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“HELMSMAN, FULL REVERSE!”
KIRK SHOUTED . . .

“Full reverse.” Sulu moved quickly, responding to
the urgency in the captain’s voice without under-
standing the reason for it.

“Course, Captain?” Chekov sounded puzzled.

“Away from . .. that!” Kirk gestured toward the
main viewscreen, which now was showing streaks
of exploding gas in the far distance. "Spock—any
chance your figures could be wrong?”

“No, Captain, I've checked them twice. We are
now retreating from the effects of a primal explo-
sion identical to the one that gave rise to the
universe we are living in.”

Kirk didn’t like it; he didn’t like it at all. “’So what
we're seeing is a new universe in the process of
being born,” he said heavily.

“Inside our uniwerse?”’ Chekov protested. “’But ve
vere here first!”
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Chapter One

“THE GALAXY IS ON FIRE,” said Captain James T. Kirk.

The grim look on his face told his officers he was not
joking. Of the six others in the briefing room of the
U.S.S. Enterprise, four looked astonished, even
shocked. But First Officer Spock, who already knew
the facts of the case, showed no expression at all—as
he rarely did in any event. And Lieutenant Uhura, the
ship’s communications officer, merely looked re-
signed; she’d been dreaming of flames and blistering
heat for the past three nights.

“You are going to explain that, Captain, aren’t
you?” The skepticism in Chief Medical Officer Leon-
ard McCoy’s voice was even heavier than usual.

“You all know that for over a week we’ve been
getting measurements of extreme heat from the direc-
tion of the Beta Castelli star system,” Kirk said.
“Until recently. A few hours ago our telemetry probes
stopped transmitting.”

“They must have been defective,” suggested helms-
man Lieutenant Sulu, who’d sent out the probes
himself. “All systems were operative our end.”

“How many probes did we use altogether, Mr.
Sulu?”

“Six,” the helmsman admitted. Probes were nor-

1
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mally sent out in pairs. When the first pair had
stopped sending back data, Sulu had launched anoth-
er. And then another.

“And you’re seriously suggesting the Enterprise was
fitted with six defective probes at the same time?” the
captain persisted. “I’ve never seen even one defective
probe, not in all my years in the service. Six at once is
out of the question. No, the reason those probes
stopped transmitting is that . . . they melted.”

Uhura shuddered but said nothing.

“Here, now, Captain!” Chief Engineer Montgom-
ery Scott objected. “Those probes are cased in tem-
pered alphidium! Why, for those hulls to melt, the
heat’d have to be—"

“Unmeasurable.” Spock spoke for the first time.
“Unmeasurable by our probe instrumentation, that is.
And therein lies the difficulty. The last few readings
we did receive revealed temperatures at the extreme
end of the telemetry capability. The readings held
steady for twenty-one minutes, seventeen seconds
precisely. Then the transmissions stopped. The most
reasonable conclusion is, as the captain has stated,
that the heat was extreme enough to melt our
probes.”

“Mr. Spock!” Scott’s eyes were large, his face disbe-
lieving. “D’ye have any idea how hot it’d have to be
for alphidium to melt?”

“Yes, Mr. Scott. I do.”

“Hot enough to melt us, too,” Kirk pointed out.
“The Enterprise could turn into a pressure cooker.
Everything in sector 79F is in danger. And the heat is
advancing, spreading out more and more the farther it
gets from its source.”

“Vhat about Zirgos?” It was the ship’s navigator,
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Ensign Pavel Chekov, who asked that. Zirgos was their
destination, the third of four planets orbiting Beta
Castelli.

«“Zirgos is gone,” Kirk said bluntly. “Even before
our probes stopped working, we were getting no
planetary readings from the Beta Castelli system at
all. None whatsoever. The whole star system has
vanished.” He paused. “Including the star itself.”

There was a stunned silence. Then Chekov asked,
“You mean the star vent supernova?”

“Not possible, Ensign,” Spock said. “The star was
not yet in its death throes.” The Vulcan used the
library computer to call up a schematic of the star
system in question. “Beta Castelli was an ordinary G2
main sequence star of a minus twenty-seven magni-
tude. Although the star was consuming hydrogen at
the rate of five hundred million tons per second, its
fuel supply was in no danger of immediate exhaus-
tion. The general estimate was that Beta Castelli
would not reach its helium flash point for another five
billion years. In addition, the star massed only point
nine solar, insufficient to attain supernova state. Any
explosion could be only minor, certainly insufficient
to obliterate all traces of every one of its orbiting
bodies.”

“It was too young and too small,” Kirk translated.
“No, something else caused it. Something came along
and incinerated an entire star system.”

Uhura made a sound of dismay. “But what is hot
enough to burn up a star?”

Kirk nodded. “Exactly. That, I'm afraid, is what we
have to find out. So we’re going to go in as close as we
can and measure whatever’s left to measure. Maybe
there’s enough residue to give us a clue.”
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“Excuse me for being dense,” Dr. McCoy drawled,
“but shouldn’t we be heading in the opposite direc-
tion? Anything hot enough to fricassee a star should
be able to vaporize the Enterprise from lightyears
away. Just where is this thing anyway?”

“Unknown, Doctor,” Spock said. “We are not even
sure it is a ‘thing’—it could be a phenomenon of
nature that we know nothing about. We need more
data.”

“And so we go jump in the furnace to see how hot it
is,” McCoy grumbled.

“Not quite, Bones,” Kirk smiled. “We go up to the
outside of the furnace and read the temperature
gauge.”

“Captain,” Scott said worriedly, “what about the
Zirgosian people? Did they get away?”

Kirk sighed heavily. “I dont know, Scotty.
There’ve been no distress signals . . . Uhura?”

“Nothing,” Uhura confirmed. “Nothing but static
from that entire sector.”

“So they dinna make it?”

Chekov shook his head. “Incredible. An entire race
of people . . . viped out.”

“Maybe not,” Kirk said. “Zirgos did have colonies.
Spock?”

“The Zirgosians colonized two of the other three
planets orbiting Beta Castelli,” the Vulcan said. “The
third was a gas giant. But all four planets are gone
now. However, Zirgos did colonize one world outside
its home star system. Presumably there are survivors
there.”

“So the race isn’t extinct?” Sulu asked.

“We’ll find out,” Kirk said. “But right now let’s go
see what’s causing this unbelievable outpouring of
heat. Engineer, we’ll be putting a strain on the ship’s
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coolant system. You’re going to have to monitor the
dilithium couplings for overload.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Lieutenant Uhura, notify Starfleet Command
what we’re up to. And send a subspace message to that
other world the Zirgosians colonized—what’s it
called, Spock?”

“Holox, Captain.”

“Holox. Ask them what they know about this.”

“Yes, sir.” Uhura rose and followed the captain out
of the briefing room. Chief Engineer Scott headed
toward the dilithium reactor room on O Deck, but Dr.
McCoy tagged along after the others to the bridge.
The ride up in the turbolift was a silent one. They
were not only disturbed over the fate of the Zirgosian
people but aiso concerned for their own safety, a
mixture that made casual conversation impossible.

They’d been on a routine inspection mission,
checking to see if the Klingons were honoring their
truce and not violating Zirgosian space. Zirgos was
one of a number of Federation worlds the Enterprise
was scheduled to visit, to make sure the planet’s star
lanes remained inviolate. Watchdog duty was general-
ly unexciting, but it was important; now, however, it
would have to be postponed for as long as this
unexplained and continuing flow of heat threatened
them all. This time, the Klingons could wait.

On the bridge, Spock, Uhura, Chekov, and Sulu
silently moved to their posts. But instead of taking the
command chair, Captain Kirk stood with his hands
on his hips staring at the main viewscreen, which
told him nothing. A normal-looking starfield was
displayed—not glowing red or smoking or giving any
other indication that it was on the verge of being
incinerated. But the life-destroying heat was out there.
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“Mr. Chekov, lay in a course that takes us toward
the center of that heat.”

The young navigator studied his instruments. “But
Kepten . . . vhere is the center? I cannot find it—the
heat is too diffuse!”

“Ensign Chekov is correct, Captain,” Spock inter-
posed. “That high a temperature is beyond our instru-
mentation’s ability to pinpoint.”

“All right, then, pick a spot.”

Nervously Chekov picked a spot. “Two one one
mark four.”

“Ahead full, Mr. Sulu.”

“Ahead full,” the helmsman repeated.

Dr. McCoy cleared his throat. “Is it my imagina-
tion, or is it beginning to get warm in here?”

“It’s your imagination,” Kirk told him. “We’re a
couple of days away from the point where we should
start feeling the heat.”

“I'm already feeling the heat,” McCoy muttered.
“Jim, even if we do get in close enough to get a
measurement—what’s that going to tell us that we
don’t already know?”

“Cause? Source? Duration? We won’t know until
we get there. How would you go about investigating a
fire-related catastrophe?”

“I’d call the fire department.”

“Bones, we're the fire department.”

McCoy threw up his hands. “I'll be in sickbay.”
Clearly this was one of those times it didn’t pay to
argue with James T. Kirk.

The captain watched him step into the turbolift,
vaguely wondering whether McCoy’s well-known
worrywart tendencies might in fact prove to be justi-
fied this time. He sat down in the command chair and
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said, “Mr. Spock, any discernible increase in tempera-
ture readings yet?”

“Decidedly, Captain.” The first officer was also the
ship’s science officer; at the moment they were both
bending over the sensors viewer. “The readings indi-
cate an unmeasurabie wave of heat is headed our way
at high speed. At our present rate of progress, we will
meet the leading edge of the heat front in thirty-one
point six hours. We will start feeling the effects of the
heat long before that, of course.”

“Of course,” Kirk murmured. He stared out at the
starfield. Now there was nothing to do but wait, wait
and wonder what could be out there that was hotter
than a star.

Uhura looked at her bed with revulsion. She needed
sleep if she was to continue performing at peak
efficiency. But the last three nights had been filled
with terrors—alternating periods of nightmares and
sleeplessness. She knew it would be the same this
time.

And the periods of sleeplessness were filled with
remembering. She was recalling details that had re-
mained buried deep in her unconscious despite her
best efforts at exorcising her own particular demon.
Smells as well as images came creeping back. The
stench of a computer console as it burned and threw
out sparks. The sinus-burning smoke from a window
curtain that disappeared bit by bit as the flames
crawled upward. The sweet, pungent odor given off by
a small, delicate, wooden gazelle her grandfather had
carved for her, its Iegs burning away from under it one
by one.

And the one image she could never forget: T’iana,
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caught under a fallen beam, calling out to Uhura for
help, crying as only a terrified child can cry. Uhura,
only ten years old herself, blinded by the smoke,
trying to fight her way through the flames to reach
T’iana, while adult voices screamed at her to get out,
screamed at her that her hair was on fire . . .

Her first dream, three nights ago, had been of the
adults slapping at her head with their hands, trying to
smother the flames that were eating up her hair. But in
the dream it had gone on a lot longer than it had in
fact, and the flames had proved more stubborn; they’d
run down her arms, her back . . . while the adults kept
slapping at her head, slapping hard. That was the first
time she’d wakened in a sweat, so shaken it had taken
her two hours to get back to sleep again.

