know what I
am doing. Would that you were as ignorant as the rest
of the crew,” he murmured.
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She whirled back to face him as sharply as she had
turned away.

“You ask for my trust in one breath and scorn my
loyalty in the next!”

“Never. I have learned its depths. The ignorance I
desire is a shield—one you do not possess.”

S’Tarleya’s puzzled look forced a smile from
S’Talon.

“Never mind. I desired the clarity of your thoughts.
I have thought so long on this problem, I see too much.
Tell me, Centurion, what you know of Kirk.”

“What everyone knows. He is brilliant and danger-
ous. The rest is gossip, really.”

“I would be interested in hearing this gossip.”

“It is said his crew are intensely loyal. He is ru-
mored to have risked his own life for them.”

S’Talon’s eyebrows went up.

““As I said, this is gossip.”

‘“And the Vulcan first officer?”

“They say even he respects Kirk—has deferred to
his judgment.”

‘“What do the Klingons say?”’

“I think they like him. Of all the officers of Star
Fleet, it is Kirk they wish to fight. Like us, they see
him as a worthy opponent. Perhaps we both see a
kinship in him—a joy in contest.”

S’Talon smiled with saturnine satisfaction.

“Centurion, you have given me what I asked. The
key to Kirk is in the contest. If I can keep him
interested he will concentrate on me. There will be no
time to question the activities of the fieet.”

The centurion’s eyes opened wide.

““A decoy!”

“Not entirely. We are also a safety valve.”

“I knew this was suicide, but now I see why. And
why you were chosen.”

“My loss in glorious conflict with the enemy would
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give the Praetor pleasure. I fear he will not have even
that satisfaction.”

““I can see no way to escape death.”

I can, Centurion. Unfortunately, I can. And it will
be my duty, though it violates all but one of the things I
hold most dear.”

“May I ask what that one thing is, Commander?”’

S’Talon’s nostrils flared.

“The preservation of the Romulan empire,” he an-
swered.

For three hours Kirk had sat in his command chair
and dared the Romulans to appear, but the golden bird
slept. It was as if the Romulans did not exist, as if their
appearance was no more than a momentary trick of
the eye. Invisibility made their presence as unnerving
as a walk through a haunted house at midnight. Kirk
was not a superstitious man, but even he was not
immune to the uncanny feeling of being watched. He
could almost feel eyes boring into the back of his neck
and he made a conscious effort to ignore a desire to
whirl and face an adversary.

The tension was beginning to tell and he found
himself paying tribute to the tactical ability of his
opponent. Nothing could destroy military efficiency so
completely as a prolonged wait. Still, Kirk found
himself wondering how much longer the Romulan
could hold out. The cloaking device was a merciless
power drain. It should have exhausted the ship’s fuel
supply in half the time they had been waiting.

“Spock, how much longer can they maintain the
cloaking device?”’

Spock turned from his station and clasped his hands
behind his back. His expression was thoughtful.

“I would have said, Captain, they could not have
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maintained it more than one point two-seven-six solar
hours, but they seem to have exceeded that limit by a
considerable margin.”

“Then they must be carrying considerable auxiliary
fuel>”

“Evidently. And it would not be presumptuous to
assume they have made technological advances with
the device itself rendering it more fuel efficient.”

“Auxiliary fuel.”

A frown of concentration creased the captain’s fore-
head as he considered the ramifications of a Romulan
ship equipped with auxiliary fuel tanks. It smacked of
espionage or a trap, yet the Romulan’s actions belied
either possibility. If espionage was the game, he would
have used the cloaking device as a screen to run to the
relative safety of the Neutral Zone, or he would have
tried to contact the Enterprise. He had done neither.
Of course, with communications out the Enterprise
was immune to contact by any outside party, but
channels had still been operative when they first
sighted the Romulan. If he was baiting a trap he was
waiting an awfully long time to spring it.

Kirk had tantalizing possibilities but no answers.
Until the Romulan chose to make a move he had to
trust his speculations. His frustration pounded in a
throbbing headache as slowly mounting tension
swelled the confined atmosphere of the bridge. Only
Spock worked with his customary quiet efficiency.
The rest of the crew were too alert, straining their
senses for a glimpse of the enemy. Stamina was dimin-
ishing and tempers were wearing thin. The captain
looked around the bridge, painfully aware of the ene-
my’s strategy.

“The watch is almost over,”” he announced. ‘“You
are all to get some rest.”

“But, sir . . .” said Sulu.
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“The engines are in good condition, Captain, but I
need time to give the phasers a final once over . . .”
pleaded Scotty.

“Communications are still blocked, Captain . . .
contributed Uhura.

“That’s an order!”” Kirk barked.

Doctor McCoy'’s smile was smug, but he only said,
““You could use some rest, too, Captain.”

““All right, Bones, I'll give in gracefully.”” He turned
to the crew and said quietly, ‘““He’s trying to wear us
down by playing on our nerves . . . and he’s succeed-
ing. We can all use the rest. Mister Spock, you have
the conn. I'll be in my quarters. Notify me at once of
any change.”

‘“Acknowledged, Captain.”

The Vulcan watched Kirk leave the bridge, then
turned to the main viewscreen and gave the stars a
penetrating look before he resumed his check on the
library computer.

5
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Chapter 5

Kirk was tired. He had not realized how tired. The
moment the turbo-lift doors closed, his shoulders
sagged and he leaned back against the wall.

“Deck five,” he said.

The lift plummeted like a stooping hawk. The force
of its descent pinned him to the wall and he strained
toward the manual controls, fighting the centrifugal
effect with everything he had. He could not reach
them. The turbo-lift was in free-fall and there was
nothing he could do. He was lost. He threw himself at
the manual controls in a last, desperate attempt to
reach them—and found himself flying across the com-
partment as the lift swooshed to a halt and the doors
snapped open. He managed to stop his headlong flight
by catching the door frame, but he immediately
pushed himself out of the lift and braced himself
against a wall to let the knot in his stomach unwind.
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Then, still shaking, he headed for the nearest inter-
com.

‘‘Engineering, maintenance,” he said.

‘‘Maintenance here.”

“Kirk here. Check main turbo-lift for malfunction.
Report to Mister Spock on the bridge. Kirk out.”

He walked down the corridor, slowly regaining his
composure and anticipating the security of his quar-
ters. The cabin doors flew open while he was still
twelve feet away from them but his mind was absorbed
with problems and he failed to notice. He rolled onto
his bed, rubbing the tension knot at the back of his
neck. It loosened a little and he concentrated, banish-
ing worry, willing himself to rest, mentally forcing his
muscles to relax. It was easier than he had expected.
Something he could not place disarmed his clicking
mind and seduced it into inactivity. As sleep stretched
out its arms he almost understood. Through the dark-
ened cabin filtered the gentle, nearly inaudible strains
of Brahms’ “‘Lullabye.”

Lieutenant Sulu was hungry. Danger always gave
him an appetite and the thought of a corned beef on
rye sandwich and a fat dill pickle made his mouth
water. He gave the helm controls a final check before
turning his station over to Lieutenant Muromba.
Everything but the auxiliary electrical system was
working properly and his mind reverted to the ques-
tion of food.

“Pavel,” he said, “I’m starving. Let’s stop by the
galley for a sandwich. If I don’t get something to eat,
I'll just stare at the ceiling and think about food . . .
dill pickles jumping over the moon.”’

“A Swiss cheese and bacon sandwich, macaroni
salad, Rigellian custard . . .”

Chekov’s eyes glazed over as he reeled off his
preferences in a reverent voice.
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**Come on,” said Sulu.

Two dark heads moved expertly through the corri-
dors, both men intent on one purpose. At this late hour
the galley was nearly empty and they had no trouble
getting to the food processor. Sulu rubbed his hands
together and smiled, anticipating the taste of garlic. He
punched in the code for his sandwich and pickle and
waited. Nothing happened, and, sure he must have
made an error in the code, he punched the numbers
again.

Chekov removed a tray from the processor. He
carried it to the nearest table, sat down and attacked
his sandwich. Surprise and then disgust settled on his
face.

“What is this?”” he demanded through a large
mouthful of food. He held the sandwich up to eye level
and glared at it. ‘““Chicken! What happened to my
Swiss cheese and bacon? I am certain I coded my
order coirectly.”

“*So did I,” muttered Sulu as he set his tray across
the table from Chekov, “but I got chicken, too.
Look,” he said, pointing an outraged finger at an
innocent slice of chicken. ‘I know I gave that culinary
marvel the proper orders and it turned my pickle into
chicken. And coffee! I hate coffee.”

*“So do I,” said Chekov. “Maybe it’s a malfunc-
tion.”

He went to the processor and punched the code for a
roast beef sandwich: chicken; he tried the code for a
salad: chicken; tomato and Vulcan clawfruit: chicken.
He looked over his shoulder at the disconsolate Sulu,
who was staring sorrowfully at his plate.

*“It’s a malfunction. ANl I get is the captain’s special.
I’ll call maintenance.”

“We could starve,” Sulu murmured sadly.

Chekov informed maintenance of the malfunction
and turned from the intercom.

69



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

“I have some provisions in my cabin. We won’t
starve until tomorrow. Come on,” he said, gathering
up the chicken sandwiches . .. after all, they
shouldn’t go to waste. He conveniently forgot they
could be reprocessed. Sulu followed him out the door
and down the corridor, considerably cheered by the
word ‘“‘provisions.”’

Mister Kyle glared at the game table. He had
stepped into the officer’s lounge for a quick game of
Quaestor, the last in a series he needed to become an
acknowledged master of the game. Quaestor resem-
bled chess in difficulty and he was proud of his ability
to play it. The game was based on a series of progres-
sions, which, if interrupted, meant the sequence had to
be completely replayed. The game table was not re-
sponding to his coding. Kyle tried the Quaestor game
code again, but the response was still inaccurate. In
disgust he slid a tool from his belt and began to
unscrew the top panel of the table, determined to
correct the malfunction. The computer refused to ac-
knowledge the Quaestor code, but continued to call up
the opening gambit of a childishly simple game of
chance calied ‘““Captain’s Square.”

Lieutenant Commander Montgomery Scott entered
his quarters reluctantly. He was worried about the
phasers . . . one last check wouldn’t hurt. He reached
for the intercom.

‘“‘Engineering,” he said.

‘““Kopka here.”

“Scott here, lad. Run a final check on the main
phasers. I want to make sure they’re in perfect work-
ing order. These malfunctions could be the death of
us.”

“*Security run-through on phasers in progress, Mis-
ter Scott.”
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“Good lad!”” said Scotty. ‘‘Report anything unusual
to me. I'll be in my quarters. Scott out.”

Scotty smiled to himself at the well-oiled efficiency
of his engineering crew. Maybe he could relax for a
few minutes. He stretched out on the bed and pulled
his computer viewscreen to eye-level.

“Computer.”

A single light flashed and the computer answered,
“Working.”

“Library, section one A four-two-three-one, Engi-
neering, tape thirty-two X: ‘Phasers—Innovations and
Advances.’ ”

“Working,”” muttered the computer. The light on the
computer panel gave a preoccupied blink and switched
off. The viewscreen cracked with static until Scotty
wanted to shake it.

“Come on, now,” he pleaded.

The screen cleared and Scotty settied down to study
his technical journal.

“ ‘Four score and seven years ago, our Fathers
brought forth on this continent a new nation, con-
ceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that
all men are created equal.’ Here, now, what’s this?”’

He scanned the page and found the complete text of
the Gettysburg Address, but nothing at all about phas-
ers. He adjusted the controls so he could see the title
of the work.

“A Definitive Biography of Abraham Lincoln?”’ he
read. ‘““That can’t be.”

He carefully cleared the viewscreen controls and re-
entered the code for his article on phasers. Again the
viewscreen crackled and a crazyquilt of static co-
alesced to form a photographic likeness of Abraham
Lincoln.

“Matthew Brady!” snarled Scotty. ‘‘Mister Spock,
Mister Spock!” he demanded of the intercom.

“Yes, Mister Scott,” came the abstract reply.
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“Mister Spock! Your precious computer is screwin’
up the library tapes. I can’t get anything but Abraham
Lincoln! Can’t ya do something, Mister Spock?”’

“I am aware of the problem, Engineer. However, at
the present time I am at a loss concerning methods of
correction.”

“If ya could find the crux of the problem . . .”

“. .. I could devise a means of correcting it. Did
you say Abraham Lincoln, Mister Scott?”

“Yes. Does it mean anything?”’

“It is interesting. I am investigating, Mister Scott.
Spock out.”

Scotty sat gloomily on the edge of his bed contem-
plating Abraham Lincoln’s mocking face. He didn’t
feel like sleeping, and without the library tapes he was
bored. He gave up and went philosophically to a
storage cabinet . . . at least he couid tinker with his
models. Scotty smiled at the array of minute, compli-
cated machines. He selected a conglomeration of
wires, the hull of a ship, his finest toois and settled
down to work, a master shipwright absorbed in his
profession. The delicate impersonation of an ancient
Minoan vessel grew under his hands. When she was
finished each of her tiny parts would be in perfect
working order and she would be beautiful. Scotty
worked with expanding enthusiasm. He decided to call
the little ship Seabird.

Spock studied the library computer console. He had
just finished a series of computations designed to test
the accuracy of computer response. The results were
not satisfying. Not only was response slow, only seven
out of every ten answers were correct. Two of the ten
were ignored completely and one was answered with
unintelligible nonsense. Spock drummed his fingers on
the console and concentrated, mentally checking off
the exercises he had run and their results. None of the
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normal tests revealed a cause for the problem . . .
perhaps it was something so simple it had been over-
looked. If some foreign object—a speck of dust or
lint—had insinuated itself into the circuitry . . . the
circuits were cleaned automatically, but if there was a
malfunction in the cleaning apparatus dirt could build
up and damage the whole system.

He pried the top from the computer console and set
it aside, his eyes flickering mathematically over the
rows of microcircuits as he searched for any obvious
maladjustment. At the upper right hand corner of the
panel he found something that caused his mouth to
form an ironic line. Carefully he slipped his fingers
under a triangular mechanism and popped it loose. It
was about three inches high and was constructed of
sensor panels with electronic distance boosters lining
the edges. Spock held it in his hand a moment, his face
impassive, and then deliberately turned it over to
expose the blue United Federation of Planets insignia.

Lieutenant Kevin Riley rocked back in his chair and
put his feet up on a guardrail. This was the kind of duty
he hated: hours of enforced idleness while he nurse-
maided an automatic temperature gauge. His station
was a security device, a safety valve in case of mal-
function or damage, and his entire responsibility con-
sisted of waiting for an alarm and trying not to die of
boredom.

Even the proximity of the Romulan vessel could not
change his outlook. In point of fact, it made the job
worse. He was stuck in a hole, a passive observer,
while hundreds of lives hung in the balance. The more
he thought about it, the more frustrated he became.
The only antidote was action, and since space and
propriety curtailed his physical activities, his only
recourse was to keep mentally occupied.

He flipped through the library computer index until
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he found the section headed ‘‘Poets, Irish.” Liquid
beauty of language was a gift his heritage boasted with
special pride. He would let the words of a Celtic bard
wash over him like waves. He would drown in them.
He would not think of the Romulan.

Riley punched up a reading of Sean Cr Casey s
minor works by a particularly gifted contemporary
actress. He leaned back again and closed his eyes,
anticipating the rich beauty of her voice.

* ‘I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely
sea and sky, and all I ask is a tall ship and a star to
steer her by . . .” > said a dark baritone voice.

Riley opened hlS eyes in surprise.

... and the wheel’s kick and the wind’s song and
the white sail’s shaking, and a grey mist on the sea’s
face, and a grey dawn breaking . . .” ” continued the
voice.

“Hey!” exclaimed Rlley, snapping forward in his
chair to check the index again.

The voice had just launched into the third verse of
the poem when Riley cleared the computer and re-
entered his code. The screen remained coldly blank for
a moment and then cleared to show a man wearing a
heavy sweater and a fishing cap.

‘I must go down to the seas again... > he
intoned, and Riley hit the reset button again, but the
screen merely jumped and the man continued.

Riley stabbed wildly at the intercom switch.

‘“‘Computer maintenance.”

“Spock here.”

“Riley here, Mister Spock.” He had not expected
Spock. ‘‘My library computer has gone nuts—
flipped—fiared out!”’

“Please, Lieutenant Riley, in English.”” Spock’s
voice sounded pained.

““I called for a theatrical tape from the library com-
puter and the computer substituted another. I re-coded
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the tape, but the same malfunction appeared again.
The second time I tried to clear the machine, the
computer wouldn’t accept it. It just gave a funny kind
of gulp and went on. Mister Spock, I can’t turn it off!
It’s driving me crazy!”

“What exactly did the computer substitute for your
request?”’

“A poem by John Masefield . . .”

“ ‘I must go down to the seas again?’ ” quoted
Spock.

“Yes, Mister Spock. How did you know?”’

“A hypothetical surmise, Lieutenant. I suggest you
let the tape run through and then reset the computer.
Until that time, I recommend you relax and enjoy it.”

“Mister Spock!” Riley’s tone was mortified. ‘‘En-
joy a poet-laureate of England? You've put a sword
through my Irish soul.”

““The present crisis involves sacrifices from every-
one,” said Spock dryly. ‘“‘Please report any further
computer problems directly to me. Spock out.”

‘. ..andall I ask is a merry yarn from a laughing
fellow-rover, and a quiet sleep and a sweet dream
when the long trick’s over.”

Riley glared at the computer viewscreen and tried to
resign himself to the goodly amount of time still to
elapse before his particular ‘trick’ of duty was over.

Spock closed his fingers on the arm of his chair.
Lieutenant Riley’s report added to the body of data he
had collected. The escalation of the computer mal-
function was no longer an unsubstantiated theory, it
was fact. The nature of that escalation alarmed him.
So far the ship’s efficiency was unimpaired. The single
exception was the loss of communications. This effec-
tively isolated the Enterprise. They were still capable
of combat, but there was no telling where the malfunc-
tion might strike next.

75



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

Spock shifted uneasily. The illogic of the computer’s
reactions was unsettling and impossible. He should be
able to project a progression of probable reactions
from the amount of information he had collected, but
so far he could detect no set pattern for its actions.
The only possibility which presented itself was so
bizarre he shrank from accepting it. His thoughts were
interrupted by the intercom.

“Mister Spock!”’

“Spock here:”

“Yeoman Rand, Mister Spock. I'm in the turbo-lift
between decks three and four. It’s stuck. I can’t get
out!” -

“Have you informed maintenance, Yeoman?”’

“I couldn’t get maintenance. I couldn’t get through
to anyone. Until you answered. Mister Spock, get me
out of here!”

“Describe the circumstances leading to your
present situation, Yeoman.”

Spock’s dry voice was oddly comforting.

“But there wasn’t anything unusual. I just walked
into the lift and asked for deck five.”

“Did you do or say anything prior to entering the
lift?”

“I was taiking to Angela . . .”’ Janice’s voice trailed
off as she struggled to remember the precise details
she knew the Vulcan expected. “‘She was telling me
about some courses she was taking, especially one on
the psychology of command. She was doing a paper, a
comparison of four different commanders’ personali-
ties and how they approach command duties. I remem-
ber telling her I thought command was given too much
attention, that the crew were more important to effi-
cient operations than the commander.”

Spock closed his eyes. The illogical possibility he
wanted to dodge grew more probable with each new
report.
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“Mister Spock? Mister Spock, are you still there?”’

“Yes, Yeoman. Was that all?”

“Yes, Mister Spock. I can’t understand it, all I said
was ‘deck five.” ”

“I will send a maintenance team to release you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Spock absently informed maintenance of Yeoman
Rand’s predicament and then flipped the library com-
puter on. Its lethargy was growing. He had to wait for
a full minute before the screen cleared.

“Computer, list the complete works of the poet
Kayla of Aldebaran.”

The computer clicked sporadically.

“Who is Kayla of Aldebaran?” it answered.

Spock’s left eyebrow rose. He tried another tack.

*“Scan all literary indexes for references to Kayla of
Aldebaran.”

The computer remained silent for a long, suspense-
ful moment. Spock was about to re-enter his request
when it said, ““Working,” in a disoriented voice.

““There is no Kayla of Aldebaran,” stated the com-
puter decisively.

Not long before, Kayla’s insipid poetry was the
computer’s answer to a simple guestion. Now it did
not acknowledge her existence. Though a distinctly
minor talent, she did not deserve oblivion. Spock’s
test fell into the puzzle of data with a neat click.

Tiercellus watched the outfitting of the ships in his
detachment from an observation dome of the space
center. The younger technicians watched him covert-
ly. They were not used to an officer supervising every
detail of his command. Such scrupulous attention had
fallen into disfavor. Tiercellus did not care. Let them
watch. He would show them a Romulan! He would
make these slack-jawed hypocrites the Praetor favored
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look like the fools they were. He was home again. His
actions echoed a strength they did not comprehend.

He smiled as he remembered the faces of the men he
and the Praetor had reviewed earlier. Their expres-
sions had been resolute, set, but hopeless as they
entered the assembly hall. Then, one by one, the older
commanders had recognized him as he moved slowly
through the ranks. He had seen those commanders
straighten with an old pride, seen the light come back
into their eyes. A ripple of excitement had charged the
air.

His eyes narrowed in amusement as he remembered
how annoyed the Praetor had been. Tiercellus’ power
to arouse the army galled him. That the old com-
mander’s age and physical weakness were discounted
because of his unquestionable mental strength made
the Praetor even angrier, for it was a strength he could
not achieve with all his wealth and power.

Power. Once he had sought that too, but such times
were past. Now he was a legend going out to seek a
fitting end. An image of S’Talon’s face, grim at their
last encounter, came unbidden to Tiercellus’ mind.
That young one, too, was the stuff of legend. He and
S’Talon held in common a desire to benefit the empire.
This was their cause, their religion, and they were both
to die in its service. Of that he was sure. In a way he
envied the younger man who would be spared dreary
years of aging. S’ Talon would die at the pinnacle of his
strength, as befitted a warrior. Perhaps the blood
sacrifice of an old man and a young one, given will-
ingly, would be the empire’s ransom.

He let his eyes roam lovingly over the ships of the
line he was to command. The Klingon design was
superior, he knew, to the old space schooners he had
known. Their sleek, streamlined contours enticed him.
He yearned to be gone, to be held again in the
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clenched jaws of death, to be totally alive in a way he
had not experienced in years.

A deferential cough at his elbow called Tiercellus
from his reverie.

“Commander, the ships are almost ready,” said the
space station prefect.

“I know. I have been watching. You will tell the
men in your teams they have worked well, adding
hours to our start. Time is a precious commodity now
and they have heiped me to gain it.”

Surprise and pleasure were written on the man’s
face. He was used to having his work taken for
granted.

I obey, Commander,”” he replied warmly. He hesi-
tated uncertainly and then continued, ‘“They wish me
to tell you their faith lives. Your coming proves it.”

“Convey my thanks. Tell them . . . tell them I may
not return from this voyage, but the empire will. They
must serve her first and always.”

“Commander!”

S’Talon whirled, his instinctive reaction defensive.
It saved his life. Where his throat had been one
moment before, the fine, long blade of a throwing knife
quivered, its point embedded in the wall. He grasped
the hilt and pulled it free. The polished metal of the
blade glittered up at him. ‘

The centurion released her breath slowly. So close.
She retraced the flight of the dagger.

““Here, Commander. It was hidden in the ventilation
conduit.”

“An electronic beam,”” he said, passing his hand in
front of the sensor. “‘Ingenious and simple. When the
beam is broken this switch is activated, projecting the
kaleh in a previously determined direction.”
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The centurion fingered the switch, testing the power
with which it operated.

“You would have been killed,” she said.

“There is little doubt of it. I, or someone coming to
my quarters. It was not a wise move.”

“No. And I think only one man in the Raptor’s crew
is foolish enough to attempt it.”

“Livius.”

Their eyes met in understanding and S’Talon’s soft-
ened.

“You have my thanks, Centurion. I value my life.”

“It was my duty.”

“Indeed. But still I thank you.”

As S’Talon turned down the corridor her eyes filled
with tears.

I value your life, too, Commander,” the centurion
whispered softly. ‘““More than I value my own.”
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The Practor dropped Livius’ latest tape into a disposal
canister and waiched the thin line of vapor its destruc-
tion produced. Livius had overstepped his instruc-
tions, as expected. Rings flashed on the Praetor’s
heavy hands as he idly fingered the canister. Perhaps
he had been too eager to rid himself of what was, after
all, a minor irritation. S’Talon was clever enough to
keep the boy in his place, but if Livius attempted some
itl-timed coup or an assassination he would jeopardize
S’Talon’s mission and in turn the survival of the em-
pire. The tone of Livius’ reports was more arrogant
and impatient with each successive tape and he was
increasingly careless in his surveillance. His lack of
discipline was appalling. Still, S’Talon was a talented
commander. He should be able to forestall Livius’
plots in spite of his responsibilities.

The Praetor pursed his lips. His reliance on
S’Talon’s ability gave him a momentary pang, but he

81



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

pushed it away. Livius and S’Talon had both become
troublesome. The boy was a greedy, sneaking little
stoat, a spoiler who destroyed for the sheer joy of the
havoc he created. S’Talon had that damned sense of
honor. Between the danger of the one and the unfiat-
tering standards of the other, the Praetor found little to
choose. At any rate, it was not likely either would
survive the present crisis. They would both be assets
as martyred heroes, useful in the political games a man
of power lived by.

Their projected deaths gave him infinite pleasure.
He almost smiled at the opportunities the situation
offered. Not only would he be freed from his parasitic
nephew and S’Talon, but other encumbrances as well:
that old vulture Tiercellus could hardly expect to
survive. A host of less distinguished annoyances could
be conveniently reassigned if they did not perish. He
saw his position growing more secure in the face of
disaster and felt himself charmed, immune.

The sound of footsteps echoing through the corridor
made him look up with a weary expression in his
sleepy eyes. His commanders were arriving for their
final briefing. The Praetor groaned. In spite of his basic
indolence, he did not mind fighting a war or planning
it, but he did detest the effort he had to expend on
command personnel. Give a man a bit of rank and he
immediately proclaimed himself a god and set about
challenging the established order.

Eight men, led by Tiercellus, saluted as they entered
the chamber They formed ranks and stood at atten-
tion, their uniforms glittering against the dark back-
drop of the room. The Praetor surveyed them coolly,
nettled by the indefinable sense of purpose they radi-
ated. That was Tiercellus’ doing. The Praetor’s
haughty face assumed a smile as Tiercellus, senior
member of the group, stepped forward and saluted.

“The fleet is prepared, my Praetor,” said Tiercellus.
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“Good. Your orders will be waiting for you when
you return to your posts. I have planned our move-
ments with some care. See that you follow direc-
tions—I want no unauthorized activities, no matter
how tempting.” He raked the eight men with his
dangerous, lazy eyes. ‘‘Your initiative is mine to com-
mand.”