One of the doctors who’d treated her at the time
warned her she would have related dreams of the
fire—as indeed she did, for almost a year after T’iana
died. But gradually the dreams had grown less intense
and had begun to occur less frequently; by the time
Uhura reached adolescence, she had recovered from
the trauma.

Or so everyone told her. She’d even witnessed
another fire at the age of sixteen without any undue
panic. Uhura knew it was guilt over not having been
able to save her friend that was behind the night-
mares; she was still haunted by a memory of responsi-
bility not fulfilled. She’d long since come to terms
with the fact that there had been no way that she, a
burning child herself, could have saved the other
burning child. She forgave herself for not being able to
perform the impossible. She’d done all the psychmed
had told her she must do.

And it hadn’t made one bit of difference.

It still hurt to think of T’iana, of her laughing face,
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of her mind full of creative mischief. They’d met at
the Institute for Advanced Mathematics, which vigor-
ously operated a special program for gifted children.
None of the children there had a private room; since
each of them worked basically alone for six hours
every day, the Institute insisted upon shared rooms as
a way of counteracting the propensity toward
isolationistic traits that could so easily develop in
their scholarly young minds. And so Uhura and
T’iana had been more or less arbitrarily thrown
together, and to their mutual joy and delight they
quickly discovered they pretty much operated on the
same wavelength. They’d formed a bond that was not
broken even yet, all these years after the ugly and
terrifying death one of them had suffered.

A memory of responsibility not fuifilled.

Then three days ago on the bridge Mr. Spock had
calmly announced the probes had encountered a field
of heat so intense their instruments were incapable of
measuring it. Uhura had watched impassively as the
first pair of probes failed, then the second, then the
third, knowing instinctively they had all been inciner-
ated out in what was supposed to be the cold of space.
Even before Captain Kirk told them about the planet
Zirgos and its star, Beta Castelli, she knew she was
about to face the biggest fire of her life. And the
dreams had started.

She stared at her bed hopelessly; it was no use. She
couldn’t stay awake forever, but the dreams were even
worse than not sleeping. Something had to be done.
Uhura dressed quickly and left her quarters. Dr.
McCoy, she thought. He’d help.

When she got to sickbay, the doctor was busy in the
examination room. She waited in his office, sittingin a
chair that faced McCoy’s empty desk. It was quiet
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there; the hum of the ship was muted and even the
intercom remained silent. Uhura’s eyes slowly began
to close and her head tipped forward. She jerked
herself awake with an effort.

“Well, Lieutenant, something I can do for you?”
McCoy came in and perched on the corner of his desk
facing her. “You’re looking a little peaked.”

Uhura hesitated, then blurted out: “I want you to
give me a dream-suppressant.”

McCoy’s eyebrows rose. “I can’t do that. The
dream-suppressant drugs are used only for treating
manic depressives in immediate danger of harming
themselves. Those drugs are illegal on a lot of worlds.
They’re habit-forming and they’re dangerous.”

“I’m not asking for any kind of full-scale treatment.
I want just one dose, Doctor—for tonight. Sometime
tomorrow we’ll be meeting that wave of heat and 1
must be alert for that. I need one night of uninter-
rupted sleep. Just one dose.”

He shook his head. “Absolutely not. Even one dose
is addictive, and believe me, the withdrawal treatment
is a lot worse than any nightmares you might be
having. But that’s only a secondary danger. The real
danger is that it works—you end up not dreammg at
all. And do you know what the medical prognosis is
for the dream-deprived?”

“No,” she said with a sigh. “Tell me.”

“They go looney tunes,” Dr. McCoy said bluntly.
“We have to dream. It’s what keeps us functioning.”
He paused, and then said more gently, “Why don’t
you tell me about it, Uhura? What are the dreams
about?”

“Fire,” she responded dully. *“I keep dreaming of
fire.”

McCoy nodded sympathetically. Only three people
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aboard the Enterprise knew of Uhura’s traumatic
childhood experience with fire—the captain, the first
officer, and the chief medical officer; it was part of
Uhura’s medical record and would follow her as long
as she remained in the service. McCoy asked, “Old
memories coming back? Or new kinds of fire?”

“A mixture of both. They all start out as memories,
but then they balloon out into something even worse.
Something that’s . . . unstoppable. I keep waking up
covered with sweat, four and five times a night. I'm
afraid to go to sleep.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“Three nights, ever since we first learned of that
all-consuming heat we’re racing to meet. Tonight
would be the fourth. Dr. McCoy . . . I just can’t face
another night of it.”

“You won’t have to,” he smiled. “I can’t give you
the dream-suppressant you want, but I have a nice
compromise that should let you get a good night’s
sleep.” He pressed a button on his intercom. “Nurse
Chapel, prepare a hypo of Tridocane. Licutenant
Uhura will be out in a moment.”

“Yes, Doctor,” said the voice on the intercom.

“What I’m giving you,” McCoy said to Uhura, “is a
new tricyclic compound that shifts some of the time
you spend in REM sleep over to delta sleep. The REM
state is where most dreams occur, so you’ll be dream-
ing less. But Tridocane has a little something extra
that should do you a world of good. It lets you stop a
dream that turns threatening.”

Uhura looked startled. “How?”

“You just think ‘Stop!” It works as a chemo-
hypnotic. The drug and your brain chemistry co-
operate to give you a limited control over your
unconscious thought processes, and that includes
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dreams. That way you aren’t totally at the mercy of
whatever your unconscious chooses to throw at you.
Something scares you, you think ‘Stop’—and it will
stop. You may have to run through the beginnings of
half a dozen dreams before you find one that looks
safe, but you will be able to decide which one you'll
finally dream. And best of all, you won’t end up a
dream-deficient basket case in need of extensive ther-
apy before you can function again.”

Uhura smiled, the first time in days. “It really will
work?”’

McCoy smiled back. “It really will work. This is
only a temporary measure, you understand. It won’t
cure what’s causing the dreams, but it will let you get
some sleep. Come see me tomorrow.”

Uhura thanked him and went into the examination
room, where Christine Chapel was waiting with the
Tridocane. After she’d administered the hypo, Nurse
Chapel said, “Some patients find this works faster if
they keep repeating the word ‘Stop’ to themselves just
as they’re falling asleep. Why don’t you try that, since
this is your first time.”

“All right, Christine. Are there any side effects I
should know about?”

“No, none—no groggy feeling the next day or
anything. The only problem with Tridocane is that it
tends to lose its effectiveness after the third or fourth
use.”

Uhura was dismayed. “So this will help me only
four nights at the most? That’s all?”

Nurse Chapel put a hand on her friend’s arm. “It’s
only a temporary measure, Uhura. Didn’t Dr. McCoy
tell you?”

“Oh. Yes, he did say that,” Uhura admitted. *“Well,
I suppose it’s better than nothing. Thanks, Christine.”
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Uhura went back to her quarters and quickly pre-
pared for bed. She lay down and closed her eyes and
did what Christine Chapel had told her to do. Stop,
she thought, a bit desperately.

Stop. Stop.

Captain James T. Kirk forced himself to stand still
and not pace. The bridge temperature was the highest
he’d ever felt it, and unnecessary movement could
only increase his personal discomfort. Thirty hours
had lapsed since he’d first announced that the galaxy
was on fire, and now the Enterprise itself felt ready to
burst into flames. The ship’s coolant system was
overtaxed, small electrical fires had broken out in four
or five places, and Scotty was calling every two
minutes to say the ship couldn’t take much more.
Everyone on the bridge was sweating—except the
Vulcan first officer. Kirk could feel the heat through
the soles of his boots.

“How much farther, Mr. Spock?” he demanded.

“We’re almost within sensor range now, Captain.
Just a little closer.”

Kirk strode over to the communications station.
“No answer from Holox yet?”

“No, sir,”” Uhura said. “I’ve repeated the message
on every comnet frequency open to this sector. They
must have received it by now.” The colonized planet
had remained stubbornly silent. Another mystery.

Chekov called out, “Tventy-two minutes to heat
front!”

Twenty-two minutes, Kirk thought. He sat in the
command chair. “Mr. Spock?”

“Readings coming in now, Captain.” The Vulcan
studied the symbols scrolling through his viewer.
“Temperature beyond our capability to measure, but
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gas analysis is in. Twenty-five percent ionized helium
and seventy-five percent ionized hydrogen, plus trace
elements.” Spock straightened up from his viewer.
“Fascinating.” His voice had a seldom-heard edge to
1t.

“Captain Kirk!” Scott’s voice erupted from the
speaker system. “We canna take any more! The—"

Kirk slapped a button on his armrest control panel.
“Not now, Mr. Scott! Why ‘fascinating’, Spock?”

“The three-to-one hydrogen-helium ratio—that’s
exactly what our universe consisted of when it was
approximately three minutes old. Even the trace
elements had begun to appear by three minutes after
the colorfully named Big Bang had taken place. And
now we find those conditions precisely duplicated
right here.”

Kirk thought that over . . . and his eyes widened as
he realized what it meant. “Helmsman, full reverse!
Get us out of here, Mr. Sulu, and fast! Now!”

“Full reverse.” Sulu moved quickly, responding to
the urgency in the captain’s voice without under-
standing the reason for it.

“Course, Captain?” Chekhov sounded puzzled.

“Away from ... that!” Kirk gestured toward the
main viewscreen, which now was showing streaks of
exploding gas in the far distance. “Spock, any chance
your figures could be wrong?”

“No, Captain, I’ve checked them twice. We are now
retreating from the effects of a primal explosion
identical to the one that gave rise to the universe we
ourselves are living in.”

Kirk didn’t like it; he didn’t like it at all. “So what
we’re seeing is a new universe in the process of getting
itself born,” he said heavily. “It’s more than the
galaxy that’s on fire!”
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“What’s that?”” Uhura exclaimed, startled. “A new
universe?”’

“Inside our uniwerse?” Chekov protested. “But ve
vere here first!”

Without looking away from his viewer, Spock re-
marked, “Yow'll find the laws of nature have little
respect for squatters’ rights, Ensign, if I understand
that term correctly. But it’s unlikely the new universe
had its origins within our own. Ours is only one of
countless numbers of universes, all residing in a larger
superspace that has been swelling outward for an
unimaginably long period of time, a superspace that is
ferociously hot and immeasurably dense. To use an
analogy, we’re but one bubble in a sea of foam—a sea
with no surface, and no bottom. And bubbles in that
sea of foam occasionally touch.”

The bridge personnel all fell silent, depending on
their instruments to tell them whether they were
about to be burned alive or not. There was nothing in
their universe to shield them from the heat generated
by a neighboring universe’s Big Bang; their only hope
was to outrun it.

Spock’s image of touching foam bubbles persisted
in Kirk’s mind. Could one of the bubbles burst the
other? Could the bubbles just bounce off each other?
Or would the abrasive action of two universes grating
against each other wear a hole in both of them, to
create an interspatial portal allowing matter and
energy to flow from one universe to the other? And if
they had to bump into another universe, why couldn’t
it be a mature one? Why did the collision have to
come only three minutes after the other universe’s
primal explosion, an explosion that spewed out heat
intense enough to vaporize every star system, every
galaxy, every supercluster . . .
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“Temperature is dropping!” Chekov cried out jubi-
lantly. “Half a degree, one—"’

He was interrupted by an outbreak of cheering.
“Let’s hold off on the celebrating,” Kirk said. “All
we’ve done is buy some time.” He rose and stepped
between the navigator’s station and the helmsman’s.
“Sulu, I want you to match the rate of our retreat as
closely as you can to that of the heat front’s advance.
Chekov, keep feeding him temperature readings.
Dorn’t let the front get too close.”

“Understood, sir,” Sulu said.

The speaker crackled to life. “Ah, Captain,” sighed
Chief Engineer Scott, sounding much relieved.
“Thank ye.”

Kirk smiled wryly. “Just for you, Scotty,” he mur-
mured and moved over to his first officer’s station. He
hesitated, looking for the best way to frame his
question. “Spock, is there any possibility this is an
unnatural phenomenon we’re witnessing? That is,
could it have been manipulated from this side of the
front?”

The Vulcan’s right eyebrow rose. “Triggering a
primal explosion? Not by any technology known to us,
Captain. Do you have some reason to suspect such an
unlikelihood?”

Kirk shook his head. “Just a hunch. Never mind the
technology—somebody’s always developing new tech-
nology we don’t know about yet. But is it possible in
theory?”

In the years they’d served together, Spock had
developed a healthy respect for his captain’s hunches.
And he’d done so in spite of the fact that even the idea
of hunches went against the grain of Vulcan thought
processes. Inspired guesswork grated against all of
Spock’s training as well as against his own natural
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proclivity to reason things out and ignore the insights
that sprang from the exercise of instinct and imagina-
tion.

But he’d learned the captain didn’t depend upon
either instinct or logic exclusively, and Spock himself
had frequently benefited from Kirk’s more oblique
approach. So now he put his mind to the problem his
commanding officer had posed. “If it’s true that every
universe is a vacuum fluctuation—then yes, theoreti-
cally at least, such a triggering event might be possi-
ble. But one would have to develop some sort of
gravity manipulator of far greater potency than the
antigrav units we use on the Enterprise.”

“Why gravity?”

“Gravity is unique, Captain. It is the very warping
of space-time that we have encountered in the past.
There are moments in time that cease flowing smooth-
ly into the next moment, and there are points in space
that fail to connect logically with adjacent points.
During these off-moments and at these non-points,
space-time itself literally does not exist. But if one of
those non-moment-points could be captured grav-
itationally . . .”

“Big Bang?”

“Big Bang. But Captain, who would wish to trigger
an uncontrollable destructive force of such magni-
tude?”

“Klingons,” Sulu muttered from the helm.

Kirk was thinking. “This heat explosion—it’ll go on
until it consumes our universe?”

“Unknown, Captain. Since we have no instruments
capable of measuring the intensity of the heat or the
size of the gaseous mass, it’s impossible to say how far
out in a concentric circle the original explosion will
travel before it begins to cool down. There is this,
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though—the explosion would travel outward in all
directions from a central point. It would not travel in
just one direction, toward us.”

“So we’re getting only a piece of it?”

“] assume so, Captain. We would not be able to
outrun it if we were receiving the full blast ... we
would have been consumed immediately otherwise.
That does not mean it is any less dangerous. However,
there is always a possibility that this new universe will
prove to be smaller than our own, in which case the
survival of at least part of our universe would be
assured.”

“Looking on the bright side, Spock?” Kirk asked
sourly. “What if it’s larger than ours?”

“Then we are indeed in trouble.”

Abruptly Kirk swung around and started pacing.
After a moment he stopped as suddenly as he’d
started and said, “It all began near the Beta Castelli
system. What if someone were determined to wipe out
the Zirgosian race? Wouldn’t this be a sure-fire way of
doing it? No pun intended. This big an explosion got
not only Zirgos itself but two of its colony planets as
well.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. “Earth humans have an
expression that covers such an eventuality,” the first
officer said archly. “I think it is something about
shooting off a cannon to kill a gnat.”

“Yes, yes, it would be overkill—it would be suicid-
al, in fact. But maybe something went wrong. Maybe
the energy released is greater than what was antici-
pated. Maybe a lot of things. We need some answers.
One thing in our favor—if someone did set out to kill
off the Zirgosians, they could have missed a few. Let’s
see if the Zirgosian colonists can tell us what hap-
pened here.” Kirk returned to the command chair.
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“Mr. Chekov! Lay in a course to Holox. Mr. Spock,
how much longer before we’ve learned everything we
can learn here?”

The Vulcan peered into his viewer. “The data are
repeating now, Captain. We can leave any time.”

A few moments later Chekov announced, “Course
to Holox laid in. Two point five parsecs.”

“Ahead warp five, Mr. Sulu,” Kirk said. “Lieuten-
ant Uhura, notify Starfleet where we’re going and
why. And feed through the data from Mr. Spock’s
computer—we want them to know all about our
three-minute universe. Starfleet has some decisions to
make.”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “Do you think they’ll try
evacuating this sector?”

“Where would they evacuate fo, Lieutenant?” Kirk
muttered.

The question hung ominously in the air. The Enfer-
prise hurtled onward toward a small planet called
Holox, where questions bigger than that might find
their answers.
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Chapter Two

CartaiN JaMES T. Kirk woke to find he’d been sleeping
on his stomach, something he hadn’t done since he
was a boy. Was he that afraid of what was coming—to
revert to childhood in his sleep?

What woke him was an audible signal that he was
wanted. He rolled off the bed and hit the intercom
control. “Kirk here.”

It was Sulu. “We’re approaching orbit, Captain. But
someone got here ahead of us. There’s another ship
circling Holox and I can’t identify it.”

“Is Mr. Spock on the bridge?”

“No, sir.”

“Get him. I’'m on my way.”

In the turbolift Kirk rubbed his eyes; he wasn’t fully
awake yet. From the lift’s speaker came the sound of
Sulu’s voice summoning Spock to the bridge. An
unidentified ship? Must be some mistake. He stepped
off the lift—and woke up completely. On the bridge’s
main viewscreen was displayed a piece of flying
hardware the likes of which he’d never seen before.

Long and lean, what was almost a perfect rectangle
lay stretched out to form a thick gray bar across the
deep black of space. No deflector dish, no nacelles. No
identification markings.
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“Increase magnification,” Kirk ordered. The closer
picture showed him weapons hatches, closed ports,
exterior ship structures hidden behind unrevealing
casings. Whatever that ship had, its occupants weren’t
displaying it for casual passersby to examine at their
leisure.

Uhura was standing by her station, hypnotized by
the sight of the ship on the screen. “What is it,
Captain? They don’t acknowledge our signal.”

“Don’t know, Lieutenant. Keep sending. Mr.
Chekov?”

The young navigator was at the science officer’s
station, peering into the viewer. “Mass, three hundred
forty-one point one million kilograms. Length . ..
nine hundred meters exactly!”

“Nine hundred meters!” Sulu echoed disbeliev-
ingly. “How can they maneuver?”

*“So they’re three times as long as the Enterprise and
twice as heavy,” Kirk mused. “And they don’t want to
talk to us?” He glanced at Uhura.

“Still no response.”

The turbolift door hissed open and Spock stepped
out on to the bridge. The Vulcan’s only visible reac-
tion to the strange ship on the screen was an arched
eyebrow. Wordlessly he moved over to his viewer;
Chekov resumed his navigator’s seat.

“Interior visuals, Mr. Spock?”” Kirk asked.

“Unable to scan, Captain. The ship has some sort of
shielding we can’t penetrate. It’s too large for a battle
cruiser, yet it’s obviously armed. Maneuverability
must be limited.”

“And slow,” Sulu added. “Even a simple ninety-
degree turn would take forever.”

“Not quite forever, Mr. Sulu, but an inconveniently

21



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

long period of time if the ship were under attack,”
Spock remarked. “They must depend heavily upon
their shielding for defense.”

Kirk strode over to Communications. *‘Ship-to-
ship.”

Uhura flipped two switches and pressed a button.
“Ready.”

“This is Captain James T. Kirk of the U.S.S.
Enterprise. We represent the United Federation of
Planets and our mission here is a peaceful one. Please
identify yourself.”

No one made a sound as they all waited for the
strange ship’s response. There was none.

“Are you sure they got the message, Lieutenant?”
Kirk asked.

“Yes, sir,” Uhura said. “The receptor echo was
quite clear.”

“Repeat,” Kirk ordered. “We—"

“Kepten!” Chekov cried. “Look!”

They all looked. The ship appeared to be in the
process of growing mechanical arms and legs, but
what it was in fact doing was unfolding itself. The top
aft portion lifted, extended itself, and divided into
four sections, each connected by dorsals with every
other section as well as with the main body of the ship.
Elsewhere on the ship the same process was taking
place. In a few minutes the ship had changed from a
long, monolinear slab into an ovoid composed of
intricate, connecting parts. Then it moved. Following
the curvature of the world below, it swiftly and
gracefully slipped out of sight.

“Well, that answers the question of maneuverabili-
ty,” Kirk remarked dryly. “Where is it, Spock?”

“On the other side of Holox ...and it is now
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matching its orbit to ours. They’re keeping the planet
between us, Captain.”

“Must be shy,” Sulu grimaced.

Spock looked at the helmsman curiously. “Shy, Mr.
Sulu?”

When Sulu realized the Vulcan was taking him
literally, he hastily withdrew his suggestion and asked
a question instead. “Why do they bother with that
long, thin form anyway? The ovoid can do whatever
they need to do.”

“Probably to conserve power,” Kirk guessed. “That
ovoid shape has got to put a bigger drain on their
resources than the more compact form. Maybe the
colonists on Holox can tell us who they are. Lieuten-
ant—"

“Sir, they’re still not answering,” Uhura said. “T've
been transmitting continuously.”

“Here’s something, Captain,” Spock said quickly,
examining the sensor array monitor. “A point of great
heat on the planet’s surface, and in an area the
colonists have not yet settled. No volcanic activity or
other known natural phenomenon responsible.”

“A hot spot with no cause?”

“With no known cause, Captain.”

“Let’s see.” Kirk stepped over to the monitor. He
studied the surface imaging on the screen and then
read the numbers displayed across the bottom.
“Could it be a forest fire? Does wood burn that
hot?”

“It is an unforested area, mostly desert. There’s
nothing there to burn.”

“Then there shouldn’t be any hot spot.”

“Correct, Captain. But it is indisputably there.”

Kirk growled. “I don’t want any more mysteries!
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Come along, Mr. Spock—Ilet’s go see what’s going on
down there. Will we need suits?”

“No, sir. Holox has a nitrogen-oxygen mix we can
breathe. And we can move faster—egravity is only
point nine Earth normal.”