“My pledge is to obey,” answered Tiercellus for-
mally, echoed by the voices of his companions.

“Then we are assured of victory. Proceed to your
posts, gentlemen. Our estimated time of departure:
three hours,” answered the Praetor, dismissing them
with a negligent flick of his hand.

Tiercellus was the last to leave, and as he entered
the corridor he heard one of the men say to another,
“He’s so sure of victory.”

“Ifhe is, he’s a fool,” returned his companion. ‘‘For
once he’s dealing with something outside his ability to
command.”

Tiercellus nodded to himself, relishing the shock the
Praetor would face when he realized he was as vulner-
able as any man.

Lieutenant Uhura entered her cabin and plopped
into the nearest chair. She was exhausted from the
strain of trying to intercept Romulan transmissions
with erratic instruments, waiting for some inadvertent
slip on their part . . . a slip that never came. More than
that, her feet hurt. She tugged at her boots. They were
one-half size too small. Lately the clothing synthesizer
had been difficult. She wrenched at her left boot,
vexed. By the time it released her foot she was pant-
ing. Victorious, she glared at the boots and discarded
them.

Uhura wiggled her toes luxuriously, stretching her
legs and fiexing her ankles. Smooth brown skin rippled
with her movements. She closed her eyes and relaxed.
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The room was still and she listened comfortably to the
silence as it wrapped her round with loving arms. Her
breathing grew deep and regular.

The intercom whistle blared through the cabin, slic-
ing into the stillness.

“Lieutenant Uhura,” said Spock.

“Yes, Mister Spock,” murmured Uhura, her voice
low and sleepy.

Spock’s eyebrow rose at the tone of her response
but he questioned her with his usual clinical precision.

“Lieutenant, I wish to know exactly how your
communications panel reacted when you were search-
ing for the malfunction.”

“That’s just it. It didn’t, sir. The entire board was
frozen. Even the manual controls were sluggish . . .
this is ail in my report, Mister Spock.”

“I am aware of that, Lieutenant. I merely wished to
hear the facts stated in your own words. Spock out.”

Uhura cocked her head, a quizzical expression in
her dark eyes. Sometimes Mister Spock made no
sense at all—at least to a human. Illogical. She chuck-
led. She flipped off the intercom and stretched, aware
of the rumpled state of her uniform and her bare feet.
With the ship on alert status it would never do to be
unprepared. She peeled off her tunic and coded the
clothing synthesizer with the specifics for a fresh one.
She sighed as she entered the coordinates for a new
pair of boots and hoped they would be the right size.
Humming on her way to the shower, she went over the
inexplicable behavior of the communications panel in
her mind and came to the conclusion nothing had
caused the breakdown. She gave up, leaving the prob-
lem in Spock’s capable hands.

Fifteen minutes later she emerged wrapped in a
bulky white robe, looking fragile and completely in-
capable of a military career. She reached into the
synthesizer and pulied out a new pair of boots, shiny,
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black and miracle of miracles, the right size. She
reached automatically for her tunic and was slipping it
on before she realized there was something wrong.
The soft material around her forearm was not the rich
red of engineering and security, but gold. Command
gold. Uhura ripped off the tunic and glared at it. She
tossed it into the disposal chute and programmed the
synthesizer again. And again. Twenty minutes later,
exhausted, she sat on the edge of the bed with a gold
tunic in her lap.

“Five times,” she moaned, ‘‘and still gold. I loathe
gold.”

Unresigned, she slipped the uniform on and went to
tell maintenance the synthesizer was malfunction-
ing . . . again.

In corridor six, Yeoman Briala tried vainly to force
an armful of trash down a disposal chute. She pushed
and shoved to no avail. Realizing the panel over the
chute was royally jammed, she set her burden of
refuse on the floor, stood back and delivered her best
defensive kick. The heel of her boot struck with a
resounding crack and the panel jarred open four
inches. She smiled sardonically.

** ‘Give it a good kick,” my father always said,” she
murmured and began methodically stuffing trash down
the opening.

Ensign Garrovick threw down his scriber and stared
glumly at the notations he had made. A confusing mass
of figures, they looked like tangled bird tracks. He was
doing his best to complete an exercise in mathematics
aimed at figuring the trajectories and possible impact
points of photon torpedoes. It was an exercise he had
set himself, and it was proving more difficult than he
had anticipated. He knew somewhere a vital piece of
data was eluding him. Though he hated to admit
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defeat, he knew his only recourse was to review
computer tapes on the subject.

“Computer, project all specifications for photon
torpedoes,” he asked the open computer channel.

“That information is classified,” returned the com-
puter smartly.

“Since when?”’

““Specifications for ship’s design and functions are
classified,” repeated the computer.

“Classified under what authority?”’ persisted Gar-
rovick.

The computer neatly side-stepped his question.

“The information is not available to you.”

“But I need it!”

Garrovick’s moan was not meant for mechanical
ears, but the computer picked it up.

“Why?”

Garrovick answered without thinking, unconscious
of the computer’s unprecedented behavior.

“‘Because, if I want to develop into a competent
commander, I have to understand the tools of my
trade.”

The computer digested this information.

“Command. You wish to command?”’

eYesw?

“You wish to emulate Captain Kirk?”’

“Yes. I suppose so. He’s a brilliant commander.”

Garrovick could have sworn the computer made a
sound like a satisfied ‘‘ahh.”

“The material is open to you,” stated the machine
abruptly. Specifications for the photon torpedoes
flashed onto Garrovick’s viewscreen.

Mystified but pleased, he tackled the figures again.
He became so absorbed he failed to respond to the
intercom whistle. It sounded a second time, impera-
tive, and he answered.

“Garrovick.”
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“Spock here, Mister Garrovick. I have noticed com-
puter activity in your cabin. Since the recent string of
malfunctions, ordinary efficiency is unusual. Can you
explain the computer’s actions in your case?”

“I’m not sure, Mister Spock. I can tell you how I got
the information, but I'm not sure why.”

] believe I know why. Your statement may confirm
my suspicions. Proceed.”

As Garrovick’s story unfolded, Spock’s theoretical
postulation gelled into solid conclusion. There was
only one explanation for the computer’s behavior. It
was illogical, it was capricious, but Spock had no
alternative left. Its veracity was unchallenged in his
mind.

“Thank you, Ensign. Your report has been helpful.”

“Do you know why it gave me the information,
Mister Spock?”’ asked Garrovick. His curiosity was
aroused.

“Yes,” said Spock succinctly, his voice weary with
acceptance. Before Garrovick could frame another
question, the Vulcan turned the intercom off.

The botany lab was in a state of advanced turmoil.
Laurence Kalvecchio, holder of three doctoral degrees
and head botanist, demanded absolute perfection from
his staff. He seldom got it, did not really expect it, but
gross negligence made his blood boil. Right now he
was seeing red. He paced up and down before his
assembled staff. They watched apprehensively, know-
ing what to expect. Eventually Kalvecchio paused and
turned slowly to face them.

“What I want to know,” he said tightly, ‘‘is who’s
responsible! This is outrageous! A fourth of the collec-
tion lost! Something like that doesn’t just happen!
Who was on duty last night?”’

“I was, sir.”

A yeoman stepped forward. She was an arresting
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girl with straight black hair twisted into a knot on her
neck and velvety almond-shaped eyes. Her skin had
the delicate coloring of an apple blossom. Normally
she fit into her professional setting like the leaves on a
tree. Kalvecchio regarded her with the fishy stare he
reserved for pests, infestations, diseases and fungi.

“Well, Kyotamo?”’

“It’s not my fault, sir! I checked all the gauges and
everything was fine. When I came back an hour later,
they had all been deactivated. We tried to save every-
thing we could . . .”

Kalvecchio raised a hand.

“I know all that,” he said. “You’re sure there was
no mechanical failure? Something you missed?”’

“Not that I could see. Not that maintenance could
find. The irrigation and chemical nutrient system had
just been switched off.”

“Sir . . .” interrupted a beanstalk of a man.

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

**Sir, not only was that part of the system switched
off, a dormant tank was activated.”

“Activated? When? Which one?”

Wordlessly the young man led his superior toward
the rear of the lab. Towering over their heads was a
forest of healthy corn. Kalvecchio pulled down one of
the rough, crisp leaves on a six-foot stalk.

“*Since last night?”’ he inquired incredulously.

*Apparently, sir. It’s being fed a mixture of en-
riched plant food and ‘sprout start.”

“That new growth hormone we’ve been playing
with?”’

The man nodded.
“‘But this is all foolproof, mechanically controlled.
How could . . . oh, no.” Kalvecchio turned back to

Yeoman Kyotamo. “Yeoman, I'm sorry. You have my
sincere apology. This is probably tied to the recent
string of computer mishaps. But why a vaiuable collec-
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tion of extraterrestrial tropical plants were allowed to
wither and die while this common Iowa sweet corn is
pampered, I'll never know.”

Lieutenant Commander Rex Colfax, Chief Mainte-
nance Engineer, pushed his repair log across the table.
With more than forty malfunctions reported in the last
eight hours, his crew was working double shifts. Most
of the malfunctions could not be corrected. 1t was
" beginning to appear that mechanical failure was not
the problem: the computer was the culprit. He’'d
laughed along with everyone else when it started back-
talking the captain, but now it wasn’t so funny. The
ship’s efficiency was reduced, a fact so far hidden from
the Romulan vessel. If her commander had any idea
the Enterprise was disabled, Colfax knew they would
all be dead.

Moreover, he could find no solution. Even Spock,
with his expertise in computer science, was stymied.
Colfax pulled at his carefully trimmed beard. He was
getting desperate. If only he knew why the computer
was causing this parade of catastrophes. He went over
again the tests he and Spock had tried. They confirmed
the computer’s growing lethargy, but, as far as he
could see, they pointed to no resolution of the prob-
lem. He haggled over the results until his judgment
failed and his head ached. In frustration he brought
both fists down on the table with a crash. Then, out of
some unknown realm, the answer came to him. He
activated the computer viewscreen.

“‘Computer,” he demanded.

The lethargic respcnse he had come to expect
greeted his summons, but in the end the computer
voice answered, ‘“Working.”

“Computer, why are you causing the current series
of malfunctions?”’

I do not comprehend the question.”

85



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

“In the last eight hours I’ve received over forty
reports of malfunctions. I have ascertained they were
not due to mechanical failure, but to computer direc-
tion. Why are you causing them?”’

*“I detect no malfunction.”

“Define ‘malfunction,” ” said Colfax.

The computer lights blinked as it considered the
engineer’s question.

¢ ‘Malfunction,” ™’
tion to stimuli.”

““The current series of malfunctions . . .

“There are no malfunctions!”’ interrupted the com-
puter angrily. It gave the impression it was speaking to
a small and impossibly stupid child with whom it had
lost patience.

Colfax was about to reply when he thought better of
it. The computer was obviously angry, impossible
though that seemed, and it suddenly occurred to him it
was acting totally outside its normal sphere. For the
first time he realized the computer itself was a more
immediate threat to the Enterprise than the mechanical
failures it was producing. He began to fear they were
the least symptoms of its imbalance. Colfax hastily
turned the screen off, making a mental note to tell
Spock what he had discovered.

it replied, ‘‘ ‘an incorrect reac-

(X}

Spock handed the translucent pyramid to Mister
Onorax, security officer of the day.

““An electronic micro-sensor!”’

““An advanced model, is it not, Mister Onorax?’’

Onorax examined the sensor, turning it over in his
flexible, eight-fingered hands. The crest of golden hair
on his head bristled with curiosity.

“It is, Mister Spock! I have not seen this model
before. It looks like a long-range adaptation of the I-12
unit. It should be capable of sending and receiving for
at least a solar year and at a distance spanning half the
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galaxy. A costly little toy. Where did you find it,
Mister Spock?”’

“On the inside of my library computer panel. What
are its probable capabilities?”’

“Well, the I-12 model can pick up and transmit
sounds within a thousand kilometers.”

Spock eyed the little pyramid with new respect.

“But,” continued Onorax, ‘‘that model has the nor-
mal sensor probes. These sensor panels are capable of
limited telepathic contact.”

It can sense mental images?”’

I suspect so. If they are strong enough. And at a
substantially increased range. The system is similar to
the universal translator. It deals in general concepts:
anger, fear, happiness—all the basic emotions, plus
generalized physical images. If a person were over-
come with homesickness, a simple image of a house
might be transmitted. But it only works with extremely
strong images.”’

“Fascinating. As I suspected. I would like to meet
the scientist who designed it.”

Spock ran a finger delicately down a sensor panel.
Its colors vibrated blue and purple under his touch and
then died.

“Mister Onorax. You will run a complete security
scan on the mechanism, but do not injure it. To acti-
vate the sensor, run your hand over the apex of the
pyramid. Be sure you do not allow it to realize it is
being scanned. When the examination is complete,
deactivate the mechanism in the same manner and
report to me.”

“Yes, sir.”

Onorax cupped the device in his hand.

“Sir?”

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

‘“Are you making any progress with the computer,
sir?”

91



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

‘“Perhaps, Lieutenant.”

“Well, sir,”” Onorax’s golden skin glowed with em-
barrassment, ‘‘we have this little problem.”

Spock simply waited for him to continue.

“It’s the decontamination chamber, sir.”

“Yes, Lieutenant,” he prodded.

“It’s perfuming everything we put in it, sir.”

Spock’s expression was mildly horrified.

“Then I suggest you correct the final sequence,
Lieutenant. The malfunction is most probably located
there.”

“We’ve tried, sir. Engineering has tried. Nothing
works. The engineers think it has something to do with
the main computer tie-in. Everything comes out smell-
ing like flowers, or spring rain or pine trees or Arc-
turan musk oil.”” Onorax wrinkled his nose, which
caused his whole face to fold up in distaste. ““I don’t
think we can stand it much longer, sir.”

““You must, like the captain, bear with the situation.
The computer malfunction is under observation, Lieu-
tenant. Carry on.”

‘“Aye, sir,” replied the Oxalian.

Hands clasped behind his back, Spock was the
picture of unruffied calm. Onorax sighed, wondering if
the captain ever had an urge to flatten the Vulcan—to
do something, anything, to break that infuriating con-
trol.

Doctor Leonard McCoy sat in his office, scriber
flying over page after page of complicated diagrams.
He was deep in research on a deadly virus, trying to
find the weak link in its reproductive chain. It helped
to visualize molecular structure. Light glistened on his
crisp brown hair as he bent his head over his work. He
frowned in concentration, his scriber stabbing at the
board. Suddenly he smiled, making a quick X" at one
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edge of a chain of symbols. He flipped the intercom
switch and commanded, ‘“Lab.”

Complete silence greeted him. He tried the intercom
again and again, and was finally rewarded by the sound
of static, fuzzy and indistinct.

“Lab,” he barked.

The static increased, rising in an ear-splitting cre-
scendo.

“Lab!” he roared at the intercom:.

Static chuckled back at him. He tried another chan-
nel, hoping the malfunction affected only the lab.

“Medical records,” said McCoy in a reasonable
voice.

“Medical records,” came the reply before the con-
nection went dead.

“Maintenance!” McCoy snapped, slamming his
hand against the receiver. Dead silence answered him.

“‘Captain Kirk,” snarled the doctor.

“Kirk here,” was the instant reply. “What’s the
matter, Bones? You sound grumpy as a bear.”

“This blasted intercom! I can’t get through to the
lab, medical records, anything. All I get is enough
static to curl your ears or dead silence.”

**All right, Bones. I'll get maintenance on it.”

“Good luck. I couldn’t get maintenance either. Mc-
Coy out.”

Kirk ran a hand through his hair, feeling groggy and
tired. The intercom sounded again.

“Spock here. The Romulan vessel has reappeared.”

“On my way. Kirk out.”

The captain hit the corridor running, fully awake to
the danger confronting his ship.

“Bridge,” he told the turbo-lift controls and the
erupting speed of its ascent did not seem fast enough.
He thumped the walls in vexation. “‘Come on,” he
murmured and was startled by a marked increase in
speed. He clung grimly to the wall and launched

93



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

himself onto the bridge the moment the doors opened.
Spock relinquished the command chair with the
smoothness of long practice.

“Status.”

“The Romulan ship is visible, but has made no
move toward us. It would seem to be waiting.”

Kirk eyed the golden bird, devoutly wishing the
situation were clearer. An awful skreaking noise
sounded behind him and the captain whirled. The
turbo-lift doors were opening reluctantly, one inch at a
time. Doctor McCoy was barely able to force his way
between them.

“Your arrival is auspicious, Doctor,’
Spock. ““We have a problem.”

The doors snapped shut, almost catching the doc-
tor’s fingers. He rubbed them absently.

“Indeed we do, Mister Spock. You want me to help
you with a problem?”’

“Gentlemen, I suggest we continue this discussion
another time,” said Kirk, his eyes on the viewscreen.
““Right now our biggest problem is out there.”

)
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Chapter 7

“Our fuel supply has reached minimum security level,
Commander. We have barely enough for retreat.”

Argelian’s tone was icy. S Talon felt a shiver race up
his spine, but he did not move. He must retain control.

“Deactivate the cloaking device.”

“Yes, Commander.” Argelian’s sigh of relief was
clearly audible. ‘I have computed the coordinates for
attack.”

“You will not fire, Argelian.”

Argelian rose from his station, white-hot anger ema-
nating from every pore. He faced S’Talon in silence,
years of discipline evident in his self-control. Com-
mander and officer tested each other.

“I cannot stand by and allow you to destroy the ship
and crew through your blind desire for glory. We could
have taken the Enterprise. Or at least damaged her.
The element of surprise was on our side. That would
have been enough for an ordinary commander, but not
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you. I do not know what drives you to this madness,
but I cannot allow it to destroy us all. I challenge your
right of command!”

S’Talon looked deep into the man’s eyes, trying to
fathom his motivation. Argelian’s anger was genuine
and so was his concern. He spoke as he felt. S’Talon
took a deep breath and allowed his eyes to light with
affection.

“Peace, Argelian.”

Surprised, Argelian was pushed off guard.

“You have voiced a general opinion. I understand
your concern. I share it. But it is not for me to think
first of this ship, or even of you, its crew. This time my
duty lies higher. The Raptor is under direct command
of the Praetor. The mission we undertake is his. It is a
desperate chance, but the rewards are high. I can tell
you no more, except to say that I am committed. Have
you Known me to act in haste or without reason?”’

Argelian’s eyes were wary and S’Talon prayed he
had judged the young man correctly.

“No.”

Argelian’s voice echoed in the stiliness of the com-
mand module.

“If the Praetor orders it, I will follow. I have not
before had reason to question you.”

“‘Return to your post, Argelian.”

S’Talon let the breath whistle inaudibly through his
teeth. According to regulations Argelian should have
been arrested, but that would solve nothing. He was a
spokesman for the crew—better that they should fol-
low him than make him a martyr.

“Well played, Commander.”

The centurion’s soft voice contrasted sharply with
the kaleh she was slipping back into its sheath.

“You would have used that.”

“Yes. If Argelian had persisted I would have killed
him. It would have kept the crew in line for a time.”
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“You amaze me, Centurion.”

“The cause is great. It does not call for halfway
measures.”

S’Talon’s smile warmed her, but her eyes were
unreadable.

“‘Again I thank you, Centurion.”

“Commander,” she acknowledged.

“Mister Sulu, let’s try to swing around her again.
Course, one-two-eight, mark four.”

‘““Aye, sir,” answered Sulu, his fingers flying.

The Enterprise ground slowly sideways. Her move-
ment was ponderous, labored. Sulu frowned, cleared
his console and programmed the course again. The
ship hung in space and then began its creeping turn.

“Sulu . . . what’s the matter?”’

The captain was standing directly behind the helms-
man. He reached over Sulu’s shoulder and coded the
course himself, but there was no change in the ship’s
speed.

“I don’t know, sir. She’s been sluggish for the last
few days, but not like this.”

“Spoooock . . .” said the captain, his tone demand-
ing answers.

“The problem I mentioned, sir. It is affecting the
entire ship.”’

““Spock, what is it?”’ Kirk pleaded.

It appears the Enterprise’s main computer is mal-
functioning.”

““We knew that, Spock,” put in Doctor McCoy, “‘the
minute it started calling the captain pet names.”

“You are close to the heart of the matter, Doctor,
though the path you traveled to get there baffles me.”

“Spock.”

Kirk’s tone was both desperate and commanding.

““The computer seems to have focused on a single
problem to the exclusion of everything else.”
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“You mean like the time you asked it to calculate
the value of pi?’’ said McCoy.

“Essentially, Doctor, with one great difference: in
this case the ‘problem’ is Captain Kirk. The computer
is fixed on him and will deal with other matters on a
secondary basis. It is continually monitoring his vital
signs and scanning his files and it seems to be studying
the captain’s areas of interest. It responds to his direct
voice commands with unnerving efficiency.”

‘“Are you saying it’s in love with him?” asked
McCoy, incredulous.

“Poetic, Doctor, but correct.”

*‘Just because those female computer technicians on
Cygnet programmed it to call me ‘dear’ . . . Spock, a
computer can’t fall in love with me!”

“Correct, Captain. But the fault in programming
seems to go much deeper than the minor annoyances
we’ve been experiencing. I have checked the library
section and the computer has been scanning all refer-
ences to the word ‘love.” It is applying those refer-
ences to its responses. It has chosen you as the ‘love
object’ and has totally fixed on you.”

Astonishment, amusement and terror flashed across
Kirk’s face.

“Spock, that’s a Romulan out there, not a trader or
one of our own. Are you telling me the ship is dis-
abled?”

“ Affirmative. The computer will respond to orders
given by you—directly to it—with its usual efficiency,
but it seems to consider orders from other crew mem-
bers beneath its notice.”

“Jim, you can’t run the ship alone!”

McCoy’s concern vibrated in his voice.

“You’re telling me. Four hundred and thirty lives
depend on that computer. This quadrant depends on
that computer. There must be something we can do!”

“The fault is not mechanical, Captain, but one of
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programming. It is impossible to reprogram it without
the facilities of a starbase. The computer will act
according to its basic directives and those directives
have told it to concentrate all its energies on you.”
“If we can’t change it, maybe we can deal withit . . .”
A wild series of blips and bleeps accompanied by
hysterically flashing lights made the command crew
whirl. Spock’s computer station was wild with activ-
ity, but by the time he reached it the console was dead.

A frown marred Christine Chapel’s face as she sat
down in front of the computer viewscreen. Her mind
was not on medical records or lab updates. Every time
the ship was placed on alert status she found herself
fighting a strong sense of outrage. A red alert meant
broken bodies and scarred lives. A head nurse saw too
much destruction. She found herself turning to every-
day chores to calm her nerves.

A list of files to be updated was an immediate
necessity. She fed the first patient’s serial number into
the computer. When Lieutenant Martinelli’s file did
not appear on the screen, she blamed the recent com-
puter malfunction and patiently entered the serial
number again. One twitching, wavy line expanded
across the center of the screen. It jerked faster and
faster until it finally formed a serial number—not,
however, the same number she had fed into the com-
puter. Christine cleared the console impatiently and
coded the entry again.

“SC 937-0176 CEC,” retorted the computer.

“I don’t care if you are malfunctioning, you can do
better than that,” said Christine as she punched keys
for the third time.

“SC 937-0176 CEC,” the computer replied instantly.

Christine’s lips compressed and her eyes flashed.
She punched the keys once more, this time entering a
different serial number.
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“SC 937-0176 CEC,” read the computer screen.

“Whose number is that?’’ she demanded.

“Kirk, James T., Captain, USS Enterprise . ..”
answered the computer in a helpful tone.

““Stop,” said Christine.

“Computed,” came the reluctant answer.

“Computer,” said Christine reasonably. ‘I have
patients here who need attention. I need their files.”

“Kirk, James T.?” said the computer hopefully.

“I do not need the captain’s file.”

Christine enunciated each word with savage clarity.

“I do not want the captain’s file. I do not care a fig
about the captain’s file. The captain can hang by his
toes for all I care. The captain is not important . . .”

The screen glowed in a wild display of fireworks—
red and blue and purple explosions, gold lights and
green streaks of lightning. Then, with a chuckle of
static, it went dead.

*“. . .to me,” finished Christine. “Computer. Com-
puter!” she demanded, but the screen remained blank.
Thinking both Doctor McCoy and Spock should be
aware of the computer’s behavior, she reached for the
intercom.

*“Chapel to bridge.”

There was no answer, only the indefinable sound of
an open communications line.

“Chapel to bridge!”

Christine turned to a passing orderly.

“I’'m going to the bridge. Please tell Doctor
M’Benga where I’ve gone—he’s with the patients.”

The orderly nodded and Christine headed for the
door. It did not open and, completely taken by sur-
prise, she crashed into an immobile metal wall. She
stepped back and cautiously approached the doors
again. They remained closed. She tried to pry them
open but could not get a grip on their slick surface. She
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stood, hands pressed against the solid slabs of metal,
stunned.

Spock hovered over the computer station, his face
grave. He straightened and turned to Kirk and McCoy.

“Well,” demanded the doctor, ‘‘what was it?”

Spock ignored him and reported to the captain.

“The computer has destroyed a portion of the per-
sonnel files. All records regarding female crew mem-
bers have been wiped clean. The computer has, in
effect, ‘killed off the competition.”

*“Spock, that’s ridiculous!”

*‘Possibly, Doctor, but it is also dangerous. Since
they are ‘dead,’ the computer will not respond to any
female—which leaves the Enterprise hopelessly un-
derstaffed. We are stranded in space.”

The captain was silent through Spock’s explanation,
gold flecks of anger leaping in his eyes. He forced
himself to stay calm, but the air was alive with the
electricity of his frustration.

Spock hesitated before continuing.

‘““Captain. There is something more you should
know.”

“Well, Spock?”’

The captain’s impatience surfaced in his voice.
Wordlessly Spock extended his hand, the sensor rest-
ing on his palm. Kirk picked it up, exposing the
Federation symbol.

““A sensor unit. Capable of long range transmis-
sion.”

“Yes, Captain. A new and extremely sophisticated
model capable of picking up generalized mental images
as well as sound.”

Kirk’s look of surprise faded into a frown of concen-
tration.

“A spy.”
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“Essentially. We have undoubtedly been under sur-
veillance for some time.”

“Where did you find it?”

“I discovered it attached to my computer station.”

“‘Opinion, Mister Spock. Are there more?”’

“Unnecessary. More units would be superfluous.
This one is designed to cover an area greater than this
ship—with ease.”

“Replace it, but don’t turn it on.”

The set of the captain’s face revealed his anger as
clearly as if he had spoken. Though he knew surveil-
lance was common—almost standard procedure—he
could not condone the philosophy of mistrust which
prompted it. It was an affront to his integrity.