“Mr. Sulu, you have the conn,” Kirk said. “Lieuten-
ant Uhura, notify the transporter room. And tell Mr.
Scott to meet us there with a security detail. Make that
a double security detail.” He charged into the turbo-
lift, followed closely by his first officer.

In the lift on the way to G Deck, Spock was aware
that Kirk was growing increasingly annoyed—and
deliberately did nothing to relieve his captain’s frus-
tration; the Vulcan knew how effective Kirk could be
when he was angry. “Jim, you must be aware the odds
are that the Zirgosian colonists on Holox will know
nothing about what happened to their home planet.
They are probably as uninformed as we are.”

“Don’t tell me the odds. Holox is the only lead
we’ve got—unless you have a better suggestion?”

“At this juncture I have no suggestion. 1 merely
point out the Zirgosians on both planets must have
been caught by surprise.”

“Yes, they must have been,” Kirk agreed. “They’re
a technologically sophisticated people, but what tech-
nology can protect against the birth of a new uni-
verse?”’

Spock had no answer.

Transporter Chief Kyle had their phasers and com-
municators ready for them. “I’ve set the coordinates
for an exterior location, Captain. You’ll be materializ-
ing in the primary street of the only major settlement.
Is that satisfactory?” He looked worried.

“Quite satisfactory, Mr. Kyle,” Kirk said. “Is some-
thing the matter?”

24



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

“I’m sure the figures are correct, Captain, but I was
unable to get confirmation from anyone on the
planet.”

“Yes, they’re not taking any calls today.” Kirk
turned to see Scott coming in, followed by six security
guards. “Scotty, did you get a look at that ship out
there?”

“Aye, I saw it.”

“So? What do you think?”

The corners of Scott’s mouth turned down. “An
energy-guzzler, if y’ask me.” He took a phaser and
communicator from Kyle.

Kirk raised an eyebrow at Spock. “It seems our
engineer doesn’t think much of the mystery ship.”

“Oh, it’s fancy enough, I gie ye that,” Scott said,
stepping on the transporter platform to join the
others. “But it’s bound to have problems. For in-
stance—"’

“Later, Scotty. And in detail, when we have the
time.” Kirk nodded to the transporter chief. “Now,
Mr. Kyle.”

The first thing they saw on the surface of Holox was
a dead body.

The security team immediately drew their weapons
and formed a rough circle around the three officers.
Spock knelt by the dead man. “Rigor mortis not far
advanced,” he said. “He’s been dead only a few
hours.”

“A few hours!” Scott echoed in outrage. “They left
him lyin’ in the street for hours?”

“‘They’ who, Scotty?” Kirk asked. “Look around.
Do you see anybody?”

The street they were standing in was a wide avenue
lined with tall ornamental trees of a species unfamili-
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ar to the landing party; the trees’ feathery lavender
branches were in constant motion even though there
was no breeze. The buildings for the most part were
prefabricated zyroplex structures, tall and shimmer-
ing in the bright light of Holox’s sun. Down the side
streets could be caught an occasional glimpse of a
building constructed from substances native to Holox,
all blues and purples and greens; but for the most part
the Zirgosians had brought their building materials
with them from their homeworld. But of the
Zirgosians themselves, the only one in evidence was
the dead man at their feet.

“I ook at all the hovercraft,” Kirk pointed out. “A
dozen vehicles at least, and all of them at rest. The
walkways are moving, but no one’s riding them.” He
led the landing party to the nearest building and
peered inside; it was some sort of administrative
center, and it looked empty. “It’s the middle of the
day here—this should be a busy time for them. Where
are all the people?”

“Where indeed,” Spock said. “Since the structures
are intact, it would appear Holox has not been the
target of an assault, nor is it the victim of some natural
catastrophe such as earthquake. But there is another
possibility. Captain, we may need to undergo decon-
tamination when we return to the ship.”

“Disease? A plague?”

“That man we found back there—I could see no
visible wound. He could have died from the natural
failure of some essential bodily function, but precau-
tions would seem to be in order just the same.”

Kirk whipped out his communicator. “Enterprise,
come in.”

“Enterprise here,” Transporter Chief Kyle’s voice
answered.
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“Beam down Dr. McCoy immediately,” Kirk or-
dered. “And have him suit up—we may have been
exposed to something contagious down here.”

“Right away, sir.”

While they were waiting for McCoy, Kirk ordered a
search of the administrative center. “They can’t all
have disappeared. Teams of two, and spread out.”

They didn’t have to look far. “Captain!” Scott
called. “In here!”

Scott and one of the security team were in a
conference room. Six wall-mounted display screens
were running columns of unfamiliar symbols, proba-
bly Zirgosian numbers. Around the conference table
three figures lay slumped over their consoles; a fourth
was stretched out on the table as if reaching for
something, and a fifth lay huddied on the floor.

Scott was lifting one of the figures at the table
upright. “Captain, this lady’s alive!” She began to
slide out of her seat; Scott caught her and lowered her
gently to the floor.

Kirk hunkered down beside her and felt for a
pulse—very faint, but still there. The woman’s eyelids
fluttered and opened. She said something in a lan-
guage Kirk didn’t know. “Don’t worry,” he told her,
“help is on the way. Hang on.”

Her eyes focused on him, and with great effort she
whispered a word. “Sackers.”

A chill ran down Kirk’s back. “The Sackers?”

“Here,” she gasped. “On Holox.”

Kirk and Spock exchanged a look. “They did this to
you?” the captain asked. “Where are they?”

“Building . . . structure.” She breathed shallowly
for a moment and then said, “Heat . . . structure.”

A heat structure, Kirk thought. “There’s your hot
spot, Mr. Spock.” To the woman he said, “Don’t talk
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any more. Just lie quietly until medical assistance
arrives.”

But the woman forced herself to say one more word.
“Ship.”

“Ship . . . that’s a Sacker ship in orbit?”

The woman mumbled something in her own lan-
guage and reached up to grasp the front of Kirk’s
uniform feebly with one hand. “Stop . . . them.” She
lost consciousness.

Scott bent over and picked her up. “Ah, poor lady!
I'll take her outside. Dr. McCoy must be here by
now.” He carried the unconscious woman out.

The leader of the security team, a woman named
Berengaria, looked up from the side of the figure
huddled on the floor. “Captain, the other four are all
dead. But if one woman is still alive . . .”

“Then there might be others,” Kirk finished for her.
“Let’s find out. Take your team and search these other
buildings, Lieutenant. And don’t waste any time
about it.”

“No, sir!” Berengaria turned to the rest of the
security team. ‘“Hrolfson, you take Franklin and
Ching and cover the north end of the street. You other
two come with me.” She started out, followed by the
others.

But the one addressed as Hrolfson, a blond giant
with pale blue eyes, hesitated. “Captain, if there is
disease down here—"’

“Then we’re already exposed to it,” Kirk snapped.
“Get going, mister!”

“Yessir!” Hrolfson stepped out smartly.

When the captain and his first officer were left
alone, Spock said, “Sackers, Jim.”

Kirk grimaced. He knew of the Sackers, although as
far as he was aware no one on the Enterprise had ever
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seen one. The Sackers were an enigmatic race that had
never shown any overt hostility in the entire time
their existence had been known to the Federation, a
period of about fifty Earth years. Their contact with
Federation worlds had been limited mostly to the
exchange of information, and they had earned the
reputation of being equitable and fair traders. They
were peaceful, courteous, and always respectful of
other people’s laws . . . and their visits were dreaded
by every world in the Federation.

“This can’t be the work of the Sackers,” Kirk said,
“not from what I’ve heard of them.” He shivered in
spite of himself.

“Then why did the Zirgosian woman warn us
against them?”

[ don’t know. But they’re supposed to be nonvio-
lent, aren’t they?”

“And so they have been,” Spock replied, “but no
one really knows much about them. I do not know
whether that is because the Sackers do not wish to
reveal information about themselves, or whether they
have simply never been asked. It could well be that no
one has had the courage to face them long enough to
ask questions.”

“Qr the stomach for it.”

The Sackers were cursed with a physical appearance
repugnant enough to turn even the strongest stomach.
In addition to their nausea-evoking exteriors, they
gave off an overpowering stench; most people of other
races became violently ill in their presence, vomiting
uncontrollably until removed from the sight and smell
of the Sackers. And to top things off, Sacker speech
was shrill and piercing, causing excruciating pain in
their listeners’ ears. This standard response to the
Sackers was purely a physiological one, and it couldn’t
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be helped. But even after half a century of exemplary
behavior, the Sackers still found that their presence
inspired reactions ranging from uneasiness to near-
violent disgust wherever they went.

“They’ve never hurt anyone before,” Kirk mused.
“So far as we know, they’ve never fired a shot in anger.
And now this? It doesn’t make sense. Spock, we’d
better look through the rest of this building.”

Their search was a disheartening one. They found
thirty-one more people, ail of them dead. One man
had been trying to reach a communications console
when he was struck down. Whatever had hit them had
acted fast enough to keep them from sending out a call
for help; no wonder Uhura hadn’t been able to raise
an answer. ‘“‘Somecne really has it in for the Zirgosian
people,” Kirk murmured. “First their home planet,
and now Holox.” Even Spock lcoked more grim-faced
than usual.

Outside the building, they caught sight of Dr.
McCoy in his spacesuit kneeling in the street beside a
row of eight or nine recumbent peopie. At the head of
the row was the Zirgosian woman who’d spoken to
them. Even then the security guard named Hrolfson
was carrying a man over to be placed at the end of the
line. Kirk noticed that McCoy had removed his
helmet.

But before he could ask, McCoy looked up and said,
“Jim, there’s no disease here. These people have been
poisoned! Every one of them.”

“Poisoned!”

“It tests out a common alkaloid poison—we ought
to be able to save most of those who are still alive, if
we can find them in time. I’ve called down a full
medteam and supplies.”

“That won’t be enough. Spock, order all off-duty
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personnel to beam down and help search for survi-
vors.” He knelt down next to the Zirgosian woman
while Spock spoke into his communicator. “What
about this woman, Bones? Will she make it?”

“Borderline, Jim. Can’t say yet.”

“When you’ve got things under control here, beam
her up to the ship with you. I want to talk to l0VZE, ™

“If she makes it,” McCoy cautioned.

“If she makes it.”

Just then they heard the humming sound and
spotted the shimmering air that announced a
beamdown was in progress. The medteam materi-
alized, led by Nurse Chapel; they took one look at the
row of patients waiting for help and hurried over to
them.

Lieutenant Berengaria jog-trotted up to them, a
child tucked under each arm. “I found a school,
Captain,” she said heavily.

Kirk winced. “Many of them survive?”

“Very few.”

“Smaller body mass,” Spock offered. “Children
would have less resistance to the poison.”

“Poison?” Berengaria sajd. “Is that what caused
this?”

“Afraid so,” Kirk answered grimly. He thought a
minute. “Where’s Mr. Scott?”

“He’s helping us look.”

“Find him, and round up the rest of your team. I've
got a job for you. There’ll be others beaming down to
do the looking.”

Berengaria took out her communicator and started
calling.

Soon the settlement was swarming with Enterprise
crew members searching every building for survivors.
Scott returned, his face filled with pain. “Ah, Captain!
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Have y’ever seen such a sad sight?” He wiped a
forearm across his eyes. “The lass said y’'wanted me.”

“There’s something I want you to do, Scotty. We’ll
wait until the security team gets here.”

Kirk looked along the row of poisoned Zirgosians.
Some were moaning softly, others were trying to move
their heads. The woman who’d warned them was still
breathing shallowly. “Bones?”

“I still don’t know, Jim. I'll have her beamed up as
soon as someone is free.”

The rest of the security team returned. “Mr. Scott,”
Kirk said, “you heard what this woman said about the
Sackers building some sort of heat structure here. It’s
probably a hot spot Mr. Spock detected on the sensor
array—he has the coordinates. I want you to take
three of the security team and go find it.”

Spock removed the tricorder from around his neck
and handed it to Scott. ““The location is locked in. Just
follow the beam indicator.”

“Thank ye, Mr. Spock.” Scott took the tricorder
and studied it. “That way,” he pointed, off toward the
southwest. “And when we find it, Captain?”

“Make no contact with the Sackers. Don’t even let
them know you’re there. Just find out what that thing
is they’ve built. Study the layout and report back. But
no contact!”

“Y’don’t have to tell me twice, sir,” Scott replied
with a shudder. “I’ve heard about those beasties—
contact with them is the last thing T want.”” He looked
at the security team. “Ye three,” he said, pointing,
“y’come with me.” He turned and headed off toward
the nearest grounded hovercraft, followed by
Hrolfson and two of the others.

“And my job is?” Spock asked. He knew his cap-
taim.
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“Your job is to investigate this mass poisoning.
Find out how the poison was disseminated—through
the food, the water, perhaps the air-circulation sys-
tems inside the buildings. Was it accidental or deliber-
ate. Find out as much as you can.”

“Where will you be?”

“On the Enterprise. Remember the maxim ‘Know
thine enemy’? I’'m going to see how much our record
banks can tell me about these strange beings we call
Sackers.”

Captain Kirk sat alone in the briefing room, staring
with disgust at the image of a Sacker on the
viewscreen.

All his training and all his natural tolerance seemed
to have deserted him. Meeting alien races had been an
integral part of his adult life; he would feel as if he’d
lost a part of himself if it were to come to an end.
Contact with new races was often demanding, always
exciting, and sometimes dangerous. But it was his job,
and he’d always been able to do it without the feeling
of repugnance that the sheer differentness of other
peoples sometimes evoked in the human race. It was
one of the things that made him a good starship
captain.

But this race . . . just a two-dimensional image of
one of its only technically humanoid members was
enough to make him feel queasy. What must it be like
to see one in the flesh, if that stuff hanging on their
outsides could be called flesh? Their real race-name
was unknown; they’d been dubbed Sackers because
each of their bodies was encased in a semi-transparent
membrane similar to an amnion—a “sac”. It wasn’t a
smooth-surfaced sac, though. The computer’s record
banks quoted a human observer’s comment that the
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Sackers all looked as if they were constantly molting;
another had remarked they appeared to be in a state of
“self-regenerating decay”. Kirk acknowledged the
aptness of the seeming contradiction: self-regen-
erating decay was just what it looked like.

And the sac was hot to the touch, the record banks
said, fiery hot by human standards. Even a casual
brushing together of Sacker and human arms was
sufficient to result in second-degree burns to human
flesh. No wonder no human being had ever shaken
hands with a Sacker. The computer noted that the
prolonged touch of a Sacker finger was sufficient to
ignite an ordinary sheet of paper.

Inside the sac was a colored fluid, purpose
unknown—possibly a nutrient or a lubricant. The
colors varied from one individual Sacker to another,
and frequently within the individual as well. The
Sacker on the briefing room screen had a fluid that
was primarily yellow with streaks of a particularly
nauseating shade of green running through it.

The records were full of speculations about the
Sacker body structure—speculations based on obser-
vations that had all been made at a distance. No one
really knew anything about Sacker physiology. No
medical practitioner on any world had ever treated
one. The best method of learning about them would
have been through post-mortem examination, but
that had proved impossible. The reason for that was
simple: no one had ever seen a dead Sacker.

If one looked closely—and Kirk forced himself to
do just that—it was possible to catch glimpses of a
Sacker’s internal organs and even observe them func-
tioning. The Sacker internal arrangement included a
multitude of small, white, sluglike organs that seemed
to be mobile; even as Kirk watched, one broke loose
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from a larger organ and slithered a few centimeters
away to attach itself to a body part not completely
visible. Messengers? Chemical carriers? They looked
for all the world like blind worms feeding on a corpse.

Kirk tasted bile in his mouth. Fascinating, as Mr.
Spock would say. The computer mentioned the smell
the Sackers gave off, a stench so overpowering it
brought a bilious taste to human mouths. Personal
communication between Sacker and human was pos-
sible only when the latter wore a breathing mask of
some kind. Kirk had no idea what the smell was like,
but his body had been visually stimulated to produce
the same physiological reaction the olfactory stimulus
was supposed to produce. He turned his back to the
screen until the vile taste began to fade.

When he could look again, he said to the image on
the screen, “You are without a doubt the ugliest son of
a bitch I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

The Sacker language was unknown, mostly because
there were very few races that could bear to hear it
spoken—and those races could endure it for no longer
than a minute or two. Sacker speech was high and
shrill . . . and painful; continued exposure to it was
enough to pierce the tympanic membrane in the
human ear. This barrier to communication had been
solved by the Sackers themselves; they all wore trans-
lator devices that muted their earsplitting tones, mod-
ulating them to a level tolerable to the ears of their
listeners. They accepted the name ‘“‘Sackers” for
themselves, just as individual Sackers accepted names
given to them by others not of their race.

Kirk found that interesting. Perhaps they were a
group mind, in which case the concept of individual
identity would be meaningless to them. Or if they
were individuals, did they have so little self-respect
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that they didn’t consider themselves worthy of bear-
ing names? No, Kirk told himself sternly, you'’re
projecting your own negative reactions on to them,
anthropomorphizing with a vengeance. The computer
suggested a more mundane explanation: probably
Sacker names were simply not translatable into other
languages.

Kirk switched off the screen and summed up what
he’d learned. The appearance of a Sacker was disgust-
ing to human eyes and his smell offensive to the
human nose; both sight and smell could bring the
taste of bile to a human mouth and cause the poor
observer to lose his dinner. Touch one, and you get
burned. Listen to one, and your eardrums are punc-
tured. Sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste—without
meaning to, the Sackers managed to offend every one
of the human five senses. Without those senses, hu-
manity was a race of machines. With them, humans
could never approach the enigmatic race derisively
known as Sackers.

There didn’t seem to be any answer.

Instead, there were new questions, bothersome
questions that Kirk could see no answers to. Why
would a hitherto peaceful race suddenly turn violent?
Could the Zirgosian woman be mistaken and was
unknowingly blaming the wrong people for the havoc
wreaked on Holox? Were the Sackers somehow respon-
sible for bringing the three-minute universe into our
own? Did that last question belong with the first two?

“McCoy to Captain Kirk,” the speaker said.

Kirk pressed a button. “Kirk here.”

“Just wanted you to know I’'m back, Jim. And I
brought the woman with me, the one you wanted to
talk to.”
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“Pll be right there,” Kirk said, and broke the
connection before McCoy could tell him not to
bother.

Lieutenant Uhura didn’t want to be in sickbay. “My
problems are nothing compared to what’s happened
to those poor people down on Holox,” she insisted. “I
can wait.”

“Uhura, I called you in, remember?” McCoy said
tiredly. “The situation on Holox is under control, and
it looks as if those we reached in time are going to pull
through. Now tell me about the dreams. Are you
getting your sleep? You lock more rested.”

“I am, thanks to you. I'm still dreaming of fire now
and then, but the dreams are, well, different.”

“Different how?”

“I'm no longer dreaming of . . . that fire, the one I
was caught in when I was ten years old. I dream of
other places burning. Do you remember the palace on
the planet Platonius?”

“Very well.”

“] dreamed it caught fire. It never has, so far as I
know. The games arena on Triskelion—I dreamed of
it burning. And the space station where I got that first
little tribble? Burned. Does that mean that on some
leve! I'm convinced fire is uncontrollable? If I'm
letting it burn up every place I've ever been?”

“No, I don’t think so, Uhura,” McCoy smiled.
“What you’re doing is depersonalizing the fire that
hurt you. You’re substituting other places, other de-
tails for the ones that cause you pain. It’s a way of
controlling the memory—you’ve taken a big step. I'll
bet you that the dreams start coming farther and
farther apart now. You’ll see.”
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“You think s0?”

“I do indeed. And you won’t need drugs to help you
sleep.”

Uhura sighed happily. “That’s the best news I've
heard in a long time.” She got up to leave. “I thank
you, Dr. McCoy.”

“That’s what we’re here for.”

They walked together out of McCoy’s office into the
examination room. Uhura looked around. “Where’s
Christine?”

“Down on the planet. The doctoring is done—it’s
all nursing from now on.”

Suddenly the doors whooshed open and Captain
Kirk came charging in. “Where is she? Oh—sorry,
Uhura. Where is she, Bones?”

“In intensive care. She’s sleeping, Jim.”

“Can I talk to her?”

“Not yet. She’s sleeping a natural sleep, one of the
best healers in the world. Right now treatment con-
sists of sustaining life while the antidote has time to
clean all the toxic residue out of the system. We can’t
rush it, Jim. I’l} call you when she wakes.”

Uhura looked puzzled. “Who is it you’re talking
about?”

“A Zirgosian woman, I don’t know her name,” Kirk
said. “She’s the one who warned us about the Sack-
ers.”

“Ah. No one else said anything?” Uhura asked.

“No one else was in any condition to talk—none
that I saw, at any rate. Bones, that heat front is still
advancing, and if the Sackers had anything to do with
it I’ve got to know about it!”

“If we wake her now, we may interfere with the
healing process. Just a couple more hours, Jim.”

Kirk shrugged and accepted it.
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“There’s still no answer from the Sacker ship,
Captain,” Uhura said. “If only we knew their lan-
guage!”

“Doesn’t matter—they know ours. Or at least they
have translators they can use. They’re not answering
because they don’t want to answer. And they don’t
want to answer because they’re planning something.
Something that’s not going to do any of us any good.
You can bet on it.”

Uhura and McCoy exchanged an uneasy look, said
nothing, Captain Kirk was disturbed, and that was
reason enough for both of them to feel disturbed as
well. The captain wasn’t in the habit of seeing prob-
lems where none existed.

They had trouble.
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Chapter Three

“ALL RIGHT, two lads and a lass,” Mr. Scott said,
“what’re ye called?”

“Hrolfson.”

“Franklin.”

“Ching,” said the lass.

They were in a Holox hovercraft heading southwest
from the settlement. The security team member
named Franklin was at the controls and the ride was
getting a bit bumpy, but Scott didn’t say anything
about it. He studied Mr. Spock’s tricorder resting on
his knee. “A wee bit to port, lad.”