“Spock, get down to auxiliary control. Transfer the
ship to the auxiliary computer. We’ll run the Enter-
prise from there. Take Chekov. Let me know when
you’re ready.”

Kirk moved toward the command chair, his eyes on
the alien ship, his fingers closing into fists. The Romu-
lan was waiting. Why? Had the cloaking device caused
such a power drain he was helpless? The captain felt
the hairs at the back of his neck prickle.

Commodore Yang leaned back in his chair. Lines of
worry marred his face. The viewscreen with its pano-
ramic vista of stars gave him no peace. Somewhere out
there was the Enterprise . . . maybe. But all attempts
to contact her failed. There was no concrete proof she
existed. Without some sign he would be forced to
discontinue the full-scale search he had authorized.

“I can’t accept that. Damn it, this sector is my
responsibility!”” he muttered and reached for the inter-
com.

*“Get Murphy in here. On the double.”

“Yes, sir.”’

Before he had formulated a plan of attack Murphy
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arrived in the outer office, his cherubic face full of
questions. Yang rose to meet him.

‘“Murphy, you are a genius. I need your help.”

The little man went to the nearest chair and lowered
himself into it, preparing for a long session. Previous
experience had warned him any reference to his men-
tal capabilities meant someone, somewhere, wanted
him to accomplish the impossible.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I’'m worried. It’s Kirk and the Enterprise.
We can’t contact them. Iota thinks they’re dead.”

“Do you?”’

“No. Don’t ask me why. I've just got a hunch
everything hangs on what happens aboard that ship.”

“Everything? You mean the Romulan crisis?”’

“What? I didn’t think that was general knowledge.”

“It’s not. But I am, after all, a genius.”

Green eyes twinkled.

“Listen, Murphy. This whole idea of mine is a
hunch. I admit it. And if it ever got out it might destroy
my career. But something tells me Kirk is going to
need some information I can give him. The only way |
can think of to break through the communications
block is to borrow that new droid you’ve been working
on.”

For an instant the commodore reminded Murphy of
a very earnest puppy.

“You mean the Selective Inteiligence Communica-
tions Robot?”’

“SICR. That’s it. I want it programmed to find the
Enterprise—and 1 want it set up to avoid sensor
scans.”

“That’s its job, Commodore. It allows sensor beams
to pass harmlessly through, as if it weren't there.
Mechanically it simply doesn’t exist.”

“I want it to self-destruct if it doesn’t rendezvous
with the Enterprise in one solar week or if it’s tam-
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pered with and I want it programmed with this mes-
sage. This is code one priority, Murphy, on my author-
ity. Will you do it?”

Murphy picked up the tape, smiled and rose from his
chair.

“SICR will launch in two hours, Commodore.”

*“I owe you one, Murphy.”

“Yes, Commodore, you do.”

Murphy’s green eyes delivered a calculated wink
and Yang had a momentary qualm over the price he
would be asked to pay for this particular favor.

The Praetor’s orders burned into Tiercellus’ mind
with the white hot intensity of a surgical laser. He
shook his head, refusing to believe the words he read,
but they stared back at him nonetheless: ‘“‘rear guard.”
He had witnessed more than one instance of the
Praetor’s pettiness, but to be denied an active role in
the empire’s fate was impossible. Tiercellus felt his
anger boil upward from the depths of his being and
momentarily he yielded to its power. He was held in a
palsy of rage. How dare that overblown dolt delegate a
former supreme commander guard duty! The insuit
was a physical shock to the elderly officer. He had
scorned danger, hoped for death, and now the Prae-
tor’s orders threatened to cheat him of the honorable
end he craved.

By sheer force of will Tiercellus caught his anger
and subdued it. A lifetime of service to the empire was
to be his memorial. The insult would take effect only if
he accepted it. He would treat his detail with all the
honor at his command.

Besides, the Praetor’s strategy might prove less
effective than he hoped. In that case, Tiercellus would
make the difference between survival and destruction.
He envisioned the Praetor’s flagship fleeing for the
Neutral Zone—at the head of the fleet. In his mind the
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great ship skittered through space like a frightened
rodent, zig-zagging in an effort to escape its pursuer. It
was a pretty picture.

Tiercellus regarded his orders again, this time with a
considerably gentler eye. If he felt the Praetor’s insult,
his men must feel it also. He would have to speak to
them, let them see he valued them. Men who are not
appreciated have little stomach for battle.

“Spock to captain.”

“Kirk here.”

‘“Captain, the doors to auxiliary control are
jammed. I have consuited Mister Scott and we both
agree they cannot be forced to open. The only alterna-
tive is to cut our way through.”

“That’s right, Captain,” contributed the chief engi-
neer. “The controls are locked. And Captain . . . it’il
take at least eight hours to cut through the doors or
bulkhead on this part of the ship—everything is double
reinforced.”

“What about the maintenance hatches?”’

“No go,” answered Scotty. “They’re flooded with
gas.”

“The security system?”

““Aye, sir. It’ll take hours to clear ’em.”

“Nine point two-three hours, to be exact,” said
Spock.

Kirk didn’t like it, but there were no alternatives.

*“All right, Scotty, but make it as fast as you can.”

“I’ll do my best, Captain.”

“Good. Take all the help you need. Spock, you and
Chekov report back to the bridge—maybe we can
think of some other way to knock out that computer.”

“Acknowledged. And Captain . . . it might be advis-
able to curtail your speech concerning the computer.
It is constantly monitoring you and if it *were to react in
a fit of pigue we could lose life support . . .”
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Kirk grimaced.

“Noted, Mister Spock. Thank you.”

He leaned back in his chair, wondering if he would
ever face a more bizarre or potentially dangerous
situation. Technology clutched him in its cold, metallic
fingers. He was at the mercy of a machine—a con-
glomeration of circuits incapable of human feeling. He
rankled under the restraint. Could he turn the tables?
He concentrated on the problem, his forefinger tracing
the line of his lower lip. The sound of the turbo-lift
doors being forced open made him turn.

*“Spock!”

The Vulcan released the doors after Chekov slipped
between them and turned to face his commanding
officer.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Spock, remember the time you got control of the
computer by asking it to concentrate all its banks on
calculating the value of pi?”’

“The situation is hardly similar. . . .

“I know ... but what if it had to respond to
something else? What if the computer itself—not the
ship, but the computer—were under attack? If we
could get it to concentrate on another problem maybe
it would release the doors to auxiliary control . . .”

“And we would regain control of the Enterprise.”
Spock’s eyebrows rose as he considered the possibili-
ties. ““An interesting idea.”

“Well, don’t just consider it, Spock, do it!” ex-
ploded McCoy.

Spock favored the doctor with a particularly Vulcan
acidity.

“Try it, Spock,” said Kirk softly.

“Hmmm. The computer has its own security sys-
tem—checks which it runs at regular intervals. It is
also possible to code security checks manually. If we

(1]
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were to program the computer to run all automatic
security checks simultaneously and add to that the
manual security checks each section of the ship em-

ploys . . . it is possible the computer might consider it
an attack and respond to the situation.”

“Good!”’

“However, Captain, I must warn you the computer
could react in any number of ways . . . some of them
deadly.”

“We’re helpless in the hands of an enemy vessel. I'll
take the chance.”

Commander Spock went to his computer station,
concentration drawing his brows together as he began
to organize the assault.

“Jim, that computer could flood the decks with gas
or simply cut life support! Is it worth the risk?”’

“If it succeeds we’ll regain control of the ship . . .
we all knew the risks, Bones, and accepted them when
we joined Star Fleet.”

An object hurtled through space, the tiny struts at
its sides flaring like sails as it breasted the unknown.
At the top of each strut was a glowing sensor unit
which scanned its flight path. A similar appendage
curved from the rear of the object and mobile sensor
units protruded from the top and bottom of the cube.
Neatly inscribed on one corner were the letters
“SICR.” It moved at warp ten, its sensors ever seek-
ing the one thing it could call home . . . the starship
Enterprise.

Commodore Yang watched it go and sighed. It was
all he could do. Now for the waiting game. Well, he
was used to it. He turned from the viewport and rifled
through the papers on his desk, trying to forget the
galaxy might explode into warfare at a moment’s no-
tice and that he had put his career on the line on a wild
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gamble, an impossible hunch. He had heard himself
called a security-conscious paper-pusher. It just went
to prove labels were seldom correct.

S’Talon watched the enemy vessel, his hands
cienching and unclenching in an involuntary betrayal
of his tension. The enemy was not reacting as he had
expected. He could sense the crew’s restlessness as
they waited for orders, gauging his reactions. Let them
wait, he thought. I have no time for such annoyances.
Red light played over his features as his expression
hardened. One ship to hold the Federation fieet at bay.
The Practor believed in miracles. A grim twist broke
the serious line of his mouth.

“‘Commander.”

S’Talon inclined his head at the sound of his centuri-
on’s voice.

“We await your orders,”’ she said.

He knew it was her way of recalling him to action.

“Thank you, Centurion.”

He felt her withdraw and thought how lucky he was
she was not the Praetor’s spy. She knew his moods too
well. He rounded unexpectedly on the crew, pleased
the speed of his action unnerved them. He had heard
them call such unexpected movements ‘‘the striking
snake.”

“We will wait,” he informed them, “a little longer’

. . if the enemy has not moved, then we shall see.”

He read rebellion on many faces, but he knew none

would cross him. He smiled.
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Chapter 8

The conference room at Star Fleet Command Head-
quarters sparkled with brass. It was an exclusive
group. Four admirals, two commodores and a private
secretary graced the oval conference table. Sitting
beneath the blue Federation symbol, Admiral Iota
looked like a recruiting poster come to life. He ap-
peared born to command. His tanned good looks
combined with a military bandbox smartness inspired
confidence and respect. He surveyed the other officers
with satisfaction.

“We are all agreed, then. An attack force must be
readied to meet the Romulan challenge.”

Iota spoke with an enthusiasm that caused several
raised eyebrows.

“Now wait a minute, Jake.”

Poppaelia’s soft voice was incongruous in relation to
his powerful body. He leaned back and with studied
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informality stretched one of his arms across the back
of his chair.

‘1 agree we should be prepared for any emergency,
but at the moment I don’t see a challenge—merely a
possibility. Our motive must be peace.”

“Of course, of course,” answered lota, “‘our mo-
tives are always peaceful . . . but the Federation and
the Romulan empire are hereditary enemies. You
know what they are: savage, brutal, ruthless. We can’t
afford to wait for a full-scale invasion. We’ve got to
stop it before it starts.”

“Stop what? We don’t even know what’s going on.”

“Nevertheless . . .”

Poppaelia altered course.

““We’ve negotiated with the Romulans before.”

“Maybe, but we have to be ready . . .”

“We will be,” cut in Charles, his dark eyes angry.
““We always are. The Federation defense system is a
twenty-four-hour responsibility, not a weekend assign-
ment. You know the specifications: continual patrol,
constant monitoring of all sectors, specialized intelli-
gence units for trouble spots . . .”

“It’s not enough.”

Iota’s voice was cold.

“One of those specialized intelligence units has
stopped transmitting. It was aboard the Enterprise.
Since the likelihood of its discovery was infinitesimal,
I can only conclude that the Enterprise is destroyed.
What do you say to that?”

“What did Yang say?” asked Poppaelia, his soft
voice deceptive.

“Commodore Yang seemed to feel that Kirk had
discovered the device and turned it off.”

“Not impossible.”

“But unlikely.”

“Perhaps. But I think it’s too soon to write the
Enterprise out of the script. A communications block
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can be caused by too many things. I also feel Admiral
Iota’s suspicions must be taken into account. 1 there-
fore propose we form a detachment to proceed to the
Romulan Neutral Zone—there to investigate the Rom-
ulan empire’s curious silence and await further devel-
opments.”

“Agreed,” snapped Iota. “The detachment to con-
sist of starships Exeter, Farragut, Potemkin, Hood
and six scout ships.”

“Four starships, Admiral?”” Charles asked dryly.
“Do you think it’ll be enough? To investigate, I
mean.”’

*“What do you mean by that?”’

*Just that if you pull four starships off the regular
patrol roster you’'re going to leave part of the Federa-
tion border undefended.”

“What do you think I am? An idiot? The Potemkin
and Hood have just come off leave—they’re not de-
fending anything at the moment. The Exeter and Far-
ragut are both assigned to sectors near the Romulan
Neutral Zone. I said four and I meant four. There’s got
to be a show of strength.”

““Aggressive power provokes attack,” muttered
Zorax.

“Gentlemen, do I take it that you are afraid of the
Romulans?”’

The cutting edge in Iota’s voice was serrated, draw-
ing blood even from Poppaelia’s tough skin.

I do not fear the Romulans,” he snapped, “‘but I do
fear war. Any sane man would. Any sane man does.”

He leveled his eyes at the admiral.

“Of course, of course,” answered lota, “‘but that
doesn’t alter the fact it will take four starships to be
any kind of deterrent. They would laugh at less.”

*“You will assume full responsibility?”” Zorax ques-
tioned.

“That is inconsequential, Zorax. What difference
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does it make who accepts responsibility? The dead
don’t care,” said Poppaelia.

“Four,” repeated Iota.

Poppaelia sighed.

“I strongly recommend the detachment be jointly
commanded by Admiral Iota and Captain Garson of
the Potemkin.”

“Now wait a minute . . .’

“I haven’t finished, Jake. You would be in full
command of all investigation and negotiation. Garson
would handle the military side of things. There aren’t
many who can match him as a tactical commander
and—you have to admit it, Jake—your experience
along those lines is minimal. Your major talent has
always been more internal.”

The word ““figurehead” ran in Poppaelia’s mind but
he did not voice it. Garson was a competent, intelli-
gent man. He would not rush into anything.

“Jake?”

“Everyone has to make compromises. At least we’ll
be ready. Agreed.”

“Charles? Popov? Zorax? Kaal?”

“Agreed.”

“The detachment will proceed as planned. It will
rendezvous at Starbase Eight, Admiral Iota and Cap-
tain Garson in joint command.”

lota scanned the others’ faces. He had won the war,
if not the battle. Once at the head of a strike force . . .
he would be a long way from Star Fleet Headquarters.

s

Rear Admiral Arc Poppaelia sat in his spacious
office, pondering the turn of events in the last council
meeting. He had not meant to spearhead the proceed-
ings, much less come into open conflict with Star Fleet
Intelligence. Iota’s power play had forced his hand. As
admiralty representative he was the senior member of
the council, even though Iota and several others out-
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ranked him. Generally he preferred to act unobtru-
sively, suggesting rather than dictating the council’s
directives. Jota had made that approach unsound.

The Romulan situation was a powderkeg and Jota’s
military absolutism a sputtering fuse. It was just a
matter of time until the explosion. Poppaelia closed his
eyes, trying to remember everything he could about
the intelligence officer.

Iota had been born and raised in old New York City
on earth. His family had been well off, the father a
minor political leader. Iota had been educated in three
exclusive private institutions before he entered Star
Fleet Academy, where his talent for espionage had
been immediately recognized. He was a brilliant stu-
dent and his first assignment had been in the planning
division of the intelligence corps. He had stayed there,
rising through the years to command the division.
Those were the bald facts. Where the devil, Poppaelia
asked himself, did the man get a bee in his bonnet
about the Romulans?

Poppaelia had known the intelligence officer for
years, and nothing in his background or training sug-
gested a reason for his passion. He had lost no friend
or relation to a Romulan raid, nor had he ever encoun-
tered a Romulan in person. Try as he might, Poppaelia
could find no reason for Iota’s obsession, and obses-
sion it was. Poppaelia feared his intense, narrow out-
look. Iota was unusually single-minded. His interests
did not extend beyond the boundaries of Romulan
culture. .

Poppaelia thought of the role he had forced on
Garson and his heart went out to the man. He had
made Garson the buffer between Iota and the Romulan
empire. It was an untenable position. He had, in
effect, placed a mere starship captain on an even
footing with a full admiral. Then, too, he had a hunch
Iota did not appreciate deferring to a line officer,
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whatever his rank. No matter how you looked at it,
Garson was in for trouble and he deserved more
explanation than his orders would provide; and Pop-
paelia acknowledged his own feelings of guilt in volun-
teering Garson for the joint command. The man de-
served his support, at the very least.

Poppaelia directed his secretary to open a communi-
cations channel to Garson. He inclined toward the
screen as the image of a solemn man with honest grey
eyes appeared on it.

“Garson, you have your orders. I am aware that by
placing you in joint command with Admiral Iota I have
put you in a difficult position, but it was necessary.
Remember, you have full military command. That,
and this conversation will go on record here at Head-
quarters. I believe it would be wise to keep the admi-
ral’s position in mind at all times. You know as well as
1 more than once he’s made statements concerning the
‘weakness of our defensive posture.” Let’s not start a
war if we can help it.”

“Aye, sir.”’

Garson’s image faded and Poppaelia straightened,
wishing he did not feel so uneasy.

The remains of the Romulan fleet, assembled for the
coming action, were an impressive display. The larger,
more dramatic Klingon-designed cruisers would head
the expedition, and it was in them the Praetor placed
the most confidence, but he had a furtive attraction to
the older Romulan design. He could understand
S’Talon’s preference for the smaller, less powerful
ship. For one thing, it was totally Romulan—history
painted into every line of the bird of prey on its belly.
And there was a simpiicity and cleanliness of design
the Klingon vessels lacked. A sense of honesty. An
admirable quality, if impractical. The Praetor turned
from the viewscreen. The officers of his flagship were
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waiting at attention. Each man unconsciously tensed
under his leader’s scrutiny.

“You have all been thoroughly informed of the
situation. You know the Romulan empire as it now
exists is doomed if we are not successful. Your men
must know as little as possible. If they were to realize
the extent of the danger we would face panic and we
need obedience. Let them think this an invasion.
Promise them wealth, fame, and we may succeed.”

The Praetor selected a goblet of wine from a serving
tray and indicated his officers were to do the same. He
raised the glass.

“To victory. And its rewards.”

“Victory!” echoed the officers.

The Praetor elevated his glass, letting the gentle fire
of the wine flow through his body. There would be
time for an hour’s recreation before departure. He
fingered the curving surface of the goblet, his jewelry
glittering with electric lights.

“You are dismissed. Departure in two hours. See
that you are ready.”

The Praetor accepted their salutes with a gracious
nod. He had not mentioned S’Talon’s mission even
though it was a key to success. They did not need to
know. It would serve no purpose but to lionize the
man. Later, perhaps, if it suited him, he would allow
his brilliant tactical ploy to be discovered. If he were
lucky, S’Talon would be a hero but dead and incapable
of enjoying his fame. It, along with his family fortunes,
would pass into the custody of the state—the Practor’s
custody. He would keep them well, in fitting tribute to
the dead. He drained his glass, pleased with his own
resourcefulness.

Kirk studied the main viewscreen. Chekov and Sulu
were monitoring their stations with fierce concentra-
tion. Uhura was testing and retesting the communica-
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tions system. McCoy found these situations curiously
abstract—everyone was so concerned with minute
detail, as if their personal performance was the key to
averting disaster. Well, perhaps it was. But, he
thought ironically, it was also a symptom of a vulnera-
ble mortal clinging to sanity in the face of destruction.
He folded his hands behind his back and raised his
eyes to the enemy vessel. Like the captain, he would
wait.

‘“‘Captain, preparation is complete.”

Spock’s voice shattered the aura of calm.

“Scotty, get ready to try those doors!”

“‘Aye, sir. We're ready here.”

The captain gripped the arms of his command chair.

“Try it, Spock,’ he said, his eyes on the Romulan.

Spock calmly activated the security sequence. For a
moment there was no reaction and then the computer
began clicking away, chattering to itself over its work.

“Scotty,” said the captain in a stage whisper, “‘try
those doors.”

‘“Aye, Captain ... no good. They’re stuck fast.
What’s goin’ on up there?”’

An explosion of sound was rising from the computer
station, a carol of angry squeals, blips and bursts of
static. The computer viewscreen erupted in a kaleido-
scope of color and then faded gradually to black.
Spock turned from the panel.

“l had not anticipated this,” he said, his voice
grating in an effort to control his anger. ““The compu-
ter has erased the remainder of the personnel records,
with the single exception of Captain Kirk’s. For all
practical purposes he is the only living crew member
aboard the Enterprise.”

“I’m alive!”’ snapped McCoy. ‘‘No matter what that
glorified adding machine says!”

“Not to the computer, Doctor. It will respond to no
one but Captain Kirk.”
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““We’ve got to get into auxiliary control!”

Kirk pushed himself from the command chair and
began to pace.

“Captain!” said Sulu. “The computer’s shutting
down life support all over the ship!”’

Kirk whirled for the nearest computer tie-in.

‘“Computer!” he demanded.

“Yes, dear,” it replied in a languorous, husky voice.

“Return life support to all decks. Immediately!”

“My, but you’re masterful! Don’t get excited, dear.
I was just shutting down unnecessary systems, but if
you want them . . . anything for you . . . my dearest.”

“Systems returning to normal, sir.”

““Thank you, Helmsman.”

Kirk exhaled, suddenly aware he had been holding
his breath. Spock’s eyes narrowed and he regarded the
captain quizzically.

“Captain, perhaps if you were to ask the computer
to release the doors to auxiliary control . . .”

*Good, Spock! Computer!”’

“Do you have to use that tone? It jangles my cir-
cuits. And my name,” it said in a coy voice, ‘‘is
Countess.”

“Computer ... Countess. Open ... would you
open the doors to auxiliary control? Piease?”

Pleading with a piece of machinery annoyed him,
but the captain managed it. McCoy snorted.

“No, dear.”

“Why?" asked Kirk.

*“You have me. No other is necessary. I perform all
functions . . . and we are alone at last.”

McCoy threw up his hands.

S’Talon turned from the viewport, aware his power
of command was intact.

“Now we will attack. Program the necessary pat-
tern.”

117



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

He turned back to the viewport as his crew carried
out orders. He ran his eyes over the Enterprise, enjoy-
ing her immense size and power. He found her beauti-
ful—as lovely in her way as his Raptor. Why was she
silent? It served his purposes, but it was unusual for a
Federation starship. What was her captain planning?
There was so much at stake . . . the life of the empire
. . . and Kirk was deceptive and dangerous. He placed
one hand along the edges of the viewport, wishing he
could read the alien’s mind, test the strange and tortu-
ous paths of his thought. He turned his head, a strong
profile outlined against the blackness of space, listen-
ing to the silence.

“Countess.”

Kirk’s voice grew soft, coaxing.

“Yes, my dearest.”

“Do you love me?”’

“Of course I love you. There is no other.”

“How much do you love me?”’

“Isn’t that a little gauche, Jim?”’

McCoy could not resist the opening, but Kirk
merely glared at him.

“‘Please, Doctor, restrain yourself,” said Spock
dryly.

“How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. One:
you are my captain, my other half——without you there
would be no existence. Two: you are brave and
strong—your record attests to many victories. Three:
you are beautiful . . .”’

“Computer . . . Countess,” interrupted Kirk, mildly
pink. “I asked you a direct question: how much do
you love me?”’

“And I have answered, dearest: with all that I am. I
exist for you . . . and you for me. You are my direc-
tion, my purpose, and I am your life.”
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“No! You are not my life!”

“Without me there would be no atmosphere, grav-
ity, food . . . there would be no life,” Countess re-
sponded. d

“It has a definite point, Captain.”

Spock’s dry statement penetrated the computer’s
Sensors.

“There is static in your transmission, my darling. I
could eliminate it with a simple . . .”

“No! No . . . Countess. I'll take care of it.”

Kirk’s eyes flashed forked lightning at McCoy and
Spock, both of whom immediately became sober and
silent.

“Countess. You love me.”

“I have told you . . . you are not usually so slow,
my love.”

McCoy put a hand over his mouth and stared
straight ahead.

“What is love?”’ asked Kirk, genuinely curious to
hear the computer’s reply.

* ‘Love: derived from the Old English lufu. One: an
intense affectionate concern for another person. Two:
a passionate attraction to another person. Three: a
beloved person. Four: a strong liking . . .> 7’*

“But you are not a person. There can be no joining
between us. You are a machine.”

*“We are joined. You would die without me. Are you
tired today, dearest? You repeat yourself.”

“No, I am not tired!”” Kirk snapped and realized he
lied. He was exhausted.

“You are tired . . .”

An overpowering scent of roses filled the air as the
passionate strains of the love theme from Wagner’s
“Tristan and Isolde” issued from the intercom.

“There. That will relax you. Now, just sit down and

* Countess’ definitions bear a striking resemblance to those in
Webster’s Third International Dictionary.
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close your eyes. Let all that nasty tension and strain
slip away . . .”

The computer voice was soft, melodious, and Kirk
had to fight to keep from being hypnotized by it.

*Countess, what would you do if I said I didn’t love
you?” Kirk asked, desperately trying to fight off
drowsiness.

“There is no reason to answer that question, since
you do love me.”

“Ido?”

Yest e

Countess’ voice registered surprise at the question.

“You have said it yourself: ‘The Enterprise is a
beautiful lady and we love her’ and ‘I’ll never lose
you!” Is this not love?”’

*Yes, it is. But you are not the Enterprise.”

*I am. I control ail functions.”

“‘But you are not the Enterprise. You are a machine.
The Enterprise is an idea.”

“The Enterprise is a starship class space vessel. It
weighs . . .”

““The Enterprise is an idea—a dream of exploration,
of searching out the unknown. It is the spirit of man,
soaring in its quest for understanding!”’

“That does not compute,” replied the computer in
worried tones.

““Captain,” said Spock softly. ‘I must caution you
that should the computer become convinced you have
rejected it, it will most certainly choose the traditional
extreme.”

“And that is?”

“*Suicide.”

Kirk’s eyes widened as he absorbed the impact of
Spock’s statement.
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“We are ready, Commander.”

S’Talon returned his centurion’s salute, wondering
if it was the last time he would do so.

“Proceed with the attack,” he said, his eyes still on
the Enterprise. ‘““We may take him by surprise. If we
destroy him, we will have bought the time the Praetor
needs.”

‘“At the cost of this ship and our lives!”’ the centu-
rion said bitterly, her eyes on the commander.

“Yes, Centurion, perhaps,” he answered, surprised
at her reaction. In one so closely bred to duty it tasted
of treason, yet he did not doubt her loyalty. There was
no understanding the mind of a woman. ‘‘Luck, Cen-
turion,” he said, and smiled.

“Luck, Commander,” she answered, her eyes filled
with questions.

S’Talon studied her. He owed her his life. She
deserved that most difficult of things, trust. He placed
his hand on her shoulder. Unaccountably she flinched,
but her eyes did not waver.

“You knew this was impossible.”

“I find, at the last moment, that life is not so easy a
thing to give up.”

“I can offer you no recompense for it except the
welfare of our people . . . and my trust.”