Franklin edged the craft over to the left. “What are
we looking for, Mr. Scott?”

“We’re lookin’ for an unaccounted-for source o’
heat out in the middle o’ nowhere. The captain is
thinkin’ it may be a Sacker structure.”

The hovercraft lurched, then straightened out
again. “Sackers?” Franklin gulped. “On Holox?”

“That’s what we’re to find out, lad.”

“My sister saw a Sacker once,” Ching remarked
from the seat directly behind Scott’s. “She was sick for
a week.”

Scott swiveled around to face her. “Aye? Where was
this?”
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“On Elas. The Elasians wouldn’t let them inside the
cities.”

Scott grunted. “Smart o’ them. We’ll not be havin’
contact with the Sackers, so rest easy. We’re just to see
what they’re up t0.”

They rode in silence for a while. Then Hrolfson
said, “Am I getting nervous, or is it getting warmer?”

“It’s getting warmer,” Franklin said, tugging at the
neck of his uniform.

Scott read the tricorder. “We’re almost there.”

“Could it be a military structure, do you suppose?”
Ching asked.

“Maybe it’s a supply base,” Franklin said. “They
might need a place to store things.”

“Perhaps they just want to settle here,” Hrolfson
suggested. “Holox has a lot of unused land area.”

Mr. Scott said nothing.

“Wait here, Mr. Spock,” Lieutenant Berengaria
ordered.

Spock halted obediently. So far they’d run into no
sign of danger in any of the Zirgosian structures
they’d entered on Holox, but the lieutenant was just
being thorough. Spock approved.

Berengaria barely met Starfleet’s minimum height
requirement for security work, but she always man-
aged to look bigger than she was. The hard, muscled
arms helped, as did the pouf of hair standing straight
up from her head and adding inches to her height. But
what made most people forget her size was the air she
exuded of knowing exactly what she was doing. Spock
was quite content to wait while she checked out the
building.

Berengaria and the other two members of her team

41



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

cautiously made their way into the structure, which
bore no indicator on its fagade as to its function. So
far, the investigation had proved fruitless. Spock had
looked over the rows of patients the medical teams
from the Enterprise were treating, but he’d found only
two of the poisoned Zirgosians who were able to
speak. They’d barely had time enough to gasp out that
they had no idea what had happened before Nurse
Chapel showed up to shoo Spock away. One of the
medteam’s members was even then at work analyzing
the food and water; Holox’s air had already tested out
safe.

Spock took a few steps back to get a wider view of
the building he was to search next. On the whole the
Zirgosians built well; they balanced function and
aesthetics in a proportion that was especially pleas-
ing to Vulcan eyes. A very civilized people, the
Zirgosians; they’d never once initiated hostilities
against another world in all the time they’d been a
spacefaring race. They were probably as close to being
enemy-free as any modern culture could be, and
Spock had thought Jim Kirk mistaken in his suspicion
that an attempt was being made to eradicate the entire
race. But after the evidence of the mass poisoning on
Holox, he could no longer deny the likelihood.

Spock walked to the corner of the building and
looked along the side. This building was different
from the others. Most of the Zirgosian buildings
they’d visited had been supersolid structures designed
to look light and airy, soaring and pristine. Zirgosian
tastes in color ran to cool blues and whites, comple-
menting perfectly the clean lines of their architecture.

But the building in front of him would have looked
more at home on Argelius I1. Dark and asymmetrical,
it was evidently quite labyrinthine on the inside—if
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the exterior shape of the building was any guide. What
colors Spock could glimpse through the windows were
dark and rich, maroons and deep greens with an
occasional dash of gold trim. He spotted a tapestry
hanging on one wall but it was too far away for him
to make out any of the detail. His communicator
beeped.

“Spock here.”

““Mr. Spock, the lab analysis is finished,” Christine
Chapel’s voice said. “It was the water! The food hasn’t
been tampered with, but the water is loaded with a
toxic alkaloid bonded to a delaying agent.”

“A delaying agent? That rules out accidental poi-
soning, then.”

“Yes, sir. Evidently whoever is responsible didn’t
want a few of the Zirgosians falling ill immediately
after drinking the water and thus warning the others.”

“That would seem a logical conclusion. Thank you,
Nurse.”

So now there was evidence of malicious intent.
Spock was not surprised. Spock was rarely surprised.
He was concerned, however. Under normal circum-
stances the Enterprise would stay in orbit around
Holox until the colony was back on its feet. Jim would
undoubtedly want to help find the poisoner; but
unless they could discover a way to stop the advancing
heat, there wouldn’t be any Holox left to help. Yet he
knew Jim would refuse to leave until enough
Zirgosians had recovered to the point where the
colony could function again, at least on a minimal
level.

Berengaria came out of the building. “It’s a hostel-
ry, Mr. Spock, for off-planet visitors. I'd say it was for
folks who didn’t feel comfortable in the Zirgosians’
usual antiseptic kind of building.”
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“Did you say ‘antiseptic’, Lieutenant? Are you
speaking medically or aesthetically?”

“Aesthetically,” she smiled. “I think I’d be happier
in this building myself. We don’t all like that kind of
architecture.” She gestured dismissively toward the
nearest Zirgosian structure. “We haven’t checked
everything, but there aren’t any booby traps lying
around. I think it’s safe.”

“Did you find anyone inside?”

“Nobody yet.”

Spock followed her into the building. The old-
fashioned beamed ceilings were lower than in other
Zirgosian structures, and the rooms were over-
crowded with furniture, all of it richly colored and
soft-locking. Tapestries and paintings and niches con-
taining small sculptures took up most of the wall
space; it was all too fussy for Spock’s taste. “Where
have you looked?”

“Just downstairs.”

Spock started to climb a circular staircase—an
affectation, he concluded, since the building had only
two stories. The staircase ended at a narrow hallway
with a ceiling so low he had to bend over when he
entered. Even Lieutenant Berengaria, who was much
shorter than Spock, had to stoop a little. Spock had
been right about the labyrinthine structure; the hall-
way made three turns and dropped five steps before
leading to a wider area with a number of doors
opening off of it. He reached out to open the first door.

“Better let me do that, Mr. Spock.” Berengaria
pushed past him and cautiously opened the door. The
bedchamber was empty.

So were the next three rooms they tried, but the fifth
door opened on to just about the last sight they
expected to see in a settlement that had recently lost
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well over half its population. A man stood poised on a

wooden chest, a rope looped around his neck with the

other end thrown over a ceiling beam and anchored to

a bed. When he saw Spock and Berengaria, he gasped
. .. and stepped off the chest.

Berengaria got there first. The man hanging by the
neck kicked out at her, but she managed to grab him
and support his weight, grunting from the effort, until
Spock got there to help. Even with the two of them
holding on to him, the hanging man continued to fight
until Spock reached up and applied the Vulcan nerve
pinch. All the fight went out of the would-be suicide;
he slid quietly and bonelessly to the floor.

“Whew!” said Berengaria. “That was close. He
weighs a ton.”

“Let’s try to make him more comfortable.” Spock
stooped down and hooked his arms under the man’s
arms, but even with his great Vulcan strength he had
to strain to lift the unconscious man. Berengaria took
the man’s legs, and between the two of them they got
him on the bed.

“He’s awfully heavy for such a short and squat
fellow,” Berengaria panted. “Who is he, Mr. Spock?
He doesn’t look like a Zirgosian.”

“That, Lieutenant, is an inhabitant of the planet
Gelchen, if I’'m not mistaken,” Spock said. “A high-
gravity planet—one point eight five Earth normal, if I
remember correctly. All those who dwell there have
that same low, compact body. Heavy mass.”

“Wonder what he’s doing here? Look, he’s coming
around.”

The man opened his eyes and stared at them
blankly for a moment. Then he remembered and
turned his head to the side and began to cry. His body
heaved with big, racking sobs.

45



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

Berengaria was appalled; instinctively she reached
out to place a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Oh,
don’t—there’s got to be a better answer than killing
yourself.” She turned to Spock. “You don’t happen to
speak the Gelchenite language, do you, Mr. Spock?”

“Unfortunately, I do not.”

But it didn’t matter; the Gelchenite understood
English. “You should not have interfered,” he choked
out, and covered his face with both arms.

Spock and Berengaria waited; finally the Gelchenite
got himself under control. He sat up in bed and looked
at their uniforms. “You're from a Federation star-
ship.”

“The Enterprise,” Spock acknowledged. “I am First
Officer Spock—this is Lieutenant Berengaria. And
you are ... ?”

“] am Borkel Mershaya ev Symwid, of the Gelchen
Transgalactic Trade Commission.” He took a deep
breath. “You might as well take me into custody. I am
the one who poisoned the water supply. It was I who
killed all those good people.” His head drooped
forward on his chest.

Berengaria made a strangled sound and stepped in
closer to the bed.

Spock’s left eyebrow rose. “Mr. ev Symwid, do you
understand what you are saying? You deliberately
poisoned the Zirgosian colonists?”

“Yes,” the Gelchenite answered dully. “I can’t live
with what I’ve done. You should have let me die.”

Spock turned to Berengaria. “Lieutenant, summon
your team.” He took out his communicator. “Enter-
prise, come in.”

“Enterprise here.”

“Five to beam up. On my signal.”

* * *
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The Gelchenite, Borkel Mershaya ev Symwid,
slumped in his seat in the Enterprise briefing room.
Dr. McCoy had given him a stimulant to keep him
from succumbing to depression, but the man re-
mained passive and resigned. Lieutenant Berengaria
stood behind him, arms folded. Mr. Spock sat quietly
at the briefing table calibrating the new tricorder he’d
checked out of Stores, to replace the one now in Mr.
Scott’s possession.

The briefing room door opened and Captain Kirk
walked in, his face a mixture of revulsion and curiosi-
ty. He stood before the disconsolate Gelchenite and
gave him a good looking-over. “Borkel Mershaya ev
Symwid,” he said. “I’'m told that is your name. Is ita
name you’re proud of?”

The Gelchenite lifted his head. “I was once,” he
said. “But not now.”

Kirk stared at him a moment and then took his seat
at the table. “I'm Captain Kirk. I want you to tell me
why in the name of all you hold holy you poisoned
those people. And make it good, mister. Don’t hold
back anything. Why did you do it?”

The Gelchenite sighed deeply. “The Sackers. They
forced us to. They—"

“Hold it,” Kirk commanded. “You’re saying it was
the Sackers who wanted the colonists dead? Why?”

“The Zirgosians had denied the Sackers permission
to build that thing out in the desert, whatever it is. So
the Sackers took three of us—”"

“Us? Start at the beginning, ev Symwid. Why were
you on Holox to start with?”

The poisoner ran his tongue over dry lips. “1 was
part of the Gelchen Transgalactic Trade Commission.
We were here to set up offices to administer a trade
agreement recently drawn up between Holox and
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Gelchen. Then the Sackers came. They beamed down
in the desert and started building without so much as
a by-your-leave. When the Holox authorities went to
their site to tell them Holox was a Zirgosian colony
planet and they were not welcome to build here, the
Sackers killed them.”