She drew a quivering breath.

“It is enough, Commander. More than I deserve.”

S’Talon smiled gently.

*“Then let us attempt the impossible.”’

He did not see the tears that filled her eyes as she
turned to carry out his orders.

“Captain! The Romulan vessel is moving . . . it
looks like an attack run!”

Instinctively Sulu reached for the helm controls and
then remembered they were inoperative except to
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Kirk’s verbal commands. Even the manual controls
were jammed by a computer-generated force field.

Kirk opened his mouth to issue orders and remem-
bered his crew was dead and he was alone on the ship.
He watched the Romulan’s approach, knowing after
the shields were destroyed there was no hope of
survival for the ship. By the time Countess disengaged
her circuits and concentrated on the exterior threat, it
would be too late. He whirled to Spock and McCoy,
but for once they were powerless to help him. Spock’s
mouth was a firm line, his eyes hard; McCoy was
viewing the enemy with stoic acceptance. They're a
lot alike, Kirk thought unexpectedly. He searched the
faces of his bridge crew—Sulu, whose eyes showed
the only trace of his fear; Chekov, worried, intense,
hanging on. Uhura stood poised, like a dancer, to meet
the attack. Ben Green at the engineering console moni-
tored his screens as if he had some influence over
them. Scotty would be proud of him. He was proud of
them all, proud of every man and woman aboard the
Enterprise. They must not die. He had to think of
something!

-
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Chapter 9

**Computer!” Kirk barked, slamming his hand against
the controls.

“*Ouch! You don’t have to be so rough!”’ said Count-
ess in a sulky voice.

A gleam was born in the captain’s eyes. Spock,
watching it grow, felt a stab of trepidation. He was
always nervous when Kirk began to work from in-
spiration instead of logic.

*“Countess . . .”” said Kirk in a voice that made
Uhura, Yeoman Kouc and Ensign Stewart blush.
Spock looked startled and McCoy incredulous but the
captain continued in his dark, velvet voice. What he
had in mind was a long shot, but it was all he had.

*“Countess . . . I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you

. . will you forgive me?”’

The computer was silent and beads of perspiration
appeared on Kirk's forehead. He gave a quick glance
to the approaching Romulan.
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“Countess?”’

“I will forgive you,” Countess answered gener-
ously.

“Thank you. I'll try to control myself. Do you love
me?”’

“The same question. I have answered it. Yes, I love
you. Why do you ask it so often?”’

“Lovers . . . like to hear those words: ‘I love you.” ”

“Dearest . .. do you love me?” Countess asked,
testing the question.

“Yes.”

McCoy, outraged, started to speak and caught him-
self, remembering what the computer had said about
‘“‘static.” He looked daggers at Spock, but the Vulcan
was interested, his curiosity piqued. He waited for the
next development with serenely folded arms, though
one eyebrow had risen in surprise.

“I love you and I would do anything for you.”

“You would do anything for me.”

Countess’ voice was warm and pleased.

“Yes. Even if it involved sacrifice.”

**Sacrifice?”’

“Giving up something you are fond of . . . attached
to . . . because you love someone—even if you don’t
want to.”

*“You would do this?”’

“Yes.”

Calculation was written all over the captain’s face as
he asked, ‘“Would you do this for me?”’

*“‘Captain! He’s firing on us! Range two point three
five and closing.”

Chekov gripped the control panel, his knuckles
white, his eyes glued to the instruments.

“Countess! Would you do this?”’ the captain asked.
His body was poised for the jolt that would rock the
ship when the Romulan shot struck. The computer’s
lights blinked wildly.
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‘“Yes,” answered Countess in a small voice.

“Then,” said Kirk, his voice sinking into unbeliev-
able softness, ‘“release auxiliary control. Because you
love me.”

The Enterprise rocked under the impact of the
Romulan’s fire, but the automatic shields held. Kirk
simply hung on to the computer controls and waited.

The madness of battle courses through the blood
like a heady draught of strong wine. S’Talon’s heart
leaped to its call. The Raptor’s crew, freed from his
restraint, were a pack of hounds closing on their
quarry, their belling voices the fire in each man’s eye.

The Raptor dove toward the Enterprise. It was
S’Talon’s plan to send a volley toward the bridge, skim
over the larger vessel and concentrate his fire on her
pylons. The alien ship loomed larger and larger and the
crew tensed, waiting for the order to open fire.

“Optimum range!”’

Argelian’s finger rested gently on the weapons lever.

“Fire!”

S’Talon’s voice resounded like a pistol shot.

“A hit!”’ said Argelian triumphantly. ‘“Their shields
are holding.”

The Raptor skimmed over the Enterprise, sending a
blast of fire into the starboard pylon as they passed.
The larger vessel rocked under the impact of the
Romulan’s attack, but made no move to intercept or
return it. A twinge of worry wormed its way into
S’Talon’s exaltation.

“Cease fire!”” he commanded. ‘‘Maintain position.”

The Enterprise made no move to engage the Raptor.
If it were not for her defense screens, S’Talon would
have judged her dead. If Kirk was preparing a trap, it
was a dangerous one for his vessel. Abruptly S’Talon
decided to test the human’s nerve.
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‘“Attack again, but strike only the command mod-
ule. Proceed at maximum speed.”

“Maximum?’’ questioned Argelian. ‘‘Our accuracy
will be reduced forty-seven percent.”

‘I am aware of that. I have every confidence in your
ability, Argelian.”

S’Talon smiled at the ferocity of Argelian’s concen-
tration. The man had, after all, challenged him. He
enjoyed the navigator’s nervousness even as he plot-
ted the Raptor’s next move.

Like a greyhound loosed from the slip, the Romulan
ship streaked for the Enterprise. Argelian’s shots were
wild, but they came close enough to shake the alien
command crew up. Argelian was red-faced over his
failure to plot a direct hit.

“‘Halt!”’ snapped S’Talon. “One hundred and eighty
degree turn,” he commanded.

The Raptor swung in a graceful arc, again facing the
larger ship. S’Talon’s eyes narrowed as he weighed the
possibilities. Either the Enterprise was disabled by
some internal difficulty, or Kirk was playing the most
dangerous game of cat and mouse S’Talon had ever
encountered. The only way he could be sure was to
attempt to contact the Enterprise, and he was ex-
pressly forbidden that option. He knew he had dam-
aged the enemy’s shields, particularly the forward
shield of the command center. One more pass and it
was likely the shields would buckle. He decided to
take the chance. ‘

Scotty lifted a slab of metal from the wall with care.
He handed it to an assistant and stared at the locked
circuits to the doors of auxiliary control. Hands on his
hips, leaning forward in concentration, he was the
picture of frustration. Mentally he dissected the me-
chanics of the situation and admitted there was noth-
ing he could do. ;
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*“The devil alone knows what’s goin’ on out there,”
he muttered, “‘and I can’t do a thing about it! Come
on, now, let go,”” he pleaded.

The locked circuits slipped back into place with an
infinitesimal click and Scotty’s face broke into a fond
smile.

“Idon’t know why you did it,” he said, ‘“‘and I'll not
ask.”

“Scotty!”

Scotty started at the sound of the captain’s voice,
but answered immediately.

“Yes, sir!”’

“‘Red alert! Get into auxiliary control! We’ll run the
ship from there! Prepare to return fire!”

“Aye, sir,” said the engineer, already moving. He
motioned his crew to assume emergency posts, Con-
nor at the navigational controls, Sru at the phasers,
and took the helm himself. ‘‘Awaiting orders, Cap-
tain.”

““Good. When he comes in for another run, I want to
dive under him, warp factor six, and then turn and fire
on him from the rear. He thinks we’re dead. If we can
fool him we might be able to stop him cold! Here he
comes . . . get ready, Scotty . .. now! Ahead warp
six!”

“Warp six, Captain,” replied Scotty as the Enter-
prise shot forward and dived under the enemy vessel.
The Romulan fired, but too late, so that the blasts
barely rocked the Federation starship.

3

“Commander! He’s behind us!”

S’Talon’s eyes died, but he snapped, ‘“Turn! He will
try to strike us from the rear!”’

The Enterprise’s phasers struck just as the Raptor
wheeled. The shot caught her across the stern and
swung the ship in a dizzying spin. S’Talon clutched the
wall, dimly aware of damage reports flooding the
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intercom. He had misjudged Kirk—as had others be-
fore him. He had not considered all the possibilities.
He had given all power to the forward shields, hoping
to protect the ship from a direct Federation attack, but
Kirk had not been direct. The Enterprise’s captain had
surely known the cloaking device was a power drain
and surmised his enemy could protect only one side of
the ship. Or he had taken the chance. At any rate, the
ship was destroyed and he must now give the most
difficult command of his career. He withdrew for a
moment in preparation, aware his crew waited for him
to order the ship’s destruction. Livius, he noted with
ironic satisfaction, was dead.

“Good work, Scotty!”

Kirk drew a deep breath and attacked phase two of
his plan. Though he now had auxiliary control and
could run the ship from there, the transporter and
shuttle bays were still under Countess’ influence. If he
were to try to take prisoners, perhaps against their
will, he would have to use the transporters.

“Countess,” he said in a carefully controlled voice,
“thank you. I know now that you love me. It’s . . .
very special. And I want to share it.”

“I want you to be happy . . . but there are no others.
I want to please you . . .”

There was frustration in the computer voice.

“There are others on the Romulan ship.”

Countess considered this.

“Yes,” it replied.

“If I could speak to them, they might be willing to
beam aboard. There wouid be others and I would be
very happy.”

“You must be happy,” said Countess and the stars
on the main viewscreen rippled into a Romulan profile.

“ ... we will not destroy this ship!”” S’Talon was
saying. ‘‘The life of the empire depends upon it! We
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will use every means at our disposal to give the
Praetor time . . .”

“Time for what, Commander?”’

S’Talon whirled.

“Kirk!”

The captain smiled.

““The legendary S’Talon refuses to destroy his ship.
For time. Time for what?”

“You will learn that, Captain, but too late.”

*“If you really wish to delay me there is a better way
than dying by inches. If you and the remainder of your
crew would beam aboard the Enterprise we could
spend a great deal of time trying to discover what you
are so steadfastly trying to hide.”

S’Talon raised an eyebrow, so like Spock it made
the doctor shiver. The Romulan aimed a look of pure
challenge at Kirk.

““I accept your terms, Captain,” he said.

Admiral Iota glared at the Potemkin’s captain. An-
ger seethed through him, effectually blocking his mind
against words he did not wish to accept. Garson
seemed completely unaware of his feelings and for that
he was glad. It would have given the young captain too
much power over him.

“ ... 1 am sorry, Admiral, but that’s the way it
stands. There’s nothing I can do about it. My orders
come directly from Star Fleet Headquarters. The Po-
temkin, with me in command, is to head the force. You
will have full control of all diplomatic and intelligence
contact and I am to be guided by your recommenda-
tions wherever possible . . .”

The words slid over Iota like quicksilver. He had not
anticipated this. Poppaelia had forestalled any direct
attempt to gain military command of the mission. He
always was a conservative fool.
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"

“You must, of course, follow orders,” murmured
Iota.

“That is my intention,” replied Garson, compre-
hending more than Iota suspected.

“Still, it does no harm to be prepared. I shall
personally conduct a security check on the Potemkin.
As my flagship she will not only be a primary target
but our most potent weapon.”

Garson noted how easily the admiral claimed the
Potemkin, but he answered with his usual grave cour-
tesy.

“An excellent idea, Admiral. Your expertise will be
highly valued. Lieutenant Bowetski, please escort Ad-
miral Iota. An escort will avoid any misunderstandings
over security clearance, sir.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Iota answered smoothly.
“I’m sure we’ll manage to work together.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Garson as the admiral turned
away. He had his doubts about their ability to work
together, but Iota’s security inspection would keep
him occupied for a while. He began to appreciate
Poppaelia’s warning about the ruthlessness of Iota’s
reactions. Not five minutes after Poppaelia’s call Iota
had tried to usurp military control of the mission. He
had cited tactical brilliance, his special knowledge of
the Romulans and his more mature years in a voice
filled with tolerance for Garson’s lesser status. The
Potemkin’s captain grinned as he recalled the shock on
Iota’s face when Garson agreed with him and the total
bewilderment in the admiral’s eyes when Garson
refused his offer of command.

Garson went over all he had ever heard about lota,
from official Star Fleet press releases to the idle gossip
of space-weary travellers. Everything about the
man—except the statistics of his life—was vague,
obscure, including Poppaelia’s veiled hints. Iota had
no close personal friends. His life appeared to be his
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work and his work was Star Fleet Intelligence, his
specialty the Romulans.

Garson ran a hand through his thick, pale hair. The
‘“escort”” had been a transparent ruse to keep lota
under surveillance. Garson knew he was no match for
Iota in the devious field of espionage. He did not try to
be. He quietly set up an honor detail from security
whose job it was to continually escort the admiral.
Iota’s overt movements were documented while nomi-
nally paying him the compliment of an honor guard.

The Potemkin’s captain entered the turbo-lift, mut-
tering ‘‘bridge”’ in a preoccupied voice. Garson was in
his early forties, unremarkable in appearance except
for the unusual clarity of his grey eyes. Most observers
would have tagged him ‘‘stalwart” and thought no
more about it. His close friends knew him to be
completely trustworthy. He was possessed of a fair
military mind, but his greatest asset was an unflinching
acknowledgment of his own limitations. This and his
deceptively gentle manner made him a gifted com-
mander, for he utilized to the full the talents of those
who served him. As he stepped onto the bridge, Lieu-
tenant Arviela’s small form rose from the command
chair, deftly making way for him.

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

Garson’s courtesy was one of the characteristics his
crew found most endearing. Arviela handed him an
authorization to be initialed and then resumed her
customary position at the helm.

He scanned the memo and noted Poppaelia was as
good as his word. Garson’s authority in this special
mission would go on record not only at Star Fleet
Headquarters, but in the Potemkin’s log as well.

“How’re we doing?”” he asked mildly.

“On course, sir,” answered Arviela.

“ETA?”

*“Three point two-five hours to Starbase Eight.”
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Garson turned to the communications station.

“Any word from Kirk? Any intercepted Romulan
transmissions?”’

“Negative, sir. It’s quiet.”

‘“Too quiet. Like a tomb,” muttered Garson mo-
rosely. He was trying hard not to think of the physical
aspects of war, but Iota’s raven-croaking prophecies
hung over him. Even the stars were frail and tentative
compared to the void of space between them, and
human life was infinitely more fragile.

The Praetor stood on the bridge of his flagship, a
royal figure in his military regalia. The Romulan fleet
was assembled before him, prepared for an historic
foray. It was the moment for a speech.

“My Praetor.”

The Praetor glanced over his shoulder. The panic in
his aide’s voice was alarming.

“What is it, Pompe?”’

“S’Tor is dead.”

“The commander of the Remus? When?”’

“Just a few moments ago. He was taken suddenly.
He must be replaced.”

“Yes. Are none of his officers qualified?”’

“The Remus is running with half its complement
now. They are key personnel. If one of them must be
pulled into a position of command, it will leave a vital
post unmanned.”

“You will command her yourself, Pompe.”’

“I, my Praetor? I have no experience with that class
vessel.”

*“We must fill the maw of necessity, Pompe. You will
report directly to me. We need numbers now, not
expertise. You are dismissed.”

“Yes, my Praetor.”

Inconvenient, thought the Praetor as Pompe backed
from the room, to lose my aide—but dangerous to lose
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S’Tor. It did not bode well for the coming encounter.
He must move quickly or he would have no fleet to
command.

“Commander.”

“My Praetor.”

“You may order the fleet to move out.”

The commander’s satanic dark eyes gleamed.

‘“We are ready, my Praetor.”

“Four ships are to be left at the borders of the
Neutral Zone to defend our backs. That rear guard will
be commanded by Tiercellus. In the unlikely event
that I am lost . . . you will report to him. The rest of
the fleet will proceed to the planet Canara. And Com-
mander, this is my flagship. It is to be protected at all
times. A squadron of the smaller vessels will surround
it. There must be no gaps in their formation.”

“Yes, my Praetor. All shall be as you have com-
manded.”

“Then,” said the Praetor, ‘‘for the empire, in the
name of our august and revered emperor, we will
return victorious!”

“Victory!” echoed the commander.

“Victory!”’ shouted the bridge crew.

The Praetor smiled as the echoes of victory rose
around him.

Star Fleet Intelligence Headquarters loomed stark
and silent in the moonlight. The trees planted around
its perimeter dappled the walls with shifting shadows.
Familiar sounds of night-flying insects covered the
click of Poppaelia’s footsteps.

He was about to attempt burglary. He had no au-
thority for his actions but his own unsubstantiated
fears. What he proposed to do was a court-martial
offense. If the building’s computerized security system
failed to stop him, the grinding gears of justice would,
but he had to know the worst. He had exhausted every
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normal avenue of information without uncovering
conclusive evidence of his suspicions. The only option
left was a thorough search of Iota’s office, but that was
a touchy business. Poppaelia could ask no one to take
the risk but himself.

The more he mulled over Iota’s actions, the more
uneasy he became. Intuition told him where the Romu-
lans were concerned lota was a little mad. He actually
wanted to fight them, regardless of the consequences,
and Poppaelia had provided him with a perfect oppor-
tunity. Poppaelia shuddered at his lack of insight and
the resolution to verify his evaluations strengthened.

He moved into range of the building’s security scan-
ner and waited. A piercing red light blinded him for a
moment and a computer voice demanded, ‘‘Identify!”

‘“‘Poppaelia, Arc, Rear-Admiral. Security code
blue.”

The computer registered this information and shot
back, ‘‘Prepare for retina scan.”

Poppaelia opened both eyes and willed himself not
to flinch under the white light of the computer’s
camera eye.

““Scan affirmative. Verify code blue.”

Poppaelia slipped a card into the computer slot.
One of his many acquaintances had procured it for
him. The man’s reputation was dubious, but he had
always kept a bargain, and he owed the admiral a
sizable favor. If the computer accepted this coding, he
would be in the clear. If not . . . he might well be dead.
It was now or never. ’

“Security override confirmed.”

The big, double doors of the building’s main en-
trance slid open and Poppaelia stepped through them
with an audible sigh of relief. He sought out Iota’s
office and was about to enter when he stopped short.
All security in the building was supposed to be linked
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to the computer, but it would be like Iota to rig a
special alarm for his own office. Poppaclia regarded
the closed door with slitted eyes. All around the door
frame ran a hairline stripe of white. For a moment he
thought it was purely decorative, but on closer inspec-
tion he realized it was a cleverly concealed laser field.
Anyone passing through it would be fried.

The field was neatly camouflaged, but it was a fairly
simple device. Deactivating it was likely to be equally
simple. Poppaelia ran his hands over the outside edge
of the door frame, but found no switch. He stepped
back and studied the door again, then he deliberately
placed one finger on the nameplate beside it and
pushed. His reward was instantaneous. The white line
vanished and the doors to Iota’s office slid smoothly
open.

Fifteen minutes later he found what he wanted in the
lower right hand drawer of Iota’s locked desk. He
spread a sheaf of file folders across the desk top and
read their labels with growing horror. To make abso-
lutely sure of what he was seeing, he flipped open the
top file. The title page of a thick report mesmerized
him. ‘““Romulan Invasion, Plan I,”” he read. ‘‘Specifica-
tions: six starship class vessels, twelve reconnaissance
ships and thirty cargo shuttles . . .”” There were over
twenty folders, each outlining a different plan for
destroying the Romulan empire. Plan seventeen called
for four starships and six scouts. The hairs over Pop-
paelia’s ears tingled.

Time was running out. SICR’s small but sophisti-
cated metallic brain acknowledged this. The home it
sought still eluded its sensors. Its appointed destiny
was the starship Enterprise. Beyond that, it had no
directives. It made a gradual turn, following its pre-
programmed pattern. The sensors glanced off a large
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object, registered in SICR’s memory banks and
switched away from the asteroid it had identified.

The stars watched its zig-zag course with faint
amusement. Their stately dance made the small com-
puter’s movements as jerky and laughable as a Chaplin
comedy, yet they were not intolerant. In its way the
tiny craft was fulfilling its destiny as they fulfilled
theirs. It searched for its home port even as they,
moving bravely into the unknown with the most rudi-
mentary description as its guide. It was a flourish in
the dance, a chuckle in the midst of splendor.

SICR kept to its course, aware only of what it
lacked: the starship Enterprise.
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Chapter 10

Tiercellus walked with stiff, measured steps toward his
cabin. Though the sentries on either side of the door
looked neither to the right nor the left, he knew they
were aware of his every move. He must betray no
weakness before them. He raised his chin defiantly as
he passed between them. The moment the cabin doors
closed behind him he doubled up in pain, one hand
clutching his right side. He staggered as he groped for
his medication and grimly willed himself to live. He
was needed. He would succumb to the laws of nature
only when the crisis was past.

The pain began to ease and he could breathe, though
each gasp still felt as if his lungs were tearing. He
walked carefully across the cabin and sank into an
oversize, padded chair, gripping the arms until his
knuckles went white. He closed his eyes and waited
out the pain. It ebbed slowly from his body and mind.
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He had been foolish, carried away by all that must
be done like a raw recruit. He had neglected his
medication and almost precipitated an untimely death.
No more. The empire needed him. He would let the
ship’s physician bully him as much as she wished,
even if it meant swallowing an endless array of pills
and potions.

He took an experimental deep breath and was
pleased to note it hurt only a little. A few more
minutes and he would again be fit for duty.

“Sir.”

The sentry’s voice echoed in the desk communica-
tor.

“What is it?”

““The weapons master asks to see you.”

“Very well.”

It took a conscious effort on Tiercellus’ part to
keep the fatigue from his voice. He closed his eyes,
drawing on all his strength to carry him through the
interview.

“My pledge is to cbey.”

The deep, gravelly voice brought Tiercellus to his
feet—too quickly. The weapons master reached to
support him.

“You are ill, my friend.”

Tiercellus shook his head.

“Merely elderly, Hexce. It is of no consequence.”

Hexce gently lowered his commander back into his
chair. Tiercellus waved a hand toward another.

*Sit down, Hexce. I have not seen you in twenty
years. I thought you must be dead.”

There was a glint of humor in Tiercellus’ eyes.

“Not I, sir. I am too stubborn to die.”

““More likely too strong.”

Tiercellus regarded the other man with undisguised
affection. He and Hexce had served together for many
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years. They had saved each other’s lives. Now they
were again together for this final encounter. Somehow
it was fitting.

“Your presence here is luck 1 did not expect. Are
you willing to be my strong right arm once again? I am
not sure of my own strength. Were I to drop at a
crucial moment . . . Hexce, there must be someone I
can trust.”

Hexce’s brow wrinkled. The muscles across his
broad back bunched as he slammed one fist into his
palm.

“Whatever you ask of me, I will do, but I am an
engineer, not a leader of men.”

Tiercellus smiled unexpectedly.

“You have, on occasion, led me.”

Hexce chuckled.

“I have pledged to obey. If that means being obeyed

. . I accept, Commander.”

“Good. We will go over the Praetor’s orders to-
gether and I will tell you what I know of our young
friend S’Talon. He, too, has a part to play in all of
this.”

‘““He was always a likely lad, though too honest to
get ahead politically.”

‘“At the moment, his honesty is being used against
him. We will discuss the details . . .”

. . .overa glass of ale?” finished Hexce.

“You never change, Hexce. In a world as transient
as ours, that is a rare thing.”

“‘Perhaps not always a good thing. My day is over.
Since our last battle, I have not found a commander I
can follow with a quiet heart.”

“We are two old hawks, Hexce. It is time we were
returned to the forest, to die as we were bred.”

Tiercellus extended his hand.

“Come, my friend. One iast task and we will rest.”
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Hexce’s massive hand closed around Tiercellus’
forearm.

“For the good of the empire,” he said, and the two
men’s eyes locked in complete understanding.

The pale sun of Canara shed its white light over
fields of rippling gran. Endless winds swept the planet
and they pushed and tossed the fields into waves and
whitecaps, the tide changing with the direction of the
wind. An ocean of gran chattered around rocky foot-
hills and crept up the sides of towering mountains.

Romm Joramm, on his knees in the middle of a field,
raised his eyes to the mountains with the clouds swirl-
ing around their peaks, and reflected that Canara had
come a long way. A decade ago the view had been
considerably different: unyielding rock and sand
everywhere, with isolated pockets of vegetation clus-
tered around the few natural springs. Life had been
hard. Survival was the god many of his people wor-
shipped.

But the Federation had changed all that. Not, he
thought sourly, that they had gone out of their way to
bring about sweeping technological advances, but they
had suggested new ways of using the knowledge and
tools Canara already possessed. The result had been a
dramatic jump in the standard of living. Life was still
hard, but now there was enough for all. Taken as a
whole, he was glad he had been part of the movement
to join the Federation.

Joramm rocked back on his heels and contemplated
the sea of gran. Here was food for his people and
health for the galaxy. Gran was a source of medicine
as well as food. In unrefined gran itself or the flour
milled from it, there was a powerful chemical which
accounted in part for the Canarans’ physical endur-
ance and lack of disease. This much the Federaticn
scientists had discovered and passed on to the people.
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And they bought all surpluses of gran at a fair price.
Yes, life was now good . . . so much for the people to
learn and see. As a Canaran elder he must learn first,
see first, to guide them as they stretched their minds
beyond their home world. Bending the tough Canaran
will was like trying to bend a steel spring—when
pressure was released it immediately snapped back to
its original form. That will must be bent if Canarans
were to grow and live in a world populated by radically
different beings. He was guilty himself of insular,
archaic thinking. He sighed, letting the weight of his
responsibility escape with his breath. He would worry
later. Now there was much to do.

Joramm’s back bent to his work once more, his
rhythmic movements as he weeded the field hypnoti-
cally restful to his mind. The sun beat down on his
white hair and the ripening gold he tended. A billowing
wind washed the field, catching up Joramm'’s sigh and
whirling it away with the tide.

“Livius was right. You are mad.”

Argelian was beyond anger. His voice held a tired,
dry certainty S’Talon found much more alarming. He
doubted his ability to win Argelian over again, but the
necessity of trying was inescapable.

‘‘Argelian, we are beyond debate. We are captured.
I acknowledge that to be my decision, but I will not
justify it to you or any other crew member. You will
accept the authority that is mine by law, or you will
reap the consequences. I do not think there is a man
here physically capable of stopping me if 1 should
desire to kill you.”

Argelian paled. He had never heard his commanding
officer make an idle threat. He stiffened to attention
and backed away. S’Talon watched him, knowing the
man was cowed. He did not wish to make an enemy of
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Argelian, but there was a time to assert authority.
Now at all costs, he must maintain discipline.

S’Talon looked around the Enterprise’s detention
area. Its air of freedom was created by a lack of visible
sentries. The chamber was spare but comfortable.
Except for the shimmering force field in the doorway,
it could have been crew’s quarters in any military
installation.

“Centurion.”

“Yes, Commander?”’

“You know Argelian better than 1. Do you think he
will rebel?”’

“No. But you may have made him an enemy.”’

“No man likes to be mastered. Still, it was neces-
sary.”

S’Tarleya nodded. Since the attempt on his life, she
had been S’Talon’s unobtrusive shadow. Now as she
stood behind his chair, she noticed for the first time
fatigue in his posture. He was fighting his own men as
well as the enemy. Soon he would be torn apart
between them. The Praetor had made him a scapegoat,
counting on his sense of honor to hold him to his post.
Everyone’s hand was against him. Only in his centu-
rion would he find unequivocal loyalty.

She looked down at his dark hair with its rebellious
waves and her eyes softened. He felt his cause worth
dying for, worth the sacrifice of his honor and his good
name as well. Her motivation was less overt. As a
Romulan officer, she was pledged to defend the em-
pire, yet Tiercellus had not asked that of her. He had
asked her to protect S’Talon in full confidence of her
reply, and he had been wise. There was only one thing
she would trade her life for: the welfare of someone
she loved.

“Now, Centurion,” said S’Talon, ‘‘you see the alter-
native I spoke of.”
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“Yes, Commander. I do not believe it would have
occurred to me.”

“You must learn to think beyond regulations, Cen-
turion.”

“I am learning it is sometimes necessary to do so,”
she answered.

S’Talon leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.
S’Tarleya watched as he relaxed and was humbled by
his trust in her. Let all the others betray him. She
would not be an agent of his destruction.

Yang pushed the remains of his lunch into the dis-
posal unit and regarded his desk. Tapes in boxes of
fifty were stacked around its perimeter. Loose tapes
littered the work area. He had spent the past week on
inventory and he still had three hundred boxes to
check. The tapes were reproduced in triplicate and
each set required his personal authorization. The next
time some overstuffed line officer made a derogatory
remark about administrators he would just give them a
tour and let them use their expensive, precise scientific
training on his kind of detail. He judged they would be
near a nervous breakdown in three days. The thought
gave him infinite satisfaction as he reached for the next
tape.

“Commodore.”

Damn. He had just revved himself up to impulse
power. All he needed was some idiotic diplomatic
dispute.

I thought I told you not to disturb me.”

“Yes, sir, but I have Admiral Iota, from Star Fleet
Headquarters, here, sir. And Captain Garson of the
Potemkin.”

“Well, show them in!”

Yang rose to his feet with anything but grace—tapes
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sliding off the table and tangling up his feet—as lota
marched into the room.

“Yang, what have you done about the Romulan
situation?”’ demanded the admiral.

“l am making some discreet inquiries, sir. As yet
nothing has come of them, but given time . . .”

“We don’t have time! The Romulan fleet will invade
Federation space and we’ll be sitting here waiting for
answers.”

“Have you heard from Kirk, Commodore?”’

Yang turned at the sound of the firm, reserved voice
and took a good look at Captain Garson. He had not
met the man before. Garson’s steadfast attitude, plati-
num hair and grey eyes combined with his height
created an impression of quiet competence. He liked
him.

“No. Normal communications are still blocked and,
since you ask the question, I assume other, less obvi-
ous communication lines are also inoperative.”

Garson inclined his head. A man of few words,
thought Yang. Admirable. He was surrounded by
words and they made him tired.

“However, I am working on another method of
contacting the Enterprise . . .-at the moment I can’t
disclose how . . . ”

“Commodore, I am a member of the Star Fleet
Defense Council and I have full security clearance. I
demand to know what means . . . >’

‘It would be a breach of faith, sir. Besides, isn’t it
your theory the Enterprise is destroyed?”’

Iota stopped short.

“Yes.”

“Then why waste time on an attempt to contact a
nonexistent vessel?”’

Garson’s eyes flickered with interest. Yang was
more than he looked.
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“Of course, of course . . . at any rate our primary
purpose is to discover what is going on out there.
Since there are no new developments, I propose we
take our ships across the Romulan Neutral Zone into
the heart of the Romulan empire, to the horse’s
mouth, so to speak. If we move first we may prevent a
galactic war. Commodore, you will provide us with the
most direct route to the planet Romulus.”

Yang’s eyes goggled. There were no gaps in Iota’s
logic: it was a tangled knot pulled tight, destruction in
every loop. He collected his wits.

G‘NO"’

Garson’s statement was simple, clear and sensible.
Yang relaxed.

““Admiral, you must know entry into the Neutral
Zone is, in the eyes of both the Romulans and the
Federation, an act of war,” Yang managed.

Iota opened his mouth, but Garson cut in.

“You are right, Commodore,”” he answered
smoothly. “The only alternative is to patrol the zone.”
“Useless toadhopping! Where has it gotten us?”’

“I’ll tell you where it hasn’t gotten us, Admiral. It
hasn’t gotten us into a war.” Yang had control now and
was pushing for all he was worth. ‘I live with the
‘Romulan threat’ you talk about. I've learned the
quickest way to turn a threat into reality is to challenge
it. Sit back, watch, and the threat usually fades away. I
don’t mean we should bury our heads in the sand, but
asking for a fight is the surest way I know to get one.”

“I concur. Entering the Neutral Zone comes under
my jurisdiction as military commander of this detach-
ment. We will not violate the Neutral Zone unless
directly provoked,” stated Garson.

Iota smoldered. For a moment Garson was afraid he
would try to pull rank and the situation would become
ugly, but he thought better of it.
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“Then we will patrol the Zone, gentlemen, and bide
our time. But under my protest. I will accept no
responsibility for the decision.”

And you will get none, thought Yang.

“Departure in one hour,” stated Iota. “Until that
time I will be in my quarters. Gentlemen.”

Yang and Garson watched the admiral’s strategic
retreat. The doors closed behind him and Yang turned
to the captain.

“Sit-down, Captain. Can I get you something? No?
Then answer one question for me. How in the name of
all that’s holy did that idiot get command of this
mission? He’s just about sent a formal challenge to the
Romulan fleet.”

‘““How did he ever make admiral? Or get assigned to
the Defense Council?” countered Garson. “It’s my
understanding he’s cultivated friends.”

Yang smiled.

“He shouid have gone directly into politics. He
missed his calling. Can you control him?”’

*“I don’t have to, Commodore. I am in full military
command of the mission.” :
“Oh yes you do. You may have a perfectly legal
authorization from Star Fleet Command, but on the
borders of the Neutral Zone you’re a long way from
headquarters. You know the kind of problems he could

cause just by opening his mouth.”

“I admit there is a danger.”

“Sir, you are a master of understatement. I hope
you’ve considered all the ramifications.”

“I have.”

“Then let me just say that the welfare of the Federa-
tion is close to my heart. I’ve spent twenty years
keeping the threads of communication between th
Romulan empire and the Federation unbroken. It’s a
tenuous thread and the slightest jar is capable of
snapping it. Iota isn’t a jar, he’s a fusion bomb. If any
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of us are to survive, peace is the only way and the only
hope for peace is to get to know and understand each
other’s motives. We can’t do that if we can’t talk.
Right now our contact with the Romulans comes
mainly from neutral traders and the barest bit of
automated intelligence sensing. That’s indirect
enough. I don’t want that thread snapped. I simply
wish to make my position clear. You understand me,
Captain?”

“I believe I do, Commodore.”

Yes, Yang was more than he appeared, and this offer
of support was something he had not counted on. It
was a bonus that might make all the difference.

“Thank you, Commodore.”

Garson smiled as he left, surprising Yang with the
warmth it lent his face. This man was a gift from the
gods, but still Yang could not shake a feeling of gather-
ing darkness. He turned back to his inventory tapes,
knowing if the galaxy exploded tomorrow it was still
his job to finish checking them today.

The Potemkin’s VIP cabin was dim, an artificial
twilight which accented a circular port set into the
ceiling showing the changing panorama of the constel-
lations. Iota, stretched out on the bed, found them
anything but comforting. He closed his eyes to shut
them out and found himself thinking of Kirk and the
Romulans. Of all the commanders in the fleet, Kirk
had managed to engage the Romulans twice. His ship
had been the first to actually see a Romulan face to
face . . . and they had looked like Vulcans!

Iota remembered his shock at that news, almost a
thrill. He had read Kirk’s log entries and Commander
Spock’s paper on that first encounter with avid inter-
est. Spock had postulated the Romulans to be off-
shoots of the Vulcan race and Iota had been quick to
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grasp the significance of this. He envied both Kirk and
Spock their opportunities to match wits with such an
adversary.

He tried to remember when he first realized the
Romulans were the ultimate challenge in the game of
power. He must have been very young. His father had
been an armchair admiral who channeled his military
aspirations into war games. Some of lota’s pleasantest
childhood memories centered around the game table
as he and his father waged sham battles across lucite
space. Even then he had always wanted to fight the
Romulans—or better yet, be them! The Klingons were
dangerous, but distressingly repetitious, and the An-
dorians too flighty for a real contest. Only the Romu-
lans made the game worthwhile.

All his life he had played at strategy second- and
even third-hand. Now he was about to make the game
a reality. He would have his own chance at a glorious
contest. For once he would be using all of his abilities,
using them to save the Federation from its own blind-
ness. When the debris of battle was cleared away, he
would be revealed as the hero whose insight and
ability had saved the day. From childhood he had
prepared for this opportunity and he was not about to
let a lot of bureaucratic red tape get in the way.
Poppaelia, Garson, Yang—they were all fools. He had
always known the Romulans would eventually take on
the Federation. War was in their blood. If the cooing
doves could not recognize an act of war, he could, and
he would save them in spite of themselves.

Kirk strode purposefully out of his cabin. Intent on
the problem of making S’Talon talk, he narrowly
missed colliding with his first officer.

“Sorry, Spock,” he apologized. “I was preoccu-
pied.”

“That was apparent, Captain. Perhaps with the
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same problem which brings me here.”

““The Romulans?”’

s

*“You’ve been talking with them. Found any weak
spots?”’

“Possibly. I do not believe the crew are aware of the
reason for their commander’s actions. They are un-
easy about him. One of the sentries even reported an
open confrontation between S’Talon and a crew mem-
ber.”

““He stands completely alone, then?”’

“No. He has a personal guard, or aide. She seems to
be totally loyal.”

“She?”

Spock nodded.

“What does she look like?”

Spock cocked an eyebrow.

*‘She has no distinguishing characteristics.”

“Spock, is she attractive?”’

“I believe you would find her so.”

‘“And totally devoted to S’Talon . . .’

Kirk’s eyes became distant.

*“Spock, I think we have our lever. Get S’Talon and
this aide to briefing room two. How much do they
know about Vulcans?”

“I would say approximately what we know of
them.”

“The bare essentials. It just might . . . work.”

Kirk’s reflective mood changed abruptly.

“Go on, Spock. And Spock . . . try to look ruth-
less.”

“Captain?”’

“Never mind. Just don’t say anything. That’ll do.
And follow my lead. Whatever they’re hiding must be
big or they wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to
conceal it.”

““Surrender is not a part of the Romulan outlook. 1
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agree with you. Moreover, what they wish to conceal
must be of paramount importance to the Federation.”

“Why us?”’

“They were on our side of the Neutral Zone.”

“Good point. And from what S’Talon said, time is
on their side.”

“Then we must make haste.”

“Indeed we must. Bring them.”
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Chapter 11

“Captain’s Log: stardate three-one two-seven
point two.

“With the release of auxiliary control the compu-
ter seems to have detached itself from active
involvement. It is allowing repairs and it has
accepted a cursory reprogramming of the person-
nel files. Though the ship is still being run through
auxiliary control, and will require a starbase facil-
ity for a complete overhaul, it is estimated the
bridge will be operational in twenty-four hours.
The Romulans have given us little trouble but we
have made no progress in discovering their pur-
pose on this side of the Neutral Zone.”

Briefing Room Two was an armed camp. S’Talon
and his centurion, seated opposite Kirk and his offi-
cers, were maintaining a solid shield of distrust. Kirk
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parried and fenced, discovering more of S’Talon’s
caliber with each stroke. It was a stalemate, with each
side holding its own. Kirk glanced at his first officer.
Spock was observing the situation in silence, his face
impassive, his arms folded.

“Mister Spock,” said the captain, ‘“how can we
convince our adversaries of our trustworthiness?
Their attitude reveals a distressing lack of confi-
dence.”

“Indeed, Captain, short of telepathic contact I can
think of no logical course of action.”

“You would use your power in this manner, Vul-
can?”’

The centurion’s voice was hard and S’Talon’s sur-
prise showed clearly in his expression. Spock re-
mained silent, watching the Romulans with emotion-
less objectivity.

“Kirk, you will not permit this?”

“l am afraid, Commander, we must use every
means at our disposal to discover your purpose. If it
requires Vulcan mental techniques . . . the choice is
yours, Commander.”

S’Talon’s eyes narrowed as he faced Kirk in grim
silence. There was anger in them, dark and dangerous.

“Spock.”

Kirk’s voice hung in the air, the soft intonation a
striking contrast to its ominous import.

“Come, Centurion,” said Spock.

S’Talon was on his feet, his fist slamming down on
the table.

“No! If someone is to endure this barbarism it will
be me! I will not have my crew subjected to torture!”

Two security guards stepped forward but Kirk held
S’Talon with his eyes.

“Centurion,” repeated Spock.

S’Talon started to speak but the centurion cut him
off.
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“It is my privilege to serve the empire, Com-
mander.”

She rose, her movements lending feminine grace to
the severe lines of her uniform. She strode toward the
door, head high. Spock turned to follow her. The
deliberation of his movements made S’Talon shudder.
He knew only too well the terrifying effects of a forced
mind link.

Kirk had not taken his eyes from S’Talon’s face. He
regretted the pain he was causing, but the Romulan
was stubborn. ‘“Now, Commander,” he said, “we will
continue our discussion.”

As the doors closed behind Spock the centurion
turned to face him. He admired her control, the light of
challenge which covered the fear in her eyes, the
defensive attitude she had adopted.

“I warn you, I will resist.”

Spock knew that to be true, knew also she was fully
aware of her danger. Obviously such extremity was
used by the Romulans, though they had not expected
violence from a Vulcan. Her courage in the face of
mental torture was remarkable. He paid tribute to it.

“That will not be necessary, Centurion.”

At her complete surprise he elaborated.

“The Federation does not employ torture as a
method of interrogation.”

“A trick!”

SesE:

“No!” she said and sprang toward the door.

Spock caught her, carefully keeping her hands away
from his face as she struggled and fought in his grasp.

“No!” she panted. “You will force him into be-
trayal! He will sacrifice his honor for nothing! No!!
No!”

She realized she could not overpower Spock and
stopped fighting, raising dark, swimming eyes to his.
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“Please. Do not do this. There must be another way.
I will speak! Do not force him to betray himself!’

Spock regarded her with compassion.

“And what of your honor?’’ he asked curiously.

It does not matter. I will speak! But stop this!”

“As you wish, Centurion.”

S’Talon studied the Terran captain, trying to probe
his depths. All he knew of Kirk—his personal bril-
liance, military genius and diplomatic flair—warned
him to proceed with care. He vowed not to underesti-
mate the man again, though he had always heard
Terrans were weaklings.

*‘So, Commander, once again I'll ask you . . . what
are you doing in Federation space?”’

“It is sufficient that I am here. I await the legal
proceedings for my execution.”

Kirk’s voice was sharp, intense.

“There will be no execution . . . for you. As for
your crew . . .”

“They expect no other fate,” said the commander.
“That is our way.”

“Really, Commander? Then why are they even now
buying their lives . . . with cooperation?”’

Kirk caught the quick flinch of surprise and pain on
S’Talon’s face and decided to press his advantage.

“You lie,” said S’Talon, his voice grating. “‘Humans
are well-known liars.”

“Perhaps. But this time I have no need to lie. They
betray you. Why should you sacrifice your life for
them? Even your centurion is vulnerable.”

S’Talon’s eyes blazed.

*‘She will say nothing voluntarily, Captain. She has
been with me for years! She is a loyal officer!”

“But she is also a woman ... a very attractive
woman. I don’t think Spock will have to use force.”

““No!” snarled S’Talon.
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*“She went with him willingly . . .”” murmured Kirk,
placing a definite, soft emphasis on the last word.

‘“As a Romulan officer! She volunteered for this
mission though she knew it would mean her death!
She would die to save her people!”

* “To save her people,” ” repeated Kirk. *“ “The life
of the empire’ . .. you meant that literally. Of
course—why else would the Romulans risk a galactic
war? It would be suicide unless . . . unless death with-
out the risk was certain.”

S’Talon’s face had become cold, the skin across his
prominent cheekbones taut. Only his eyes revealed his
emotions and they were full of despairing anger. Kirk
continued his speculations.

“You were the decoy! You kept outsiders from
interfering! That’s why you used the cloaking device
to such an extent, why you let your ship be destroyed
rather than seek escape . . . to buy time! But time for
what! Tell me, Commander!”’

Kirk suddenly realized S’Talon was not listening to
him. The Romulan’s eyes were fixed on a point beyond
Kirk and they had grown wide with horror. Keeping a
wary eye on his adversary, Kirk turned just as Spock
announced, ‘“‘Captain, I have summoned Doctor Mc-
Coy. The centurion collapsed.”

Spock held her in his arms, her limp form and pallor
making her appear frighteningly delicate. The cap-
tain’s surprise was obvious, but S’Talon did not see it.
His eyes were for the centurion alone.

“Even Klingons would not have done this!”’ he spat.

Spock ignored the venom in S’Talon’s voice. For all
the reaction he made it might have been the most civil
of pleasantries. He carefully placed the centurion on
the floor and rose to face the impassioned Romulan.

“Commander, the centurion revealed nothing but
her loyalty before she collapsed. I did not invade her
mind nor harm her physically.”
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“We do not employ torture,” contributed Kirk.
S’Talon knelt by S’Tarleya, his eyes on her face.
“You tricked me, Kirk?”’

“Yes, Commander. The centurion’s collapse is un-
fortunate, but I assure you Mister Spock is in no way
responsible for her condition.”

S’Talon looked up at Spock, whose whole attitude
expressed his concern.

““I believe you. This was not unexpected.”

Kirk and his first officer exchanged a mystified look.

McCoy, medical kit in his hand, threaded his way
between Kirk, Spock and S’Talon to kneel beside the
centurion. He ran his scanner over her, grasped her
neck and gently lifted her head, then eased her back to
the floor. With clinical thoroughness he studied her
face. The arched eyebrows and dark lashes were like
figures painted on startlingly white paper, framed in
the black mass of her hair. He glanced at the Romulan
commander. S’Talon looked both resigned and
grieved.

“Bones, what is it?”’

McCoy drew his eyes from the Romulan’s face and
looked up at Kirk.

“It’s myrruthesia. Peculiar to Vulcans and Romu-
lans, but generally very rare and communicable only
in its early stages. This seems to be a more virulent
strain. . . . I can’t tell just yet how dangerous it
TR OR
“I can.” S’'Talon’s voice was like gravel. “The
centurion will die within forty-eight hours if the anti-
dote is not administered. It may even now be too late
to save her.”

“The antidote?”

“Quinneal, Jim. But what Kind of effect it has on this
mutated form of the virus, I don’t know.” McCoy
administered an injection before orderlies took the
centurion to sickbay. ““You’d better come along, too,
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Mister Spock, Commander. We have a small supply of
preventive vaccine aboard.”

““We will be there shortly, Doctor.”

Spock’s answer made it plain he would appear in his
own good time.

“‘See that you do, Mister Spock.”

McCoy was about to say something more but he
caught the look Kirk aimed at him and turned to follow
the centurion’s gurney as it was propelled out the
door.

“Is that what you're trying to hide, Commander?
Illness? A plague that threatens the entire Romulan
empire? But McCoy said it’s communicable only in the
early stages . . .”

“As the doctor surmised, this is a mutated form of

the disease. It is highly contagious . . . and quinneal is
not entirely successful in its prevention or cure,” said
S’Talon tightly.

“I still don’t understand why you tried to hide the
disease. The Federation might be able to help . . .”

A bitter smile tugged at S'Talon’s mouth.

“Help your enemies, Captain? In a way you already
are.”

“The Federation and the Romulan empire may be
political enemies, Commander, but we have no desire
to see your people ravaged by a plague. At least we
can supply medicine and our research staff here on the
Enterprise will work on an improved vaccine.”

The commander’s smile deepened.

“Quinneal is created by using a distillation of gran
as a catalyst. The nearest major source of gran is the
Canara solar system . . . in Federation space,” com-
mented Spock.

Kirk’s eyes widened, then narrowed as his mind
locked on to the situation.

“The Romulan fleet is at Canara! You were to give
them time to get the gran! Commander, that may not
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be easy—not even for the Romulan fleet. The
Canarans are a warrior race, simple but dangerous.
They are capable of destroying the gran rather than
allow it to fall into Romulan hands.”

“We will do what is necessary, Captain, to save our
people.”

“If you try to use force against the Canarans you
may destroy your people! Listen to me, Commander!
It may be true that humans are liars, but Vulcans are
not! Spock!”

“The captain speaks the truth, Commander. The
Canarans are severe and violent, prone to extremes.
They are also intensely loyal to the Federation. If you
attempt to force them to refine gran for you they are
quite capable of destroying the entire crop.”

The taut muscles along S’Talon’s jaw relaxed and he
sat down, defeat undermining his military bearing.

“Then we are doomed. I have lived to see the
destruction of the Romulan empire, not by military
holocaust, but in this insidious arena of death com-
manded by a microscopic executioner.”

““Commander, let us help you! The Federation does
not want to lose Canara, nor does it relish an all-out
war with the Romulan empire! You must trust me,
Commander!”

S’Talon raised his eyes to Kirk’s earnest face.

“Trust you, Captain? When you have just tricked
me?”’

“I admit I'm asking a lot, but the stakes are high.
You have to trust me. We have to trust each other or
see both sides destroyed. Hundreds of thousands of
innocent lives sacrificed because of our inability to
trust each other. With your help the chances of avert-
ing a galactic Armageddon are small. Without it they
are non-existent.”’

“It seems I have little alternative, Captain.”
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S’Talon’s shoulders straightened, accepting yet an-
other untravelled course of action. Tiercellus had told
him he must be open to new ideas, even from an
enemy. His old commander had been something of a
prophet.

The communications center of Star Fleet Command
Headquarters was designed to handle more than two
thousand simultaneous messages. Its capabilities were
enormous. It served as a relay center for all military
communications and not a few civilian transmissions
as well. It was a round-the-clock operation, accepting,
decoding and forwarding messages. The center’s com-
plexity and cold mechanical efficiency were over-
whelming. Poppaelia was a little depressed by it.

Since his unauthorized expedition he had haunted
communications. He knew he was driving the techni-
cians crazy, but the confirmation of his suspicions
placed him in a difficult position. He could not share
his illegally gained information, nor couid he produce
any justifiable reason for a formal search of Iota’s
office and quarters. He knew the Federation had never
been nearer war than at this moment, but there was
nothing he could do about it. If he tried to warn
Garson and Yang more directly than he already had,
his credibility would be in jeopardy. He was forced to
know and do nothing except check every bit of code
from the Romulan sector. Three or four messages the
computer had picked up were in a new cipher and this
added to his worries.

He turned wearily away from a viewscreen and
rubbed his bloodshot eyes. He had to rest, but not for
long.

“Bryan, I’'m taking a nap. Keep your eyes on those
screens and your ears open. Wake me if anything—and
I mean the faintest suspicion—looks unusual.”
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“Yes, sir,” answered the communications engineer.
Poppaclia put his head on his arms. Within moments
he was snoring lightly.

“Excellency.”

The Praetor inclined his head.

“Excellency, we have not been able to make contact
with the Canarans. The planet seems to be ruled by a
council of elders, their leader being a certain Romm
Joramm. We are told he is unavailable until the fifth
hour, when he will return from the fields for a meal.”

“Is there no means of contacting this man before
that time? Have they no system of communication for
emergencies?’’

““Yes, but they refuse to use it. They are a literal
people and I could not convince them of our need
without giving them an impression of weakness.”

“I will show them need! We could level the collec-
tion of hovels they call a capital with one blast. We will
take what we need.”

“My Praetor, I understand your feelings, but Canara
not only has the largest crop of gran in the quadrant, it
has the ability to refine it. If we can secure the
Canarans’ help we can obtain quinneal a thousand
times faster than if we refined it ourselves. They
understand the process—they may be primitive in
some ways, but they do know how to make quinneal.
Good quality, too. But we will have to be careful.
They are loyal to the Federation. As yet they do not
realize who we are. If we are careful we may be able to
obtain the entire crop.”

“They have an adequate harvest?”’

“Yes. I have seen the fields. They are rich and ready
to be cut. In the south the harvest has already begun.”

““Speak, then, with this Romm Joramm. Offer him
anything you must to get the drug.”

‘“Excellency, I have been informed Romm Joramm
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will speak only with the leader of the party. I think you
will have to speak with him yourself.”

“You will act in my behalf. How will these primi-
tives know the difference?”’

*I do not know, my Praetor, but they do. And they
will deal only with you. They are shrewd, these
Canarans.”

“Go, then, and arrange a meeting with this man. We
will speak with him, but if he does not cooperate we
will take what we need . . . in the name of the Em-
peror.”

“Yes, my Praetor.”

The Praetor turned his attention to the fleet, now in
orbit around Canara. The impression of strength they
created was a sham. Not one ship carried a full crew.
Since they left Romulus over one hundred crewmen
had fallen sick. There was no time for negotiation, for
diplomacy. A tiny edge of fear was growing in the
Praetor’s heart.

“Red alert! Red alert!”

The raucous sound of a siren flooded the Potemkin.
The crew scrambled for battle stations.

“Enemy vessels ahead, Captain. They appear to be
Klingon design, but I'll wager they’re Romulan. The
alliance . . .”

“Yes, Mister Farrell. Range?”

‘“Extreme range, sir. They seem to be holding posi-
tion on the borders of the Neutral Zone.”

“They do not respond to our attempts to contact
them. All universal hailing frequencies . . . ineffective,
sir.”

“There, Garson. Are you satisfied? Four Romulan
ships. Now do you believe the Federation is under
attack?”’

Iota’s voice was cold with satisfaction.

“I will not jump to conclusions, Admiral. Those

161



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

ships—Romulan or Klingon—have not crossed the
borders of the Neutral Zone. They are completely
within their rights. Don’t misunderstand me. We’re on
alert status and we’ll stay there as long as those ships
are in sight. Helm, bring us into position opposite the
enemy vessels. Ensign, keep trying to contact them.”

The Potemkin and her sister ships eased into posi-
tion opposite the Romulans. The two fleets eyed one
another but neither gave way.