“Killed them! What did the rest of the Zirgosians
do?”

“They’re not a combat-oriented people, Captain, so
the first thing they did was try to contact their home
planet. But they got no answer. So they started arming
themselves. They weren’t decided as to whether they
should attack or defend, or whether they should just
try to contain the Sackers until they could contact
either Zirgos or a Federation starship.”

Kirk held off on telling him why they couldn’t reach
Zirgos. “Then what?”

“Two other members of the trade commission and I
were about to beam up to our ship—we were thinking
of leaving, frankly. All the others were already on
board. But the Sackers . . . kidnapped us, I suppose it
was. We didn’t have a chance.”

Berengaria snorted.

“Did you say something, Lieutenant?” Kirk asked.

“No, sir.”

Spock spoke for the first time. “Heow did they go
about kidnapping you, Mr. ev Symwid?”

“I don’t really know. All I remember is this horrible
smell—and I started vomiting . . . the other two were
doing the same. Then I lost consciousness. When I
came to, I was wearing a helmet of some sort—it kept
out the smell. We were on the Sacker ship. They told
us they wanted us to poison the Zirgosian water
supply. They even supplied the poison.”
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“Just this one settlement?” Spock asked. “There are
at least a dozen others on Holox.”

“Just this one. Because it’s close to where they were
building, you see, and they didn’t want the Zirgosians
bothering them. So their solution to that was to kill
them. We refused, of course. But then the Sackers told
us that if we did not, they would attack our
homeworld. And to prove they meant what they said,
they destroyed our ship.”

Kirk pressed his lips together. “Survivors?”

“None.” The Gelchenite covered his eyes with one
hand. “They feased us, Captain. They fired over our
ship first; then they fired to starboard a couple of
times. This went on for several minutes before they
got bored playing with us and blasted our ship out of
the sky.”

“Didn’t your ship fight back?” Berengaria asked,
appalled.

“Yes, of course—but their weapons didn’t even
begin to penetrate the Sackers’ shielding ... that
ship’s impregnable. I've never seen one like it. Any-
way, all the other Gelchenites were dead except the
three of us on the Sacker ship, and the Sackers told us
that’s what would happen to Gelchen if we didn’t
poison the Zirgosian colonists for them.” He swal-
lowed. “So we did it.”

There was a long silence. Then Spock said, “Mr. ev
Symwid, why didn’t the Sackers destroy the settle-
ment themselves? They obviously have the fire-
power.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Spock. They didn’t explain their
reasons.”

Kirk asked, “Where are the other two of you?”

The Gelchenite lifted his shoulders, then let them
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drop. “Gone. Maybe they fled to one of the other
settlements.”

Berengaria was seething. “And you did it? You just
went ahead and did it?”

The Gelchenite’s head jerked up at her accusing
tone. He heaved his stocky body out of his seat and
faced her. “Yes, I did it. I'm ashamed of what I did,
and I’'m ready to die for it. But what choice did I have?
Should I have sacrificed my own people to save the
Zirgosians? What would you have done? It’s easy to
pronounce judgment.”

Berengaria stood toe to toe with him. “What would
I have done? First I would have looked for a way to
contact Gelchen and warn them a Sacker attack was
imminent, and then I would have refused to poison
the Zirgosians. If I failed in my attempt to warn
Gelchen, I would still have refused. Gelchen isn’t
defenseless. Your people aren’t stupid, are they? They
know when they’re being attacked? At least your
people would have had a fighting chance—which is
more than you gave the Zirgosian colonists. Or, I
would have accepted the poison and looked for a way
to use it against the Sackers. If I failed at that too, then
I would have taken it myself. You ask me what I would
have done? That’s what I would have done.”

“That will do, Lieutenant,” Kirk murmured, not
entirely disapproving of her outburst.

Berengaria turned her back to ev Symwid and said
no more. The Gelchenite appealed to Kirk. “Do you
think I’'m making excuses? I’m telling you the truth,
Captain, I swear I am! I’ll submit to any electric or
chemical memory probe you like!”

“QOh, we have a quicker way than that. Mr. Spock?”

Spock put down the tricorder he’d finished calibrat-
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ing and went over to ev Symwid. “I have to touch you,
Mr. ev Symwid. There is no pain involved.” He
spread the fingers of his right hand and placed them
on one side of the Gelchenite’s face. The latter
evidently knew of the Vulcan mind meld because he
remained still and did nothing to disturb Spock’s
concentration. A minute passed. Then another. Spock
dropped his hand. “He’s telling the truth, Captain.”

The intercom unit on the table came to life. “Cap-
tain Kirk. Acknowledge, please.”

“Kirk here. What is it, Uhura?”

“Captain, the Sacker ship is receiving a message,”
she said. “And Captain—it’s coming from the Enter-
prise.”

“Can you isolate it?”

“G Deck—that’s as close as I can pinpoint it.”

“We’re on G Deck,” Kirk said.

Spock was reading his tricorder. “Captain, I'm
getting a signal . . . within this room.” The Vulcan
moved the tricorder to home in on the signal—which
led him directly to the Gelchenite. “The point of
origin seems to be Mr. ev Symwid’s arm.”

Puzzled, the Gelchenite raised his arm. “Me?”

“An implant,” Kirk snapped. “What did they put in
there, ev Symwid? A homing device? A voice trans-
mitter?”’

“I ... Idon’t know. This is news to me, Captain. It
must have been done while I was unconscious.”

Kirk spoke to the intercom. “It’s all right, Uhura,
we’ve got it. Kirk out.” He cleared his throat. “Lieu-
tenant Berengaria, escort Mr. ev Symwid to sickbay.
Tell Dr. McCoy to remove the implant as quickly as
possible.”

“Yes, sir,” Berengaria said. “Come on, you.” She
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gave the Gelchenite a tap on the shoulder and they
both left the briefing room.

Kirk and Spock exchanged a long look. The latter
said, “An entire race doesn’t change its nature over-
night, Jim.”

“] was thinking the same thing myself,” Kirk nod-
ded. “Whatever turned the Sackers into such callous
killers must have been building for a long time. Either
that, or they’ve been planning this all along.”

“But exactly what are they planning? We have no
evidence that the Sackers are responsible for releasing
the new universe’s energy into our space. The two
could be entirely unrelated.”

“They could, but I'll bet you my retirement pay
they’re not.”

One corner of Spock’s mouth lifted. ““Your retire-
ment pay, Jim? Really?”

“Half my retirement pay, half. A fourth.”

“You are fortunate that I am not a betting man. Not
to mention the very real possibility that neither of us
will be around to collect.”

“I’ve been trying not to think of that. That heat
front’s still moving . . . Spock, is there any way of
stopping that thing?”

“I would say no. But if you are correct that the
release of energy was precipitated by person or per-
sons unknown, then that person or persons might also
have the means of stopping it. It would have to be a
way of sealing up the rupture between the two uni-
verses, and I for one know of no way such a monu-
mental undertaking could be accomplished. Not even
theoretically. But if the Sackers do possess this knowl-
edge, they would have to use it eventually to prevent
their own extinction.”
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“Yes . . . you’re right, Spock. What are they after?
They must have some goal in mind. Maybe that
woman we found in the Holox administrative center
can tell us something when she wakes up. And isn’t it
about time Scotty reported in?”

“Indeed, Mr. Scott is overdue.”

The intercom spoke with the chief surgeon’s voice.
“McCoy to Captain Kirk.”

“Here, Doctor.”

“Pve got this gizmo out of the Gelchenite’s arm.
What do you want me to do with it?”

“Take it to the bridge—we’ll meet you there.” Kirk
broke the connection and stood up. “Let’s go, Spock.
You’re about to get your first close-up look at Sacker
technology.”

“What is this thing, Jim?” Dr. McCoy asked. “A
transmitter of some sort?”

“Looks like it,” said Kirk. “Mr. Spock, is there
some way to hook this thing up to the ship’s com-
puter?”’

“I shall try, Captain.” Spock took the Sacker device
that had been implanted in the Gelchenite’s arm and
examined it curiously. ‘“Minuscule circuitry. Lieuten-
ant Uhura, I will require your assistance.”

“Yes, sir. Microwaldoes?”

The two got to work, with McCoy peering over their
shoulders. Kirk sat in the command chair and said,
“Status report, Mr. Sulu.”

“The Sacker ship is still keeping the planet between
us, Captain. And they’re still refusing communica-
tion.”

Kirk nodded, not expecting anything else.

Chekov swiveled around in his seat. “Kepten, are
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the Sackers responsible for poisoning the colonists on
Holox?”

“Yes, through unwilling agents. They kidnapped
three Gelchenites and forced them to poison the water
supply.”

The young navigator looked puzzled. “But . .. but
vhy? Vhat do they gain?”

“That,” sighed Kirk, “is the question, Mr. Chekov.
What do they want here at all?”

“What's their homeworld, Captain?” Sulu asked.

“Nobody knows.”

“Maybe something happened to it, and they're
looking for a new one,” the helmsman suggested.
“Maybe they just want a place to live.”

“Ve hef a wery nice place at home vhere they are
velcome to live,” Chekov said. “Ve call it Siberia.”

“Ready, Captain,” Spock announced.

“All right, what’'ve we got?” Kirk looked at the
viewscreen’s display of light impulses generated by
the Sacker transmitter. ““They look like scratch marks.
Is this what the Sacker ship is receiving?”

“Yes, sir,” Uhura said. “It will record in their
computer banks in this form. The signal must be
bouncing off one of Holox’s communication satel-
lites.”

“Tricky device. Those markings keep changing . . .
Spock?”

“Qur computer does not recognize the code, Cap-
tain. I am initiating cryptographic analysis.”

Uhura’s eyes narrowed. “There is a pattern here . . .
wait, let me isolate this part.”” She froze ten lines of
the Sacker symbols and transferred them to a smaller
screen while the larger viewscreen kept running a
changing array of what Captain Kirk had called
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scratch marks. “Look, see this symbol?”” Uhura said.
“It always stands alone, never part of a larger group-
ing. See here . . . and here . . . and here? Like a con-
nective, or possibly whatever the Sackers use for
punctuation.”

“That’s a start,” Kirk acknowledged. “Cryptoanal-
ysis?”

“None, Captain,” Spock answered in a distinctly
unhappy tone. “The computer cannot break the code
because it is unable to find a starting point. The most
it can do is transmogrify these symbols into approxi-
mations of English-language word groupings.” He
touched a few keys and a series of what looked like
nonsense words appeared on the screen.

“Stop talking!” Uhura suddenly cried. “Captain?
Everybody . . . please stop talking!”

They all looked at her in surprise, but at a gesture
from Kirk the bridge was suddenly silent. The big
viewscreen went blank.

“There, you see!” Uhura cried triumphantly, and
the viewscreen showed a new set of words.

“Those are our words up there on the screen?”” Kirk
asked.