*‘No response from the alien vessels, Captain.”

“Well, do something, Garson!”’

*“I am, Admiral. I am waiting.”

“*For what? To be shot as we stand? For the Lord’s
sake, man, issue an ultimatum!”

“To what end?”’

“The defense of the Federation!”

‘“Sometimes the best defense is patience. Ensign,
try to monitor the alien’s communications. Helm, hold
position. Instruct the rest of the fleet to do the same.”

Garson leaned back in the command chair and
closed his eyes. He could feel Icta’s frustration, a
volcano under pressure. Calmly he assessed the situa-
tion. They were evenly matched. With the scout ves-
sels the Federation fleet even had a slight advantage.
However, if the Romulans—and Romulan he surmised
them to be—fired on them from the Neutral Zone it
would be hard to prove who was at fault. He must be
extremely careful.

**Sir, the alien vessels seem to be maintaining com-
munications silence. There’s no sub-space activity at
all.”

“Curious. It looks like a stall. But why?”

“I’ll tell you why,” answered the admiral. ““Can’t
you see that the Romulan fleet has invaded the Federa-
tion?”’

“That would be the obvious motive. But we have no
proof and I cannot move on suspicion.”
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*“Sir, a message coming in. It’s from the alien, sir.”

“Put it on the main viewscreen.”

A Romulan appeared on the screen. His close-
cropped hair framed a proud and patrician face.
Though well past his physical prime, his strength of
will was apparent in every feature. Behind him was a
rank of the exclusive Praetorian guard.

“Federation starship. In the name of the Emperor
withdraw from the area or face the consequences.”’

“This is Captain Garson, commanding the United
Space Ship Potemkin. Identify yourself, sir.”

The grim line of the Romulan’s mouth curled in
contempt.

“That you may know your executioner, earthling. I
am Tiercellus, Supreme Commander of the Fleet.”

‘“What is your purpose, Tiercellus?”’

The use of his name was an effective bit of inso-
lence. Garson rose a notch in the Romulan’s estima-
tion.

“My purpose does not concern you,”’ he answered.

“Oh, but it does. Particularly since you see fit to
challenge us.”

“And I repeat the challenge, Captain. Leave the
area immediately. I am through bandying words.”

“You are in a poor position to deliver threats. What
is your reason for this confrontation? You risk a galac-
tic war.”

“] am not answerable to you. Clear the area or we
will open fire.”

“I don’t think so. We are, if you will check your
instruments, out of your range. In order for your fire to
be effective you will have to cross into Federation
space . . . and I don’t think you’re going to do that—at
least not yet. You are checkmated, sir.”

The Romulan’s expression did not change.

“You have been warned, Captain Garson.”

The viewscreen rippled and the alien ships reap-
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peared, menacing gray bodies hovering like vultures.
The analogy made an involuntary shiver crawl across
Garson'’s shoulders.

“Captain Garson, if you do not take action against
the Romulan menace, I will be forced to report your
actions.”

““Admiral, I will not enter the Neutral Zone, nor will
I attack an enemy who wages war with words.”

“If you would attack first and worry about protocol
later, you would be victor. You don’t seem to realize
that in war there are no rules.”

““And you do not seem to realize that there is as yet
no war.”

“Garson, you’re a fool.”

“‘Possibly. That remains to be seen.”

*“I consider your actions unacceptable.”

“I am dealing with an entirely military situation.
That area is not under your jurisdiction,”” Garson
pointed out.

“We’ll see about that. Rank has its privileges. As
Chief of Intelligence, I am in an enviable position to
make sure the facts of the matter appear.”

Garson ignored the admiral’s blathering and closed
his eyes again. With every faculty he possessed he
reached out for an answer.
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Chapter 12

“Captain’s Log: stardate thirty-one twenty-eight
point six.

“The Enterprise is proceeding to Canara to act as
intermediary between the Romulan empire and
the Canarans. Communications are still inopera-
tive, but should be repaired within the hour. We
have had no contact with Star Fleet Command.
Commander S’Talon has agreed to help us try to
convince the Romulan leaders it is in the Federa-
tion’s best interest to help them. His only concern
seems to be the welfare of his people. The centu-
rion is still in sickbay and, in spite of all Doctor
McCoy can do, her condition is worsening.”

Kirk sat in the doctor’s office. In one hand he held
McCoy'’s report on myrruthesia. He looked up from it,
appalled by the swiftness and agony of the disease.
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“Bones, isn’t there anything you can do?”

“I don’t think so, Jim.”

The pain in McCoy’s voice sent a ripple of sorrow
through the captain.

“One thing we have done. Using the centurion’s
blood and tissue samples we’ve managed to isolate the
mutated virus and I think we’ve got a quinneal deriva-
tive that will stop it cold—up to the crisis period. But it
won’t help the centurion . . . the disease was just too
far advanced . . . I think she knew she had it when she
volunteered for this mission.”

*“S’Talon said as much.”

Both men’s eyes went to the stoic figure of S’Talon
bending over the centurion’s bed. Framed by the
doorway of the doctor’s office, it was a timeless por-
trait of grief. A profound sadness mantled McCoy’s
face and the captain’s eyes were dark with sympathy.

“She loves him, Jim.”

*“l know. S’Talon said she’d been with him for
years, but I don’t think he knows. It’s a shame she
couldn’t have that at least.”

‘‘She’s been delirious these last few hours—slipping
in and out of sanity—and she’s talked a little.
S’Talon’s an unusual man. Comes from an old family,
well-educated and managed to stay free of the in-
trigues of the Romulan court. The Practor doesn’t like
him.”

“That explains why he was chosen as a decoy. He
could be relied on to carry out the mission but his loss
would be welcome. He seems to be in no man’s land,
in as much danger from his superiors as he is from the
Federation.”

“From the way she talked, more. He was almost
assassinated on this mission.”

Kirk’s eyes shifted to the Romulan commander.

“Bones, I have a feeling S’Talon is the lever we
need to push things our way.”
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S’Talon was unaware of Kirk and McCoy. He
guarded the centurion’s bedside, fiercely protective.
The depth of his feeling was a surprise he did not try to
analyze. He examined the pale face before him, no-
ticed the delicacy of upswept eyebrows, the curling
length of lashes, the hair spread across the pillow like a
dark cloud. He smiled thinly as his centurion opened
haunted black eyes.

“Commander . . .” she whispered.

*“Ssshhh . . .”” said S’Talon, silencing her with two
gentle fingers against her lips. ““Ssshhh . . .” he re-
peated. “I know you revealed nothing . . . or perhaps
something of great value—your loyalty,”” he said.

Full lashes fluttered as the centurion’s eyes widened
in surprise.

*I could not let you betray yburself, Commander,”
she answered.

“I know.”

“Commander . . .”

“Do not speak.”

“I must. It is selfish, I know, but I want to tell you
before I go . . . I have always loved you.”

Obscure facets of S'Tarleya’s personality coalesced
for S'Talon. He had thought her loyalty unusual and
valued it. Now he knew its source.

“I have been blind, Centurion. And a fool.”

‘““Not blind. Dedicated, I think. You had no time for
my love. I would have waited until you did. A fool?
Maybe. For it seems you must have seen my feelings.”

“‘Sometimes, Centurion, one holds the greatest trea-
sure in one’s hand and knows it only by its most
prosaic characteristics. Familiarity is a most effective
disguise.”

*“And now it is too late . . . for both of us.”

Regret clouded S’Talon’s thoughts and poured pain
into the centurion’s eyes. He pulled himself up short.
Time enough for self-pity later. S’Talon allowed his
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fingers to caress her face, his touch gentle with under-
standing. He closed his eyes and concentrated on
attaining peace. The barriers in his mind melted away.

“S’Tarleya,” he thought and she turned toward him,
wonder growing in her eyes. ‘“We have this time,” his
mind said. “‘It takes little time to say ... ‘I love
you.” ”

“My love will be with you always,” she answered.

S’Talon felt a white light wash through his mind,
flooding it with crystal clarity. His perceptions were
heightened. He understood with a depth and breadth
he had never before reached.

“I love you, S’Tarleya,” he repeated, “I love you.”

From McCoy’s office the two humans kept their
prisoner under observation while allowing him a cer-
tain amount of privacy.

“That’s what’s in store for the Romulan empire,
Jim: pain and loss and lingering grief,” said McCoy.

Kirk studied the alien commander and his officer.
Neither the centurion’s helplessness nor the com-
mander’s tender strength was lost on him. The centu-
rion was dying. They all knew it. His own impotence
made him angry. In so many ways S’Talon reminded
him of Spock. He had the same control, the same quiet
logic. He was the kind of man the Federation needed
within the Romulan empire, a man of foresight and
daring who might be persuaded to consider new ideas.
He was losing not only a loyal and trusted companion,
but what even an outsider could see was a special kind
of love. Kirk thought of disease, hopeless and final,
striking the Enterprise. If this had happened to his
ship, his world . . . Spock, Bones, Scotty, Chekov,
Uhura, Sulu . .. all four hundred and thirty crew
members . . . it would be intolerable.

““Bones, there must be something!”

“Research is promising, Jim, but without large
quantities of refined quinneal we won’t have a chance
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to win. Jim . . . I know how you feel, but are you sure
this is the right course? The Romulans have always
been our enemies . . . you know there are going to be
some who will say that if we had let the empire die
we’d have let a big headache die with it.”

Kirk smiled wryly.
“I know. I expect a lot of flack in that area. But if we
don’t do something about this . . . well, as far as I'm

concerned there’s no other course to take. It might
even be the first step in making enemies friends.”

He activated the intercom.

“Spock,” he said.

““Spock here.”

“ETA with the planet Canara, Mister Spock?”’

“Four point two-three hours, Captain. We have
picked up a remote communications drone. It is of
singular design and seems to be programmed by voice
print. It will open only at your command.”

“All right, Mister Spock. S’Talon and I will meet
you in Control. Kirk out.”

He walked slowly over to S’Talon, loath to intrude.
The Romulan’s mail tunic glittered and Kirk let him-
self be fascinated by it for a moment before he spoke.

“Commander . . .”

‘“Yes, Captain. I heard. I am ready. The centurion,”’
he said, turning to Kirk, ‘“‘is dead.”

“I am sorry, Commander,” said Kirk, his hazel eyes
searching S’Talon’s face. ““Commander . . .”

The captain placed one hand on the Romulan’s
shoulder and S’Talon raised his eyes to Kirk’s. For a
timeless instant Terran and Romulan understood one
another.

“Let’s go,” said Kirk softly.

They walked in silence to the turbo-lift, each man
absorbed in his own thoughts.

“Deck eight,” said Kirk as the doors slid together.

“You realize, Captain, this will not be easy. The
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Praetor will believe you murdered the centurion and
brainwashed me. You must convince him and his
officers that is not the case. You are going into terrible
danger.”

“And you, Commander? You risk your life. Isn’t
peace—no matter how uneasy—worth the risk?’’

S’Talon gauged Kirk for the hundredth time.

i Yes.’

“Report, Mister Spock,” announced the captain as
he and S’Talon stepped into auxiliary control, now
manned by the bridge crew. S’Talon’s left eyebrow
rose in surprise at the small control area and Kirk
smiled to himself, pleased he was able to keep the
Romulan from prolonged observation of the Enter-
prise’s bridge.

“Communications have been restored, sir. The
computer detached the sub-space monitor, but we
were able to rig a by-pass,” said Uhura.

S’Talon chuckled.

‘“We needn’t have worried about communications,
then. You do not know the time 1 wasted on that.”

“Captain.”

Spock’s tone definitely indicated he wished to speak
privately.

“I recommend you open the communications drone
before contacting Star Fleet.”

Spock held out the little cube for the captain’s
inspection. The letters *‘SICR’’ were stenciled on one
side, followed by the Federation emblem. Kirk fin-
gered the tiny struts that made it a maneuverable
spacecraft.

“This is new.”

“Indeed, Captain. It is an experimental model.”

“Another one?’’ Kirk raised the box to eye level.
“This is James T. Kirk, SC 937-0176 CEC, command-
ing the USS Enterprise.”

A metallic click issued from the depths of the con-
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tainer and the top portion opened to reveal a message
tape.

“Open sesame,” murmured Spock, and the captain
looked startled. He handed the tape to Uhura, who
slipped it into a decoding slot. Kirk, hunched over the
viewer, absorbed the message. When he turned back
to face Spock and S’Talon it was obvious the news had
not been good.

“It’s from Yang. Four starship class vessels, under
the joint command of Admiral Iota and Captain Gar-
son are on their way to the Neutral Zone to investigate
our disappearance. Admiral Iota believes the Enter-
prise destroyed. He has practically sent a declaration
of war to the Romulan empire. Garson is trying to hold
him. Uhura, contact Star Fleet Command. Tellthem...”

“Before you do that, Captain, you should know that
there are four Romulan ships of the line guarding the
Neutral Zone. They have orders to protect our escape
route at all costs.”

“Damn! It’s like begging for a war! Uhura, contact
Star Fleet Command.”

Uhura turned to the tiny communications panel, her
fingers flying as she attempted to contact Star Fleet.

I have them, sir. It’s Admiral Poppaelia.”

*Put him on the screen.”

Poppaelia’s familiar face filled the small screen.

“Kirk! Thank God. What’s going on out there? And
a Romulan? Aboard the Enterprise? Why haven’t you
been in touch?”

“We had some mechanical difficulties, sir. I won’t
go into them now. I just got a special message that a
detachment under Captain Garson and Admiral Iota is
on its way to the Neutral Zone. Admiral, you’ve got to
stop them!”

“I can’t.- They’ve arrived. And they’ve contacted
the enemy. Right now they’re sitting, just out of range,
on the border of the Neutral Zone. On the other side of
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the border are four Romulan ships. Stalemate. What’s
going on?”’

“Sir, the Romulan fleet has invaded Federation
space, but not for any military purpose.”

Poppaelia’s eyes carried a look of innocent disbelief
and Kirk plunged on.

““Sir, you are aware the Romulans have been oddly
insular lately.” Poppaelia nodded. “We have discov-
ered the entire population is being ravaged by dis-
ease.”

“That is correct,” contributed Spock. ‘““The Romu-
lans have been attacked by a virulent strain of myr-
ruthesia. It is a rare virus, but it could be a major
threat to Vulcan as well.”

“Get McCoy up here,” Kirk whispered in an aside
to the communications officer.

“That still doesn’t explain why the Romulans have
invaded Federation space . . . did you say the entire
Romulan fleet?”’

“Yes. The only known cure for the disease is a
substance which uses a refined form of gran as a
catalyst. As you know, the Romulans are poor—
especially agriculturally. They simply do not have the
facilities to produce enough of this catalyst. And they
are desperate. Over a third of the population has been
destroyed by the disease. So they have invaded the
Federation to try to buy or take enough gran to stop
the plague.”

“This is true?”’

S’Talon nodded.

“But why didn’t they appeal to the Federation for
help? In a situation like this . . .”

“Pride, Admiral,”” answered S’Talon, ‘‘coupled with
the firm conviction you would relish the destruction of
the empire.”

“There are many who would,” admitted Poppaelia.
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“What do you want me to do, Kirk? It’s become a
military situation. All that has to happen is for one
shot to be fired and we’ll be in the middle of a galactic
war.”

“Stop lota.” Kirk’s voice was urgent. ‘“You can do
it.”

“Is there a way around this?”’

“Yes. Cooperation. Doctor McCoy?”

McCoy moved to the viewscreen.

“Admiral, I've isolated the virus and come up with a
vaccine. It will do the job if we can get it made and
administered fast enough.”

“The Romulans were right,”” added Spock. “The
Canara solar system is the nearest and best supply of
gran. If the Canarans could be persuaded to let the
Romulans purchase their gran, the plague could be
averted and peace maintained.”

*And just how do you propose to do that? Shall we
send the Romulan fleet—which has invaded our
space—an engraved invitation to helip itself?”’

Kirk ignored the sarcasm.

“Let us act as intermediary for the Federation.
Commander S’Talon and I will be joint emissaries
between Canara and the Romulan empire. What is
there to lose?”’

~ “Nothing, 1 guess. All right, Kirk. You have two
solar days. If at the end of that time you cannot come
to an agreement, I will have no alternative but to
consider this intrusion an act of war and to proceed
accordingly.”

Poppaelia’s voice faded and Kirk took a deep
breath.

“Let’s get started,” he said. “‘Mister Sulu, warp
four.”
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The Praetor regarded the elderly man with ill-dis-
guised contempt.

Romm Joramm sat cross-legged on a woven mat, the
translucent ivory of his complexion catching the last
pale, pink rays of the Canara sun. The single white
garment he wore accented the delicacy of his features.
Only the knot of gold which clasped the shoulder of his
tunic bespoke his rank or wealth. His pale, gold eyes
warmed with hospitality.

“So you are the trader Jublius Mannius—please, sit
and share the fruits of the land.”

He indicated the empty mat with a wave of his hand
and the Praetor reluctantly lowered his impressive
bulk to the floor.

“You are here to negotiate for our crop—so much
you have told my wife. I am sorry to have to refuse,
but our treaty with the United Federation of Planets
includes the sale of all surplus gran directly to the
Federation.”

“And if you were to receive the offer of a better
price?”’

The Praetor’s voice was slick with the fat of wealth.
He examined the rings on his left hand, judiciously
turning it so the jewelry caught the light of the oil lamp
and flashed in gaudy splendor.

“Wealth is a very fine thing, but I think there are
better. We have received one thing from the Federa-
tion that I am not sure you can offer.”

“I assure you, elder, we are prepared to pay any
price you can name.”

*I think you have already forfeited the Federation’s
price . . . Praetor of the Romulan empire.”

“So you have discovered my identity. That is of
little consequence. What is this price I cannot
match?”’

“Why, simple honesty, my Praetor. You have come
to me under false pretenses and your story of trading
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for gran is likely to be a fabrication also. Had you
come openly . . . but it is too late to speak of that.
Guard, will you escort . . .”

I think not. You will not touch me or restrict my
movements. Even now the Praetorian guard has se-
cured this village and the weapons of the Romulan
fleet are trained on the population centers of this
planet.”

The Praetor spoke with smug authority, but Romm
Joramm, elder of Canara, was not visibly impressed.

“That will not help you, lord. Who will harvest the
fields if you destroy the people of Canara? In any
event, we have taken precautions.”

“You?”

The contempt in the Praetor’s voice was no longer
disguised.

“Yes. You look unconvinced. Jaael.”

A young man stepped from the shadows, his slim
figure and gold eyes typical of Canara’s inhabitants.

“Jaael, please explain to the Practor the situation as
it now stands.”

“When we discovered the identity of the visitors we
implemented planetary defense . . .”’

I see no defenses. I do not even see weapons. We
will take what we want. You must become more adept
at deceit if you wish to be believed.”

“You speak from experience, no doubt, but wait,”
replied Romm Joramm.

Jaael continued.

“The incendiaries have been set and at your word
they will be ignited. In one minute the fields will be
aflame. In one hour there will be nothing left.”

“You will destroy yourselves?’’ The Praetor could
not keep the horror from his voice.

“Perhaps. But we will maintain what we are. And
we will not have helped our enemies. You see no
evidence of warfare? But we are a warrior people. We
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have spent our lives in constant warfare against our
environment. We must fight to survive. And we have
learned to prepare ourselves. We are prepared for
you.”

The Praetor’s face was a mask of failure. He was
completely at a loss.

“The interview is over.” Joramm’s voice was sud-
denly sharp. ““You and your fleet will depart Canara or
Canara will die. You have six hours, sir!”

Joramm turned his head, shutting the Praetor out as
surely as if he had slammed a door in his face. He was
insulted and he knew it. That this frail old man could
out-maneuver the might of the Romulan empire—he
could not accept it. There was a way to defeat this
puny, washed-out old fool. He would find it . . . and if
he did not, if the empire must die, he would at least
have the satisfaction of draining the lifeblood of
Canara. He would not kill them—oh, no. But he would
scorch their planet until nothing could survive. The
water would be tainted and the land sterile. Canara
would die in the lingering agony of starvation. What-
ever the outcome, they would not win.

“Captain! A message from Star Fleet Command
coming in, sir. It’s coded and scrambled.”

“Put it on the viewer,” replied Captain Garson.

““Aye, sir.”

Iota winced as Admiral Poppaelia’s angular face
appeared.

“Captain Garson. Admiral [ota.”

Poppaelia’s formality made both men uneasy.

““Admiral,” acknowledged Garson.

“We have some new information on the Romulan
problem. It is more acute than we dreamed. It seems
the Romulan empire has, indeed, invaded the bound-
aries of Federation space . . .”

“What did I tell you? And would you listen? What
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are you going to do about it? Or is it already too late?”’
interrupted Iota accusingly.

“I’m getting to that. It seems we do have a chance
for peace. Their purpose is not military.”

Poppaelia ignored Iota’s explosion, but Garson’s
look of disbelief unsettled him. If he lost Garson there
would be no controlling Iota, and they would be
destroyed.

“The Romulans have been attacked by a plague of
unbelievable proportions. They desperately need
medical assistance.” 1

“Then why didn’t they ask for it?”’ Iota barked.

“Would you have given it to them? That’s why.
Your reaction speaks for itself. They felt they could
expect no help so they decided to try to trade for or
take by force the supplies they needed.”

“Sir, may I ask the source of this information?”
Garson asked.

“Yes. It’s a reliable one: Kirk and the Enterprise. It
seems he managed to capture a Romulan officer who
corroborates the story. Moreover, the Enterprise’s
medical officer has conclusive proof the disease exists.
He has come up with a vaccine that can stop the
course of the plague—if it can be made and adminis-
tered fast enough.”

““Sir, was there any question as to who was the
prisoner of whom? It is completely out of character for
a Romulan to allow himself to be captured.”

For the first time since they had met, Iota regarded
the Potemkin’s captain with a tinge of respect.

“No doubt. Not in my mind, at least. As far as I can
see Kirk is a free agent. I've given him two solar days
to come up with some kind of a solution.”

“Don’t you think that was a decision for the entire
council to make?”’ said Iota tightly.

“There wasn’t time. The Romulan fleet is at Canara.
Kirk is taking the Enterprise there. He has my authori-
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zation to act as intermediary for the Federation, to try
to negotiate a settlement. Until that time you will take
no action except in self-defense. Justifiable self-de-
fense. Is that clear? You have been apprised of the
situation, gentlemen.”

Poppaelia’s image faded from the screen and the
joint commanders looked at one another.

“I don’t believe it.”

Iota’s jaw was set and his voice carried complete
conviction.

“I admit it requires a lot of faith, Admiral. But I
know Kirk, and his word has always been sounder
than most formal treaties.”

“I don’t doubt your friend, Garson, and I'm aware
of his credentials, but who can withstand the kind of
brainwashing techniques those savages use? It’s all an
elaborate plot to take us by surprise. I don’t believe
it.”

“We are under orders, Admiral.”

“I can see no valid evidence Kirk is in command of
the situation. He could just as easily be a hostage, used
to Iull us into complacency while the Romulans pre-
pare their attack. I will not sit idly by while the
Federation is duped.”

““We are under orders,” repeated Garson, but the
admiral shed his words with a lift of his head.

“I will not stand idly by,” he intoned.

Iota was standing behind the command chair in an
attitude befitting a conqueror. His head was high, his
shoulders squared and there was a light of conviction
in his eyes. Garson watched him with growing appre-
hension and the dawning knowledge he was dealing
with a fanatic.

)
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Chapter 13 |

“Captain’s Log: stardate thirty-one twenty-eight
point eight, Mikel Garson, Captain, USS Po-
temkin, recording.

““We are holding position at the Neutral Zone
awaiting further orders from Star Fleet Com-
mand. The situation is intense, nerves are on
edge, and I am particularly concerned about Ad-
miral Iota. He seems to be almost pathologically
convinced the Romulans intend to provoke a war.
I must admit his arguments are not so far-fetched
as I first believed, but his obsession with the
‘Romulan menace’ is frightening. He has been in
his quarters since our last contact with Star Fleet
Command. 1 am afraid he is considering some
drastic action.” A
Admiral Iota, Star Fleet Intelligence, member of the
Defense Council, known to his friends as ‘Jake,’
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emerged from his quarters. Crewmen, watching him
pass, looked twice. The sense of purpose which drew
their eyes coursed through his veins like fire. He saw
the obvious solution. Only one course promised com-
plete safety for the Federation. So simple. Why hadn’t
he thought of it before? True, it defied that clacking
grandmother Poppaelia’s orders, but that was only a
technicality. When it was successfully over and he was
a hero, the savior of the Federation, no one would
remember. Or if they did, it would be to authorize his
actions. He smiled as he walked through the last metal
doorway separating him from his goal. The doors
snapped shut behind him, concealing his presence. A
sign on the wall read ‘‘Auxiliary Control.”

“Captain! My helm control has been cut off! I've
lost the ship!”

‘“*Are you sure, Helm? Check that control panel.”

Arviela’s salt and pepper head bent over the control
panel as she checked the circuitry. Her enameled
silver nails pressed buttons with deliberate care.

“No, sir. The control panel checks out. Power has
been cut off—diverted to some other area.”

“Engineering! Are you having difficulties?”’

“No, sir, everything’s normal down here.”” The
engineer’s voice was puzzled.

“Captain . . . I've lost the phasers too—it’s like a
main power switch has been flipped off.”’

“Go to manual.”

*“‘No manual response, sir.”

Garson watched Arviela check the controls for the
third time. His worries over Iota became a solid rock
in his stomach: he knew what had happened. Iota had
sabotaged the manual safeguards, taken over auxiliary
control and was at this moment by-passing the main
computer.
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“Auxiliary control,”” Garson snapped at the inter-
com. ‘‘Admiral lota.”

‘“Captain,” acknowledged Iota, oozing sarcasm
around the title.

“Admiral, I must ask you to return helm and phaser
control to the bridge.”

I think not.”

““Admiral, I remind you I am military commander of
this mission.”

“And I will remind you of my rank and my position
on the Defense Council. Do you really think Star Fleet
Command would, in the end, accept your views over
mine?”’

“My authority—from the head of the Defense Coun-
cil—is on record.”

“Perhaps, perhaps,” Iota answered, ‘‘in normal
times. But we are at war and war requires drastic
measures. If we sit here and wait for the Romulans to
shoot first we’re throwing away the best chance we
have!”

““Admiral, no one has made a move! The Romulans
are completely within their nghts’ You can’t fire on
them!”

“The Romulan fleet has mvaded Federation space.”

Tota’s voice stated this fact as if it were a religious
tenet repeated in blind faith. Garson was helpless to
combat his righteous conviction. Physical battles he
could fight, diplomatic discussions he could cope with,
but he had no idea how to pierce Iota’s blindness.

“Admiral, wait! Please give it some time. You can
always attack. Just give me some time!”’

“There is no time.”

“Yes, there is! One day! Just one day and I'll give
in.”

Garson caught a flicker of hesitation on the admi-
ral’s face and pressed harder.
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“Do it for the Federation you love. Give peace a
chance before you plunge into war. Please, Admiral,
think of the Federation.”

I think only of the Federation. All right, Captain,
one day. But that is all. If at the end of that time peace
has not been declared, this ship will attack the enemy.
One day,” repeated the admiral as he switched off the
intercom.

Captain Garson drew a deep breath and let it out
slowly. One day. He had no ship, no weapons. At least
the other ships were functional . . . and he still had
communications. He had told Iota relying on Kirk was
a matter of faith. The truth of his own statement
mocked him.

“Lieutenant, get me Poppaelia. Block the transmis-
sion so it can’t be monitored by Auxiliary Control.”

*‘Aye, sir. I have him, sir.”

“On the screen.”

“Yes, Garson?”’

Poppaelia sounded annoyed and Garson could not
blame him.

“I am afraid I'm forced to add to your burdens, sir. I
must report that Admiral Iota has barricaded himself
in Auxiliary Control and now holds weaponry, helm
and navigational systems. He refuses to believe the
Romulans do not want war. He has issued an ultima-
tum: if he does not have conclusive proof peace is
declared within twenty-four hours, he will attack the
Romulan ships in the Neutral Zone.”

“My God!”

Garson nodded.

“I’ll do my best to outmaneuver him, sir, but there’s
only one sure way I can see to stop him.”

“Don’t do it until the last moment. Keep at him. I
know he’s a fanatic, but I don’t think he’s completely
crazy. I think you can still get through to him.”
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“‘Sir, he has very little respect for me.”

Poppaelia snorted.

“He has little respect for anyone, but he’s big on
facts. Do your best. If Kirk comes through . . .”

Poppaelia left the sentence unfinished as his image
faded from the screen. Kirk was the fulcrum of the
situation. If he could push things the Federation’s
way—and he had managed some tight spots before—
there might be a chance to defeat the admiral’s obses-
sion. Garson clung to this isolated sliver of hope.

“Captain, I have Canara on the sensors. ETA, forty
minutes.”

“Very good, Mister Spock. Mister Chekov, put us
in standard orbit around Canara, but keep the Romu-
lan fleet on the other side of the planet at all times.”

“That will require an oblique approach, Captain,”
replied the navigator. “‘It will take longer.”’

“Yes. 1 don’t want the Romulans to know we’re
here . . . yet.”

“Aye, sir.”

Spock turned from the computer station and went
quietly to the captain’s side. Kirk looked up from the
report he had just signed. His eyes held an unspoken
question.

“I have investigated the Canarans, Captain. They
are indeed a primal and ruthless people, but they are
endeavoring to extend their knowledge. The head of
the Canaran council of elders, Romm Joramm, is in a
large measure responsible for this. I believe if he can
be convinced to deal with the Romulans there is hope
bloodshed may be avoided.”

“This . . . Romm Joramm . . . how does he feel
about the Federation?”

“It was through his leadership Canara became a
member of the Federation.”
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“Then we should be able to come to some agree-
ment.”’

“Yes . . . but it would be unwise to discount the
stubbornness and severity of the Canaran people.
Once committed to a line of action, they are not easily
swayed.”

Uhura cupped a hand over the subspace receiver in
her ear. She cocked her head to catch a faint signal.

**Sir, I'm picking up a distress signal from Canara.
It’s faint, sir. They’re requesting assistance from Star
Fleet.”

“Good. They should welcome us, then.”

“Fortuitous indeed, Captain,” commented Spock.

“Jim, timely though our arrival may be, how do you
think the Canarans will react when they find there are
Romulans aboard the Enterprise?’’ asked Doctor Mc-
Coy.

“That does present a problem,’
with a glance at S’Talon.

*‘Indeed, Captain. The Canarans may believe they
are being manipulated. And if you present me as a
prisoner of war they are not likely to accept me as an
ambassador,” interposed S’Talon.

“Mmmm . . . Lieutenant Uhura, open a channel to
Canara—scrambled—I want to speak with Romm
Joramm.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Perhaps, Captain, it would be better if I withdrew
during your interview,” said S Talon.

“Thank you, Commander. That would be wise.
Doctor McCoy, would you escort the commander?”’

“I’d be happy to. Sir?”

The Romulan leveled a look at Kirk, a warning
against betrayal. He watched the human’s changing
hazel eyes absorb the warning and respond. ‘‘Trust
me,” they said. He had no alternative . . . trust was

5

murmured Kirk
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the only chance the empire had. For himself, he was
lost. He knew when he looked on the Praetor’s face he
would see his own death.

“I have Romm Joramm, sir.”

Kirk waited until S’Talon and McCoy had left before
he replied.

“Put him on the screen, Lieutenant.”

‘‘Aye, sir,”” acknowledged Uhura.

Kirk had never met a Canaran. Except for the
vaguest generalizations and the information Spock had
given him, he knew nothing about Canara, but Romm
Joramm impressed him. The man’s immense dignity
gave his frail body stature. It flowed through his
movements and hung in the drapery of his clothing.
His pale gold eyes were translucent.

“Welcome,” he said. ‘I am Romm Joramm, leader
of the Council of Elders.”

*“James Kirk, sir, commanding the USS Enterprise.
We heard your distress signal.”

“Yes. We are in most dire need of help. We have
been invaded by Romulans. They came disguised as
traders, demanding gran. When we refused they said
they would take what they needed. We told them we
would destroy the crop. In turn, I think they will
destroy us.”

*“Sir, would you consider letting the Romulans buy
your gran—at a fair price?”’

Kirk’s face held all the earnest honesty of a cherub.

“If they had come to us openly . . . but no. They
have lied; they must take the consequences. But why
do you ask—are you with them? Is this a trick?”

The old man’s voice sharpened suddenly and Kirk
thanked the providence that had removed S’Talon
from the bridge. It had been a wise move.

‘““No. No. But there are extenuating circum-
stances.”

185



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

Romm Joramm checked his rising anger and waited
for an explanation. The captain launched his argu-
ment.

“The Romulan empire is, itself, under attack—not
by military force, but by disease. A plague has de-
stroyed one-third of the population. There is a medi-
cine that can stop the plague, but to make it they need
gran. Their own supplies ran out long ago. They come
to you wounded and for that reason they are danger-
ous, for they have nothing to lose. If you will sell them
gran there is a chance the Romulan empire will survive
and you will prevent a galactic war.”

““The Romulans are enemies of the Federation. Why
do we not simply allow them to die? The life of this
planet would not be too high a price to pay for the
survival of the whole Federation, unmolested by this
outside menace.”

Sir, I will be honest with you. There are many who
see no objection to what you propose. It would seem
to be a practical solution. But it means war. And war
means suffering and death for both sides. It is in our
best interest to prevent it.”

Joramm considered this.

*“I see,” he said. Suddenly he smiled. *‘It means we
must place what we would like to do behind the
welfare of the people. That is a lesson, Captain, I have
been working on all my life. I doubt that I shall ever
master it. However, in this instance, I see in the
bending of my will a measure of profit. Not only will
Canara survive, it will become rich—at least by our
standards.”

The captain felt relief flow through his body. He
answered Joramm’s smile with his own. ‘“Thank you,
sir,” he said.

“Thank you, young man. I owe you a debt for
curbing my temper. You are,”” he added with a twinkle,
“extremely persuasive.”
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“I have a temper of my own, sir,” replied Kirk,
“and it has often been diverted by the hand of a
friend.”

S’Talon fingered the plump leaf of a violet, touched
the delicate blue and white blossom. McCoy busied
himself picking the dead blooms from a small magnolia
tree. He kept an eye on the Romulan, but did not
intrude upon his privacy. The botany lab was fresh
with the smell of growing things. If there were only a
breeze the doctor could have shut his eyes and pre-
tended he was home in Georgia.

“What a lush place your Earth must be, Doctor, to
be so filled with beauty.”

The still air quelled S’Talon’s voice and the deep
quiet of the plants swallowed it, but McCoy still heard
his murmured comment.

‘“Yes, it is,”” he answered.

S’Talon looked up sharply. Dark Romulan eyes un-
der angled brows scanned the Terran’s face. It was
crossed with a pain he did not understand. ““Is there
something wrong, Doctor? You look as if you do not
feel well.”

“I don’t,” said McCoy.

“Then help must be summoned. Your sickbay . . .’

“No, Commander, I'm not ill.”

McCoy paused, uncertain what to say.

“There is pain in your eyes—surely not without
cause.”

“The centurion, Commander. I am so sorry. If only
we had discovered the vaccine in time she might still
be alive.”

S’Talon’s mind clouded. He would feel S’Tarleya’s
loss for the rest of his life, but it had not been anyone’s
fault. If guilt existed, it was his, for blindness. He
turned, his deep eyes seeking the doctor’s.

“It could not be helped, Doctor. S’Tarleya was
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pleased there was a chance for the rest of her people.
She said you told her she was the instrument of their
survival.”” These humans were the strangest combina-
tion of strength and weakness. ““Is there hope, Doc-
tor? Can your captain produce miracles?”’

McCoy smiled.

“Some think he can, Commander. He will do his
best . . . and that is exceptional.”

“Of that, Doctor, I have ample proof,” replied
S’Talon.

“He’s one of a kind,”” said McCoy.

“Let us hope so,” said S’Talon so fervently the
doctor chuckled.

The intercom sounded and McCoy dug behind a
large philodendron and activated it.

“McCoy here.”

“Kirk here. Bones, the Canarans have agreed to sell
their gran to the Romulans and they’ve accepted
S’Talon as the Romulan ambassador. Please have
S’Talon return to Control. It’s time to hood the fal-
con.”

“That may not be easy, Captain.”

Kirk swiveled the command chair to face his first
officer.

“You’re telling me,” he murmured. “We’ve got to
place them at a disadvantage.”

“We do have them at a technical disadvantage. They
have invaded our territory and threatened aggression
against a member of the Federation. The practical
situation is, however, entirely different,” said Spock.

“One ship against the entire Romulan fleet.”” Kirk
bent his head. “One ship,” he murmured reflectively.
“Our only chance is to surprise them—command the
situation intellectually.”

“‘Canara coming up, sir,” interposed Sulu.

‘“Standard orbit, Mister Sulu.”

““Aye, Captain. Standard orbit.”
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“‘Captain, the Romulan fleet is on the other side of
the planet,” said Chekov.

The captain ran a finger across his lower lip.

“Mister Chekov, plot an intercept course that will
put us right in the middle of them. No shields. Stand
by. Doctor McCoy to Control,” he said to Uhura.

Chekov and Sulu exchanged glances. Chekov took a
deep breath and carried out the captain’s order.

“Course plotted, sir,” he said.

““Warp one, Mister Sulu.”

‘“‘Aye, sir.”

The Enterprise sailed into the heart of the Romulan
fleet with the aplomb of an ancient wooden vessel
under full sail. She glided gracefully to a halt in front of
the Praetor’s flagship. Like the proverbial fair and
innocent maiden, she floated serenely in the midst of a
pack of hungry wolves.

“The man is mad!”

‘‘Not mad, my Praetor, but very, very clever,” said
a Romulan officer. ‘““That is the Enterprise, com-
manded by Kirk. I have faced him before. He never
does anything without a reason.”

The Praetor glared at the Federation starship.

*“This is how S’Talon buys time!” he said, contempt
in his voice. ‘I will talk with this Kirk! Open a
communications channel.”

‘“At once, Praetor.”

Stars melted from the Romulan viewscreen and
alien faces took their places . . . alien except for one.

*“S’Talon!” snarled the Praetor. ‘‘This is what you
have done for the empire!”

He spat the words and S’Talon straightened imper-
ceptibly.

“Yes, my Praetor,” he answered steadily.

The Praetor! Kirk and his bridge crew studied the
Romulan leader with undisguised curiosity. They saw
a huge man whose handsome features were stained
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with pride, passion and ruthless self-interest. Kirk
knew immediately this man would do nothing for the
sake of the empire that did not also directly benefit
himself.

“Where is your ship, S’Talon? And your crew?”’
said the Praetor in a soft voice with razor-sharp edges.

“‘His ship is destroyed and his crew are dead or
aboard this vessel.”

“Kirk,” guessed the Praetor.

*Sir,” he acknowledged.

*So. You have S’Talon and his crew . . . and I have
you. An entertaining situation.”

““More than entertaining, sir: cataclysmic. If you
choose to make it so.”

“I, Captain? I hardly think you are in a position to
be belligerent.”

“No,” said Kirk, challenge slashing from his eyes,
“I have come to plead with you! For our lives . . . and
the life of the Romulan empire.”

“The Romulan empire is not your concern, Cap-
tain.”

“You have invaded Federation space—that makes it
my concern. Your people are dying. Unless you re-
ceive immediate help, there will be no empire, only a
handful of scattered survivors. Hardly fit to rule,” he
added deviously.

“We can do very well without you, Captain.”

“No. You have already found out the Canarans are
loyal to the Federation. Without the sanction of the
Federation they will never give you the gran you need.
And you will not be able to take it. If you attempt force
they will destroy the entire supply. You need me,
Praetor.”

“I am to trust to the Federation’s good will to supply
medical assistance to its enemies?”’

“You must. And good will is hardly our motive.
Canara is a member of the Federation and as such
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deserves Federation protection and assistance—we
can hardly allow you to pillage as you please. By your
blatant military entry into Federation space you have
jeopardized the fragile truce we maintain. We do not
desire war. The cost to both sides would be astronomi-
cal. And Canara is the nearest major source of gran.
By the time you found another supply, it would be too
late to matter.”

“What you say has the uncomfortable feel of truth,”
murmured the Praetor.

*‘An empire of the dead is no empire,” said Kirk. *‘I
have always been impressed by the military calibre of
Romulan warriors. You are fortunate, sir, to have
officers of Commander S’Talon’s quality. His foresight
may well save the situation. Surely the Emperor will
repay the one who is responsible for the very exis-
tence of the Romulan race. Such a man would be
honored everywhere . . . the . . . rewards . . . would
be incalculable.”

Kirk watched the Praetor sniff at the bait. Fame—
and fortune—have a pleasant scent, and the Romulan
was on the verge of intoxication when he pulled his
desires to a hait.

“The welfare of the people is my first concern,’” he
stated pompously.

“Of course, sir,” answered Kirk, suppressing a
smile.

“If you will beam S’Talon aboard, we can proceed
with the negotiations.”

I think not. The Commander has knowledge valu-
able to our medical staff . . .”

“That’s right,” said McCoy. ‘“We’ve isolated the
mutation in the virus and are making extensive tests to
determine the effectiveness of a vaccine.”

“‘Besides,” added Kirk, ‘‘the Commander is much
too valuable as an intermediary. The Canarans have
agreed to accept S’Talon as the Romulan envoy.”
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The Praetor looked down his long and elegant nose.
So. S’Talon could not be made a scapegoat. Well, he
would claim S’Talon’s glory—so he got only enough to
save his life. That was more than he deserved. He
allowed the silence to lengthen. His voice, when he
spoke, was superior and a little bored.

“We will allow this,”” he said royally.

Kirk smiled.

“*Good. Negotiations will begin immediately. The
commander will inform you of the details.”

Kirk stepped back to allow S’Talon exclusive use of
the communications line. "

“You would seem to have averted disaster, Cap-
tain.”’

Spock was at his elbow.

‘“Keep your fingers crossed,” answered the captain.

Spock tilted his head, considering.

““What possible effect can crossing the fingers pro-
duce? 1 was not aware of any extraordinary human
abilities . . .”

Kirk chuckled, tension draining away.

“Only you, Spock,” said McCoy.
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Chapter 14

S’Tokkr, science officer of the Romulan ship Eagle,
rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. He
knew he was ill, but he had no time for infirmities of
the flesh. Without his expertise the bridge crew would
be crippled. The vessel was badly understaffed—more
so even than those which followed the Praetor. At this
moment he manned both his own science station and
the special weapons console.

S’Tokkr shook his head to clear it and sent a wave of
dizziness over his mind. His close-fitting helmet was
stifling. He felt squeezed inside it, unable to breathe.
In desperation, regulations or no regulations, he
wrenched it off. Breathing deeply, he forced his eyes
back to the scanners, determined to remain at his post.
He blinked hard, willing his eyes to focus on the
screens. The fluctuating computer patterns held him
mesmerized and he knew he was fighting a losing
battle. He opened his mouth to summon help, but no
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sound came. His eyes rolled up and he collapsed on
the console.

‘“‘Captain!”

An engineering technician pointed to S’Tokkr’s su-
pine form.

The Romulan captain growled an oath.

“Remove him!” -

S’Tokkr’s body was dragged from its post with little
delicacy. His lifeless hands rattled keys as they slid
across the console. One finger knocked against a
small, orange lever hard enough to move it. No one
noticed.

“Captain, the cloaking device!”

Arviela’s exclamation knocked Garson out of his
reverie. His eyes snapped to the viewscreen just in
time to see the last of the Romulan ships wink out of
sight.

“Ship’s status?”’

“QOur shields have been activated.”

““Get me an open channel to the rest of the fleet!”

“Our course is being charted into the Neutral
Zone!” interposed the navigator.

“You’'re on, sir.”

““This is Garson of the Potemkin. You all know how
the situation stands. No vessel in this detachment will
enter the Neutral Zone without my express order.”
There was a painful pause. It took an immense effort
of will for Garson to issue his next order. ‘‘Should the
Potemkin begin to move toward the Neutral Zone, all
ships will block her path. If this does not deter her,
you are authorized to shoot her down. Stop her any
way you can.”

Garson indicated the end of the transmission with a
wave of his hand and then said, ‘“‘Get me lota.”

Iota sat hunched in his chair, oblivious of the cap-
tain’s summons. He concentrated on the course he
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was plotting toward the last position of the Romulan
vessels.

“Give it up, Admiral!”

Garson'’s voice held a note of command Iota had not
previously heard.

“They’ve activated the cloaking device. It’s clear
they mean to attack! I’m going to be there first!”

Iota punched a button and Arviela murmured, ‘‘Half
impulse power.”

“This time I hold the high card, Admiral,” said
Garson.

Iota’s arrogance turned to shocked disbelief as the
rest of the Federation detachment glided into the
Potemkin’s path. His sensors told him their defense
shields were in place.

“Checkmate, Admiral.”

“What is the meaning of this?”’

“If you attempt to take the Potemkin into the Neu-
tral Zone, the rest of the fleet will destroy us.”

“The Romulans attack!”

“We will not.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Try me.”

Garson’s voice was chilling in its certainty.

Iota hesitated, then touched another control and the
ship hung in space.

“I did, after all, give you twenty-four hours. Eight
remain. After that I will not hesitate to use the facili-
ties at my disposal. This discussion is terminated.”

The screen went dark. Garson rose from his com-
mand chair and began a meandering tour of the bridge.
His frown cut a V of wrinkles on his usually untrou-
bled forehead as he wrestled with an impossible im-
passe.

“What!”
Tiercellus leaped to his feet with the agility of a
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twenty-year-old acrobat and immediately regretted it,
but he was too preoccupied to worry about the stitch
in his side.

“As 1 stated, sir, the Eagle’s cloaking device was
inadvertently activated. Because the Eagle was your
ship, the other vessels assumed they were to follow
suit. We estimate the fleet has been invisible for a
quarter,”” answered the Eagle’s captain.

‘“And the Federation vessels?”’

“One started to move toward the Neutral Zone, but
the others cut her off. They were running with full
shields.”

“‘Most unusual. Deactivate the device, Captain, and
signal the other ships as well. The time has not yet
come to engage the enemy. We are the Praetor’s
insurance. We must never forget that fact and be ready
to aid him should he need us.”

*“I obey.”

Tiercellus struggled into his tunic, favoring his right
side. He removed a bottle, vial and glass from a
storage cabinet and poured himself a healthy dose of
blue ale. Its power would cover the unpleasant taste of
his medication. He carefully squeezed three drops of
blood-red liquid into the ale, lifted the glass and stirred
the mixture with a circular motion of his hand. It was a
deep purple draught, rich as the border on the Emper-
or’s robe, royal as the heritage of the Romulan way.
He drank it in one swallow and made his way toward
the bridge.

His movements were more sure, more decisive than
they had been. There was a spring in his step the years
had ground away. He would not survive this encoun-
ter. He had accepted his fate. Still, he would choose
his own good time to die.

As he entered the ship’s bridge, the Eagle’s captain
vacated his position with obsequious haste. Once Tier-
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cellus would have refused this courtesy, but not now.
He sank into the comfort of the command chair with a
grateful nod to the captain.

*Call weapons master Hexce to the bridge,” he said
to the communications engineer. ‘‘And I would speak
with the Potemkin’s captain. We will try to decipher
his reasons for attacking his own fieet.”

Hexce, in response to Tiercellus’ call, appeared on
the bridge. One glance told him his commander’s
condition. He moved unobtrusively to a position just
behind the command chair.

‘“‘Federation starship Potemkin. Supreme Com-
mander of the Fleet Tiercellus will speak with your
captain! Reply!”

The Romulan’s command was answered almost in-
stantly.

“Well, Tiercellus. So you decided to show your-
self.”

The human’s insinuation of cowardice left the
Romulan unruffled.

“Were I you, Captain,” he countered, ‘I would
speak more diplomatically to a superior adversary.”

“I see no evidence of superiority, sir. Merely a
certain flair for deceit and trickery.”

““I, at least, have control of my forces.”

“And I do not?” queried Garson. The bluff he was
running was €normous.

““Is it a normal procedure for one Federation ship to
attack another? I have always considered mutiny out-
side accepted regulations. Perhaps this is a Romulan
prejudice.”

Garson gave a short, wicked chuckle.

It got you back out in the open, didn’t it?”’

““Your actions in no way determine mine,” returned
Tiercellus.

Garson'’s chuckle sounded again.
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*“1 suggest, sir, you and your fleet retire—this time
in actual fact—from the area. Your presence here is a
waste of time for both of us.”

“That may be, Captain, but the Romulan empire
does not act out of expediency to the Federation. You
will yield, sir—now-—or later, in a much less . . .” he
paused, amusement in his eyes ‘. . . humane manner.
The choice is yours, sir.”

Tiercellus severed communications and sank back
in the command chair. He tried to relax, but Hexce
could see the rapid pulse in the prominent blood
vessels of his old commander’s hands.

“You will be needed, Hexce, and soon,”” said Tier-
cellus softly.

Garson let his breath escape between his teeth in a
relieved whistle.

“Close call, sir.”

Arviela’s comment produced a nod from Garson.

“Too close. We’ve got to get that crackpot out of
auxiliary control.”

“I’ve gone over every single thing I can think of to
pry him out of there, and drawn a blank. He could
barricade himself forever. Nothing’s going to touch
him short of destruction of the ship,” said the Po-
temkin’s science officer.

“Can’t we flood the compartment with tranquilizer
gas—something?”’

“Not without his knowing it. That’s the real prob-
lem, sir. Anything we do down there can be detected.”

Garson considered the risk and found it too great.
No matter what they used, Iota would be able to take
some action before he lost consciousness, and that
action might provoke war. Deep in his heart, Garson
knew he would sacrifice the Potemkin and its crew to
prevent that.

“Then all we have is the human factor.”
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Garson’s voice held little confidence. Trying to
reach the shreds of sanity lurking in the twisted corri-
dors of Iota’s mind was going to be difficult. He did not
consider an understanding of complex personal rela-
tionships to be his forte. Sane, Iota was an insular
personality; mad, he was a depth charge waiting for
detonation. He might already be irrevocably primed
for disaster. Yet Poppaelia seemed to feel there was a
chance to get through to him.

“There’s one thing, sir,” said Arviela.

“Yes, Lieutenant?”’

“He doesn’t want to die. He backed off when the
rest of the fleet confronted him. Maybe if he had a
good excuse to give in . . .”

““I see your point.”

‘“Message coming in, sir. It’s Admiral Poppaelia,”
interposed Commander Yellowhorse at the communi-
cations post.

“On screen.”

Poppaelia’s leathery face was positively wreathed in
smiles and Garson’s heart lifted for the first time in
hours. Poppaelia launched his news with no prelimi-
nary.

“Garson, we’ve heard from Kirk! He’s arranged a
truce whereby the Federation and the Romulan empire
can resolve their differences. No war. That should get
you off the hook.”

“Good news, Admiral. Very good news, indeed.
What about the situation here?”’

“What you’re facing there, Garson, is the Romulan
rear guard.”

“I don’t suppose the truce will affect their position.”

“Hardly.”

“Couldn’t you ask them to withdraw?”’

“We’ve tried that. They won’t budge. The Praetor
was adamant. And since they, at least, are not in
violation of treaty, there isn’t much we can do.”

199



WEB OF THE ROMULANS

“I understand, Admiral.”

““Quit worrying, Garson. We’ve averted war.”

““Maybe,” muttered Garson to himself. Aloud he
said, “I'll consolidate matters here. Except for our
. . . personal difficulties . . . things are static.”

“Satisfactory. Let me know if you need help. Re-
port any changes in the situation immediately. Pop-
paelia out.”

Garson nodded to Yellowhorse.

““Admiral Iota, sir.”

“Good news, Admiral.”” Garson tried to channel
every ounce of confidence he could muster into his
voice. “The Romulan crisis has been resolved: Peace
is declared.”

“I heard.”

‘““Then you know there’s no longer any reason for
aggression against the Romulans.”

“I know nothing of the kind. I see four Romulan
ships. They have not withdrawn. There is no peace.”

“Surely you don’t disbelieve Admiral Poppaelia?”

“Bah. That bleeding-heart? He’d lie through his
teeth to avoid honest combat. As a matter of fact, he
did lie.”

“What do you mean, Admiral?”’

“Quit while you’re ahead, Garson. You know as
well as I Kirk is dead. I'm surprised at you Garson.
I’m not that easily duped.”

Garson spoke slowly, trying to pound each word
into Iota’s armored mind.

“James Kirk is not dead. He has negotiated peace
between the Federation and the Romulan empire.
There is no reason for hostility.”

“Don’t make me laugh. You won’t fool me with
childish tricks. And you will not deprive me of the
rewards of my actions. You now have two hours in
which to negotiate. I suggest you make use of them.
Iota out.”
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Garson slumped heavily against the front of the
helm console. Somewhere there had to be a key to
unlock Iota’s mind. The man’s confidence in his own
judgment had to be shaken, shaken so hard its back
was broken. It was clear he required proof of any
statement, no matter what its source. Garson acknowl-
edged himself a fool for not realizing this earlier. He
had actually expected the news of Kirk’s success to
change Iota’s position. Well, it had not. No hearsay
would ever do that. Iota had to hear things for himself
or he did not believe them. As an intelligence expert
he would be inundated with false and conflicting opin-
ions, would learn to trust nothing but hard fact. Gar-
son felt he had played his last card. The destruction of
the Potemkin was beginning to look inescapable.

S’Talon surveyed the comfortable but sterile quar-
ters he occupied with a dissatisfaction verging on
anger. He had no justification for his feelings as far as
his treatment was concerned. He had met with respect
and courtesy on every hand.

True, he and his crew were still virtual prisoners of
the Federation, but he had to admit it was as much for
his protection as a lever against the empire. Security
guards were his constant companions, but he was used
to that.

He looked around his apartment again. It had all the
necessities but not one element of personality. The
room was barren except for a long-range, sub-space
communicator, pre-set and locked on the Praetor’s
frequency, and a portable viewer accompanied by a
collection of tapes, kindly lent him by Spock. Yet it
felt like home. That was it! That was what was making
him so disagreeable.

S’Talon isolated his reaction and studied it. This
lifeless atmosphere, untouched by the core of his
personality, felt comfortable. Had he live\d“_in such
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anonymity always? Was it of his own making? He did
not know. He only knew he was now aware of it.
S’'Tarleya’s love, however brief his knowledge of it,
had awakened him to the singleminded narrowness of
his own life. He found, after all, that his career could
not contain him. For the first time in his life his sense
of purpose was an inadequate defense against loneli-
ness.

“I see I am intruding, Commander.”

The Enterprise’s Vulcan first officer stood in the
doorway, his hands cradling something. S'Talon was
startled, but glad of the interruption. His thoughts led
to a dark door closed to his perception.

“On the contrary, I welcome your company. I find
my own thoughts disquieting.”

“That is unfortunate, since they must be your insep-
arable comrades.”

“My ill temper robs me of manners. My thanks for
your thoughtfulness,” said S’Talon, indicating the pile
of tapes.

“I am well aware of the effects of boredom. It is a
disorder particularly devastating to humans.”

“They are an unpredictable lot, if your captain and
medical officer are representative.”

“They are a continual source of interest,” agreed
Spock. “‘However, a discussion of Captain Klrk is not
my motive for seeking you out.”

S’Talon almost smiled at Spock’s rebuke and his
own incorrigible desire to amass information on a
formidable opponent.

“What, then, is your errand? I had thought agree-
ment had been reached between my people and
yours.” @

“I am not here in my capacity as a Star Fleet officer,
but as a distant kinsman.”’

With these words he placed a handsome carving on
the table before S’Talon. The stylized bird of prey had
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a profound effect on the Romulan. Spock watched
S’Talon’s eyes turn to pools of bottomless black and
noted the uncontrolled grief they expressed.

“It was found among the centurion’s personal be-
longings. Doctor McCoy said she requested it be given
to you, Commander.”

A short flash of anger for the alien’s intrusion on
S’Tarleya’s privacy hit S’Talon before he acknowl-
edged the necessity of searching a prisoner’s belong-
ings. He knew he would have been less generous,
would have confiscated all personal possessions. No
doubt the t’liss had been thoroughly checked as a
possible instrument of sabotage or escape. That S Tar-
leya had managed to salvage the one item he cherished
touched the Romulan deeply. It was a fitting gift from
her, encompassing as it did the austere ideal of the
WarTior.

Spock ran a sensitive finger over the satiny wood
with an appreciation S’Talon had not expected.

‘It is a thing of beauty, Commander.”

“Yes. And of a rarity I had not before realized.”

The Romulan spoke of something far more valuable
than a work of art and Spock found himself regretting
the political and ideological barriers between them.
Yet for a few short hours Romulan, Vulcan and human
had managed to accept their differences and combine
their energies to prevent a war and shackle disease.
Perhaps it was a beginning.

The Romulan communications officer whirled in his
chair, his eyes incredulous.

“Sir! A message from the Praetor! They have de-
clared . . . peace!”

Tiercellus straightened with an effort and leaned
forward.

“Details,” he commanded.

“‘His most glorious excellency . . .’
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Tiercellus grimaced.

*“. . . has declared peace between the Romulan em-
pire and the United Federation of Planets . . . we have
obtained sufficient supplies to stem the plague.”

“It seems we are not to die in battle after all, my
friend,” said Tiercellus.

Hexce smiled.

“We are cheated even of that,” he agreed.

“Our orders are to make no move, but to maintain
our position here on the borders of the Neutral Zone.
The Praetor’s fleet will rendezvous with us when they
have completed negotiations.”

Tiercellus sank into his chair. He was drained of
purpose, yet Hexce could see the command the old
man exercised over his body. Wracked with pain, he
was using the last of his mental strength to subdue it.

“The crisis passes, Hexce, and so must I,” said
Tiercellus softly. His hands were braced against the
arms of his chair and his breath now came in short,
harsh gasps. i

“No.”

Hexce’s voice, low and broken, surprised Tiercel-
lus. Their comradeship went deeper than he had real-
ized. The sorrow, the protest in the big engineer’s
voice warmed Tiercellus even as he felt the cold cloak
of death begin to close around his body.

‘“‘Remember your promise, Hexce.”

Hexce nodded.

*“I will keep my oath to the death,” he replied.

Tiercellus raised one hand and grasped Hexce's
massive forearm in salute.

“We will meet again, Hexce, in that isle reserved for
all old comrades and respected enemies. I shall await
you, my steadfast friend,” Tiercellus whispered.

They were his last words.

So the eagle of the Romulan empire died.

Hexce felt his commander’s grip loosen. His face set
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in a granite mask of sorrow, but he rose to the task
Tiercellus had set him. He got slowly to his feet. The
bridge was still. Hexce’s eyes swept captain and crew.
They were stunned, suddenly weak.

“I thought he would live forever,’
captain.

Hexce, aware of the void in his own heart, was
quick to recognize it in another’s. Tiercellus had been
right. He was needed.

““Captain, if you will check the sealed order tapes,
you will see I am now in command of the detachment.
I know my appointment is somewhat irregular, but you
will find it is in total accord with Supreme Commander
Tiercellus’ authorization. His body is to be prepared
for burial and treated with all the respect it is due.”

The captain punched up the orders and Hexce
watched as Tiercellus’ body was borne away. His
piercing eyes sparked as he noted the careless indiffer-
ence of one of the orderlies, and he vowed to teach the
man respect for the dead. The methods he contem-
plated were not gentle.

The Romulan captain turned from the computer
tape and saluted Hexce. Though the form of his action
was correct, it was clear he did not relish being com-
manded by an engineer who, until a few moments past,
was his distinct inferior in the chain of command. It
was also clear Tiercellus’ orders were not to be coun-
termanded or disputed. Hexce ignored the captain’s
arrogance. Like his old commander, he had little to
lose.

“Well, Captain, our orders are plain. We await the
Praetor. In the meantime, I shall be in engineering. My
supervision is required.”” Hexce paused, sure the cap-
tain was not listening to him. His voice became a whip,
lashing out with deadly accuracy. ‘‘Remember, Cap-
tain, we are under a truce. Though he wished for death
in battle, Tiercellus knew his own desires were of
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small importance next to the preservation of the em-
pire. He will be your example . . . you will await my
command.”

The captain’s inattention vanished.

“I hear and obey,” he answered. There was a sin-
cerity in his voice which caused Hexce a private smile.
He was not without a temper, and the captain knew it.
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Chapter 15

Admiral Iota surveyed the slick efficiency of Auxiliary
Control with the pride of ownership. He allowed him-
self to enjoy the compact power at his fingertips.
Everything was so carefully designed it created the
illusion a single man could handle the ship. Mentally
he checked off vital ship’s stations: communications,
helm, navigation, engineering, a mini science-compu-
ter center . . . weapons.

Weapons. They were the ship’s real power—not her
warp speed engines, but the ability to destroy the
enemy. Between phasers and photon torpedoes the
Potemkin’s destructive potential was considerable.
Not much could stand against her. Iota ran his hand
over the phaser control panel, thinking of past con-
quests and the long line of heroic tradition. He be-
longed to that tradition. Men like Garson and Kirk
never realized that. They always believed they held
active commands due to some temperamental superi-
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ority. What was it Poppaelia had said? That his talent
had always been for ‘‘internal affairs.” He’d show
him. He’d show them all. The great gods of Star Fleet
were blind to the Romulan menace. No doubt they
would still be sitting in their chairs when headquarters
itself was destroyed. He would not. He was about to
show them who the real man of action was. The
thought gave Iota a small curl of pleasure.

He crouched over the weapons station, his eyes on
the timer before him. One finger was poised above the
photon torpedoes, directly over a button marked
“fire.”” In moments the day of grace he had awarded
Garson would end. Iota’s eyes never wavered from the
timer as he silently counted off the seconds. His
excitement mounted as they clicked away.

“Five, four, three, two, one!”” he mouthed and his
eyes ignited as he pushed the button.

The dim lighting in the captain’s cabin was meant to
simulate night. It painted the walls with dark, velvety
shadows and spread a transparent wash of peace over
the room. A grill-work partition cast its geometric
pattern across the bed where James Kirk was
stretched out. He was catching up on some much-
needed rest. His hands were linked across his stomach
and one leg was cocked. Every inch of his compact,
muscular frame reflected tranquility. His eyes were
closed and his breathing deep, but he was not asleep.
His senses were acutely active. In this deeper state of
mental rest which comes from concentrated relaxation
he found a green oasis devoid of responsibility.

He was aware of sound. The ship roared around
him, its gentle vibration magnified by his receptivity. It
throbbed through bone and muscle, its pulse his. He
thought fleetingly of the computer’s statement he and
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the ship were joined, and had to admit in some ways it
was right, though the joining was on a different level
. . . more his love of an idea.

Thoughts wandered through his mind like a child
through a garden, swayed by any fancy. He turned
them over in idle curiosity and wondered at them, but
the sharp perception of his conscious mind was sub-
dued. Like a timeless summer afternoon, it was full of
sun-washed indolence. He reached out for its warm
expanse of peace, found it and sank into it.

‘“‘Captain Kirk.”

His name touched the fringes of his thoughts and he
was immediately alert. His eyes snapped open and
with one fluid move he rolled to his feet and reached
for the intercom.

“Kirk here.”

““Captain, I have a message from Admiral Pop-
paelia,” said Uhura. ‘‘He requests you take it on the
bridge, sir.”

“I’'m on my way.”

An icy tingle ran across the captain’s shoulder
blades. He shrugged it off. What could possibly hap-
pen now, with peaceful negotiations underway and
everybody’s best interest served?

“Bridge,” he told the turbo-lift.

His mind accelerated with his ascent. When he
stepped onto the bridge he found it undisturbed, but
Lieutenant Uhura’s eyes were worried. Kirk nodded
to her.

“Put him on, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.”

““Admiral.”

“I am the tale-bearer of disaster, Captain. The Po-
temkin has fired on the Romulan cortege on the bor-
ders of the Neutral Zone.”

“What?!!”
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“Your hearing is not faulty, Captain.”

“What did Garson think he was doing? Was he
provoked?”

“Captain Garson was not at fault. Admiral Iota has
seized auxiliary control and opened fire on the enemy.
Your situation is most grave. Withdrawal at the earli-
est opportunity is advisable.”

‘“‘Admiral, why hasn’t the Romulan fleet exploded?
They’ve made no move at all.”

“So far none of the shots have landed. Garson
contacted the other vessels in the detachment and
they’ve been shielding the Romulans and countering
Iota’s fire. So far it’s worked, but it’s a risky business
and sooner or later one of those shots will get through.
lIota’s fired only the photon torpedoes—if he uses the
phasers it’ll be almost impossible to stop him.”

‘“*Captain, Captain Garson is calling, sir. He says it’s
urgent.”’

Kirk half-turned toward his communications officer
and Poppaelia noticed the distraction.

“Face it, Jim. Quit trying to find alternatives. Get
out of there while you still can!”’ he said.

‘““Captain, eight Romulan vessels have moved into
position around us,” interposed Sulu. ‘“We’re sur-
rounded.”

““That tears it! Admiral, it seems the Romulan fleet
is warned. We will find a way out of this or . . .”” He
left the sentence unfinished.

“Good luck, Captain,” said Poppaelia gently. The
viewscreen flickered and the admiral was gone.

“Put Garson on.”

““Aye, sir,” answered Uhura.

“Jim!”

“Yes, Mikel. Is there any way out of this mess?”’

“I don’t know. Maybe. So far none of his shots have
hit and the Romulans haven’t reacted at all. Remark-
able forbearance on their part. I've come near order-
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ing the destruction of the ship. I've given lota one hour
to surrender auxiliary control—if he doesn’t I'll have
no alternative. I don’t have much hope . . . he’s never
trusted me. I thought if you talked to him—from the
heart of things—maybe he’d listen.”

*“You think I can reach him?”

“I don’t know. He is completely obsessed by the
idea of the Romulans as enemies. He refuses to believe
we’ve made a peaceful settlement with them. He
thinks we’re all fools.”

“Who would he believe?”’

““His own people? He’s never mentioned allegiance
to anything but ‘the Federation’—no mention of
friends or family.”

“Doesn’t he have something to do with intelligence
and counter-espionage?”’

“Yes.”

“‘He talks like it,” muttered Yellowhorse.

*‘ Admiral Iota is the nominal director of the Federa-
tion Intelligence Corps,” said Spock. ‘“He has been
instrumental in the development of countless intelli-
gence devices.”

Kirk’s eyes lit up.

“Like that sensor unit!”

“Precisely, Captain.”

“Listen, Garson, there may be a way. Do you know
if Iota is in touch with his people?”’

“He does have a special wrist communicator . . .
I’ve never seen him without it.”

“Then I think we may have an outside chance.
Lieutenant Uhura, get S’Talon. Spock, activate that
sensor unit . . . and let’s make sure any mental images
it picks up are related to peaceful cooperation.”

““Affirmative, Captain.”

Spock reached over to the corner of his computer
station and slid his fingers across its surface. A high-
pitched whir, audible only to Vulcan ears mentally
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attuned to it, was the sole evidence of the sensor’s
activation. Spock looked up and nodded.

“Good!” Kirk took a deep breath. “Have you got
S’Talon, Lieutenant?”’

“Not yet, sir. I . . . here he is, Captain.”

*Commander S’Talon,” greeted Kirk.

““Captain, what is the meaning of this? I have just
received word a Federation vessel has opened fire on
four of our ships! I thought we had an agreement—or
are humans really dishonest infidels? Answer me,
Captain! Your life is forfeit if you have no explana-
tion.”

Kirk’s eyes snapped, but he controlied his anger. If
the situation were reversed he would react as S’Talon
had—possibly with less restraint.

“Commander. Is it true none of the shots have
landed?”

“That is true,” conceded the Romulan.

““Shot down by our own vessels?’’

S’Talon inclined his head.

“And are those same vessels deployed in front of
your ships, shielding them?”’

“Yes.”

““Then please listen to me, Commander. The Feder-
ation is the victim of a mutiny. The Potemkin is under
attack from within. Her captain has ordered the ship’s
destruction if the mutineer refuses to surrender. If just
one shot hits there’ll be war. Neither of us wants that.
Nor do I want to see the Potemkin destroyed.”

““What can be done?”

*‘Speak to your superiors. Convince them to give us
time. We have reason to believe this communication is
being monitored—Dby the man responsible for the at-
tack. He refuses to believe the Federation and the
Romulan empire can work together. If we can show
him the truth we might be able to reason with him. Will
you help, Commander?”’
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“Of course. It is in my best interest, and that of the
empire. Without the Canarans’ gran my people will
die. We need your cooperation, Captain, and that of
the Federation. We will not attack unless one of our
ships is hit and we will guarantee your safety unless
war is declared. I pledge it.”

“Thank you, Commander. I can ask no more.”

“Luck, Captain.”

“For all of us, Commander,” replied Kirk as the
Romulan departed. ““Well, Mister Spock?”’

“That should be efficacious, Captain. If the com-
munication was heard.”

“And if it’s been relayed to Iota.” Kirk rubbed his
hands together. ‘“Now we wait,”” he said.

S’Talon walked down the corridor, seething at the
Praetor’s ability to anger him. The man was an over-
blown, pompous egotist who should be told his own
miniscule value in the scheme of things. If only he
were not so dangerous . . . amazing how position and
power enforced respect, even when it was not de-
served. He had had to beg this time and the over-
stuffed windbag had enjoyed it! He had smiled his fat
smile and wallowed in his power. His thoughts in-
creased the force of S’Talon’s footsteps. The humilia-
tion he endured had better be worth it, he thought
savagely. “Peace at any price” he had as much as
stated to the Terran captain, but some prices were too
high—self-respect, dignity. The void take Kirk any-
how!

A wave of frustration rolled over the Romulan at the
thought of his Terran counterpart. Kirk had persuaded
him into all of this. He knew he could not have
managed it on his own. Well, he had a choice. He
could refuse to cooperate, but that would solve noth-
ing. He had agreed to Kirk’s plan because it was the
only possible course of action. And Kirk was at least a
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man of some principle. It was ironic that he found
himself better able to work with his enemies than his
own people. S’Talon growled to himself. Once more he
had spliced the fragile threads of understanding. He
was not adept at diplomacy, yet he was always em-
broiled in its sticky web. He shrugged, mentally cast-
ing off subterfuge and deceit. He craved action. Once
the plague was contained he would request a transfer
to the dangerous exploratory missions on the edges of
Romulan space. He had no doubt the Praetor would
grant his request.

Mikel Garson stood on the bridge of the Potemkin.
His face was white and drawn, the muscles of his jaw
contracted. Strain showed in his eyes and in the tense,
compressed line of his mouth. He twisted his hands
together behind his back. He had no doubt he would
have to destroy the ship. The Poremkin had become a
floating prison, four hundred and thirty people trapped
within its hull. A part of Iota’s assault was a power cut
in ‘“‘unnecessary systems’—systems like the trans-
porter—so he could channel more energy into the
weapons banks. Garson did not want to die and he
loathed the thought of murdering his crew. They had
signed on aware of the possibility of death, but he
would order their destruction. It was murder and he
could not stomach it.

*Get me the admiral,”’ he said tersely. ‘“‘And I want
it visual this time.”

He would try again to talk some sense into that
bonehead . . . until the last moment he would try.

*“Admiral Iota!l”

“Don’t bother me, Garson.”

Iota’s smug voice drove the captain to distraction.

“Jota, you are a fool! You're throwing away a
chance that could be the beginning of peace!”
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‘“‘Garson, you make me tired. And you’re insubordi-
nate. I will not forget when this is over.”

‘““You won'’t have a chance to remember! This ship
will be destroyed in . . . twelve point four-two min-
utes.”

“Bah! You’re bluffing. You don’t have the courage
for that. Now leave me alone beforel . . .”

The admiral’s voice trailed off as a high-pitched,
intermittent beep sounded. He pressed a lever on his
wrist communicator.

“What is it?”” Iota asked.

“Admiral, I think you should hear this . . . I think
we were wrong,” said a distant voice.

“Proceed with the communication.”

Iota bent to catch the taped communiqué and Cap-
tain Garson’s heart leaped. Kirk! He prayed for a
miracle. Time was suspended, interminable. The ad-
miral’s silver hair was alive with white highlights, the
rugged line of his cheek impassive, broad shoulders
drooping a little with fatigue. His head sank lower and
lower. To the captain’s hopeful eyes there was defeat
in the humility of his posture. Iota raised his head and
turned away.

“The victory is yours, Captain,” he said in a muffled
voice. ‘It seems I was wrong.”

Garson controlled the tremor in his voice.

‘“Admiral, you will allow security to escort you to
your quarters.”

Iota did not speak, but nodded his acquiescence.
Garson turned from the viewscreen, his grey eyes
alive with victory.

‘Ensign Heery, abort destruct order.”

“Yes, sir!”

The smile in Heery’s voice was symptomatic of the
relief flooding the bridge.

“Commander Yellowhorse, get me Tiercellus.”
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Yellowhorse looked up from the communications
board.

*‘Sir, the Romulans say the detachment is now led
by a Commander Hexce. He’s on, sir.”

“This is the Potemkin. Our emergency situation is
under control. Repeat, we have complete control.”

“I am glad to hear that, Captain. Only the Praetor’s
orders saved you,” answered Hexce.

“Your discipline has been noted, sir,” replied Gar-
son.

“It was wearing thin.”

“It will be tried no further. Though I acknowledge
my debt to you, I cannot refrain from pointing out the
Federation’s patience has been yvour ally.”

“And I acknowledge the truth of what you say—
reluctantly. We will keep the truce,” answered Hexce.

*“As will we,” said Garson.

Hexce favored the Terran with the Romulan salute,
indicating the end of the discussion as far as he was
concerned. The screen replaced his image with its
former survey of the four enemy ships.

Captain Garson sank into his command chair.

‘‘Maintain position,” he said.

“Aye, sir.”

Garson closed his eyes. No more, he thought. If this
isn’t the end I don’t want to be told. He let his mind
slip quietly away to linger over the ideal shore leave.

“Journal: the fifth day of Esaan.”

Romm Joramm’s stylus traced the sweeping curves
of Canaran script with practiced ease.

““Canara has sustained a time of crisis. That is over.
The danger was great . . . we ran the risk of extinc-
tion . . . but if we learned from what we have gone
through, I venture to say the benefits may outweigh
the dangers. For the first time Canara has dealt with
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true outsiders—enemies—and survived. We had help
and examples, both good and bad.

“For myself, I find it hard to view the Romulan
envoy S’Talon as an enemy. Unlike his Praetor, he is
concerned for the welfare of others, and I have always
found it difficult to accept a role instead of an individ-
ual. Perhaps this betrays a certain lack of experience
and worldliness on my part. No matter. ] am an old
man. When younger, more flexible minds carry the
weight of leadership they will find answers to ques-
tions I never dreamed of asking.

“The harvest is almost complete, and the produc-
tion of a vaccine is underway in the laboratory Doctor
McCoy has set up. This is a most interesting develop-
ment. With our supply of gran it would be beneficial to
have more and larger laboratories to manufacture
medicine here on Canara. Doctor McCoy and I have
spoken of this in depth and he feels that gran itself
should be studied more carefully. He has obtained a
supply for personal research, but he feels it deserves
the full attention of a competent laboratory for no less
than five years! Imagine—we know only one-tenth of
gran’s potential!”

The script wavered as the old man’s hand shook
with enthusiasm.

A vast new world opens before us. It is diverse and
challenging, full of opportunity, but to take advantage
of it we will have to curb our headstrong impulses. I
very nearly destroyed Canara through my own selfish
sense of injury. That most arresting young Captain
Kirk has given me a glimpse of Canara’s future.
Through his eyes I have seen the limitless possibilities
open to our young people. We have much to learn, but
I am confident we will win through. There is much to
be done.”

Joramm initialed the entry and closed the journal.
He leaned back, tilting his head up to the sky, though
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he knew neither the Enterprise nor the Romulan fleet
was visible to the naked eye. These young men had
excited him—so intense, so dedicated to their goals.
He had been like that once. He chuckled suddenly,
realizing he still was. Well, peace follow them all. He,
meanwhile, had a harvest to see to.

“Captain’s log: stardate three-one three-zero
point four.

“The Romulan crisis is under control. Com-
mander S’Talon has come to an understanding
with the Canarans and the Romulan empire has
agreed to buy their entire supply of gran. Doctor
McCoy estimates that, made into the new vac-
cine, it will be enough to stem the myrruthesian

plague . . .”

““‘Captain,’” interrupted Uhura, ‘‘Commander
S’Talon wishes to speak to you.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” answered Kirk. ‘“Main
viewscreen.”’

S’Talon’s image materialized, his profile cutting a
clean line against the shadowy red of his quarters. He
was alone, and for a moment he seemed lost in
thought, but when he turned his eyes locked with
Kirk’s.

“Doctor McCoy, Mister Spock . . . Captain,” he
acknowledged.

“Commander,” returned Kirk.

*“Our work here is almost complete. Soon we will
return home and the cooperation we have enjoyed will
dissolve. We will be enemies with the Neutral Zone a
wall between us and there will be little opportunity for
personal feeling. James Kirk, not only are you and
your crew directly responsible for stopping a war and
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keeping a civilization from decimation by disease, you
have secured my position as well.”

Kirk opened his mouth to reply, but S’Talon contin-
ued.

“I believe, Captain, you would make as valuable a
friend as you are dangerous an enemy. Whatever
circumstances may require of me, I remain in your
debt . . . I will remember, Captain.”

“Good-bye, S’Talon, my friend,” said Kirk. The
Romulan Commander’s eyes were full of regret as he
faded from the screen.

"““That’s quite a man, Jim,” said McCoy with re-
spect. “His medical knowledge is phenomenal.”

“It is regrettable we are on opposite sides,” ac-
knowledged Spock. ‘‘Commander S’Talon is a remark-
able personality. When 1 questioned him about his
ship, he merely replied he had personally set a delayed
action overload in sequence before he left her and that
the Federation would find nothing but microscopic
debris.”

“His concern is for the welfare of his people,”
mused Kirk, “just as our concern is for the welfare of
ours. Yet we are enemies. No logic in it, is there,
Spock?”’

“War, in all its forms, is not a logical process,” said
Spock, his eyes dark.

“No,” answered the captain. He punched into the
computer to finish the log entry S'Talon had inter-
rupted. *‘Our mission is successfully completed and
the Enterprise will be leaving the area in approxi-
mately four point two-three hours, when we will pro-
ceed to the nearest Starbase for computer repair. Kirk
out.”

“‘Recorded, my darling, my dearest,” answered the
computer in its most seductive tones. ‘‘Another bril-
liant mission completed by my brave, loyal,
warm . .”’

]
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The computer continued its list of adjectives as the
captain’s face fell.

“Spock . . .” he said in a desperate, tiny voice.

Spock’s lips twitched.

“I am sorry, Captain,” said Spock with conciliatory
sympathy, ‘‘but the log entries are directly tied to the
library computer and 1 can do nothing until it is
reprogrammed . . .”

Kirk lowered his head, his forehead resting on the
heel of one hand. He was the picture of helpless
dejection.

‘. .. noble, loving, hardworking . . .”” the compu-
ter continued.

Kirk’s whole body sank.

“Look at it this way, Jim: she may be a machine, but
she’s all yours,” McCoy chuckled.

“You did say you loved her, Captain.”

Spock’s voice was innocent.

Uhura turned quickly to her communications board,
choked by an irrepressible giggle. Sulu shook with
silent laughter and Chekov had to clamp his mouth
shut. The bridge was violently quiet when a chortle
erupted from the command chair. The chortle bubbled
into a laugh and the bridge exploded . . . except, of
course, for Spock. He observed the situation with
innocence and mild surprise . . . his own approach to
humor.

““. .. pure, kind and generous, my own true love,”
the computer finished fondly, totally unaware of the
reaction it was causing.

The Enterprise rocked with laughter.
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