“Yes, sir! This device we hooked up to the computer
is a translator as well as a transmitter. That’s the
Sacker language we’re seeing on the screen!”

“Good going, Uhura!” Kirk exclaimed, pleased.
“Now we’ve got something to work with!”

“Excellently done, Lieutenant,” Spock said more
quietly.

“No wonder the computer couldn’t break the
‘code’,” said Kirk. “It has no Sacker words in its
memory bank. And another thing—the Sackers can
no longer pretend they’re not receiving our messages.”
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He raised his voice. “Sacker ship—this is Captain
James T. Kirk of the U.S.S. Enterprise. We request
immediate communication and an accounting of your
part in the poisoning of the Holox colonists. Respond
immediately.”

They waited. There was no answer.

“Keep replaying that message, Lieutenant,” Kirk
instructed. “Mr. Spock—can the translator part of
that device be separated from the transmitter without
damage?”’

“] shall attempt to do just that, Captain. Doctor, if
you could take just two steps backward . . . ?”

McCoy moved out of the way. They all waited in
silence, now that they knew every word they spoke
was being translated into the Sacker language and
broadcast to the strange ship on the other side of
Holox.

Finally Spock lifted his head from his task. “Much
of the circuitry is integral, Captain, used mutually by
translator and transmitter. To keep one without the
other would mean destroying one of them. I assume it
is the translator part you wish to keep?”

“You assume correctly,” Kirk said. “Do it.”

A few minutes more and it was done. They all
breathed a sigh of relief, all except Spock who was too
caught up in examining the disassembled parts of the
tiny transmitter to think of anything as mundane as a
feeling of relief. “Truly a remarkable piece of
microengineering,” the first officer said.

“Now why did the Sackers plant that thing in the
Gelchenite’s arm?” McCoy mused. “Were they ex-
pecting him to get caught? Did they expect us to catch
him?”

“Probably all three of the Gelchenites had im-
plants,” Kirk said. “In case something went wrong or
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the Gelchenites tried to run away. The Sackers would
want some way of keeping track of them.”

“So eavesdropping on us was just a little extra
bonus?”

“Evidently.” Quickly Kirk ran over in his mind
everything that had been said in the briefing room
before the implant had been discovered. He con-
cluded nothing had been revealed that the Sackers
didn’t already know. “‘Lieutenant Uhura, since you’re
the one who discovered the secret of the translator,
why don’t you ... ?”

But she was already at work on it. “Starship,” she
said into an isolated microphone she’d connected for
the purpose. A word appeared on the screen, and
Uhura keyed its meaning into the computer.

“Ah ... yes, something like that,” Kirk smiled.
“Well, Doctor, do you suppose your patient has had
enough of that ‘natural’ sleep you think so highly of?”

McCoy grinned. “Let’s go see, shall we?”

Uhura looked back over her shoulder. “I could use
some help, Captain.”

“I vill help,” Chekov volunteered. He was bored
with having nothing to do so long as the ship stayed in
a stable orbit.

“There’s your assistant, Lieutenant,” Kirk said.
“Let me know when you think you have a handle on
it. Mr. Spock, I'll be in sickbay if you—"

He was interrupted by the intercom. “Dr. McCoy to
the transporter room! Dr. McCoy to the transporter
room! Emergency!” Transporter Chief Kyle’s voice
was high and frightened-sounding.

McCoy hit a button on the command chair arm
rest. “What is the nature of the emergency?”’

“Burn case! The worst I've ever seen!” Kyle’s
frightened voice said. ““It’s Franklin, one of the securi-
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ty men. I ... I never saw anyone burned so badly!
Hurry, Doctor—hurry!”

The examination room of sickbay reeked with the
odor of charred flesh. Captain Kirk stood by help-
lessly as Dr. McCoy worked quickly to save the young
security man. He’d sprayed a coolant foam over the
horrendously burned body to give Franklin some
immediate relief and now was treating him for shock.
Liquids and whole blood were being pumped into his
body after some initial difficulty: McCoy had had
trouble finding an undamaged vein. Franklin was
breathing shallowly through an oxygen mask.

“That coolant foam has an antiseptic in it, so that
should guard against infection for the time being,”
McCoy muttered to himself. “But is the body tissue
getting enough blood? Dammit! All the nurses are
down on the planet.” He moved over to the intercom.
“Bridge.”

“Bridge,” Spock’s voice acknowledged.

“Spock, I need Nurse Chapel. Right now.”

T will summon her immediately, Doctor.”

Franklin began to groan. McCoy hurried back to his
patient and sprayed more foam over his body. “This
stuff’s only for temporary relief,” he growled. “I need
to get him into a burn bath—a proqualine solution.
But I don’t want to leave him alone long enough to
prepare it.”

“Can 1 help?” Kirk asked. “Tell me what to do.”

“Watch his readings. If his respiration indicator
begins to drop, call me.” He hurried away to the
intensive care unit.

Kirk watched the respiration indicator. It wavered
for a moment but then recovered. He looked down at
what used to be a nice-looking young man and felt
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himself fill with a fury so intense that it made his
vision blur. He shook his head and focused again on
the indicator.

“Ka-un.”

Captain. Kirk looked down at Franklin’s face; the
young man was trying to talk . . . but his lips had been
burned away. “Franklin?”

“S-Sackers . . . did this to ’ee.” He couldn’t say the
m-sound. “Ching . . . dead. Ih-ciherated her.” Incin-
erated her.

Kirk gritted his teeth. “Mr. Scott? And the other
security man?”’

“Don’t . . . know. They ha’—" Franklin broke off
to concentrate on the difficult problem of breathing.

“Don’t talk any more,” Kirk said. “Lie as still as
you can.”

The door opened and Christine Chapel came in.
She gasped at the sight of Franklin. “Burn bath,” she
said.

“Dr. McCoy’s preparing it.”” She hurried off to the
intensive care unit.

McCoy came back pulling an antigrav gurney.
“You’ll have to help me move him, Jim. Put on a pair
of gloves—behind you, on that table.”

They got Franklin on the gurney. Nurse Chapel
came back and said the bath was ready; she carried
the transfusion equipment while Kirk and McCoy
steered the gurney into intensive care. They lowered
Franklin into the bath, and waited.

After a few minutes Franklin opened his eyes and
said, “That ’eels ’etter.” And saw three faces grin
down at him.

“Feels better, does it?” McCoy said. “Ah, the
resiliency of youth! You’ll get sick of that bath soon
enough.” Nurse Chapel started sponging some of the
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solution on Franklin’s face and head. “Just let your-
self float. Relax every muscle as completely as you
can.”

“Bones, will it hurt him to talk?” Kirk asked.

“One minute. No more.”

“Franklin, what happened down there? What did
you find?”

“Sackers . . . "uilt a ’lister do’.”

“Blister dome?”

“Sea’less.” Franklin thought that wasn’t clear and
tried again. “No sea’s.”

“Seamless, I understand.”

“Looking ’or entrance. Couldn’t ’ind one. Caught
us.”

“A seamless blister dome with no visible entrance,
and the Sackers caught you looking. Then what?”

“Sell . .. aw’ul s’ell.” Franklin began to gag just
from the memory of the smell. When he’d recovered,
he said, “They use...’ire ’eh’ons. Killed Ching,
thought they killed ’ee.”

“Fire weapons? Did they use them on Mr. Scott?”

“Don’t know . . . I "lacked out.”

“Minute’s up,” said McCoy.

Kirk stepped back from the bath. McCoy gave
Nurse Chapel some instructions, and then he and the
captain went back out into the examination room. “I
don’t know how in the world he managed to call the
ship, Jim. His hands are practically useless.”

“Will he make it?”

“Fifty-fifty chance, I'd say. But he’s young and he’s
healthy . . . maybe the odds are a little better than
fifty-fifty.”

Kirk nodded at this one little piece of good news.
“They’re not going to get away with this.”

“What are you going to do?”
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“McCoy, one of my people is dead, another is
critically burned, and two are missing. What do you
think I'm going to do?”

McCoy was aghast. ““You’re not going to attack that
monster ship, are you?”

Kirk shook his head. “That’s not the way. They
could probably destroy us as easily as they destroyed
the Gelchenites’ ship. I'll have to think of something
else. But I'm going to get those bastards—count on
it.”

McCoy looked at him closely. “You’re worried
about Scotty, aren’t you?”

“Of course ’'m worried about Scotty! I don’t know
whether he’s alive or dead! He could be lying aban-
doned somewhere, too badly burned to work his
communicator. He could be a prisoner.. .1 don’t
even know whether the Sackers take prisoners or not!
But if Scotty were in any position to contact us, he
would have by now.”

“I know. I’'m worried about him, t00.”

Kirk’s hands were fists. “I haven’t figured out how
yet, but those ghouls are going to pay for what they’ve
done.” His face hardened. “Believe me. They’ll pay.”
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Chapter Four

UHURA SLAPPED AT her console in frustration. “Mister
Chekov! I really do not think the Sackers would have a
word in their language for borscht.”

“Oh? Vhy not?” Chekov asked in all innocence.

“You know perfectly well why not. Besides, there’s
no point in arguing about it—look at the screen.”

The screen was blank.

Chekov screwed up his face in mock concentration.
“Maybe thet is the Sackers’ problem. Poor nutrition.”

Uhura growled low in her throat. “Let’s go on. And
please don’t say chicken Kiev.”

“You are the vun who suggested ve try food.”

“I meant food the Sackers might eat.”

“I do not know vhat food the Sackers might eat.”

“Excuse me, Chekov, but aren’t you supposed to be
helping me?”

“I am helping you. I chust do not know vhat the
Sackers are heffing for dinner tonight.”

Uhura sighed. “Maybe we’d do better to look for
variations of the word ‘fire’. When 1 tried ‘fire’, the
screen showed eighty-six words. Imagine—they have
eighty-six different ways of saying ‘fire’.”

“If you vish,” said Chekov, all agreeable coopera-
tion. He thumbed on the microphone. “Blaze.”
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Sixteen symbols showed on the screen.

“Well, that narrows it down some,” Uhura mur-
mured, keying them in. “I wish I had some way of
knowing which of these words are nouns and which
are verbs. Keep going.”

“Conflagration.”

Three words.

“Ha!” Uhura cried. “Now we’re getting somewhere.
Let’s try—wait a minute, Chekov. I have an incoming
message.” She listened carefully, recording the mes-
sage at the same time. ““Enterprise here. We acknowl-
edge.” She switched over to an intraship channel.
“Bridge to Captain Kirk.”

“Kirk here,” came the immediate response.

“A message from Starfleet Command, Captain. It’s
bad news. Two more stars have been destroyed by the
advancing heat front, and—""

“Did they have planets?”

“One of the stars had two planets, but neither was
life-sustaining, fortunately. But some of the outpost
stations are beginning to register sharp rises in tem-
perature.” She paused. “And Captain, Starfleet says
the Sackers on other worlds have all departed. No one
knows where they’ve gone.”

“Damn. That’s ominous. Do I have new orders?”’

“Yes, sir. You are ordered to . . . hurry up.” There
was a silence. “Captain?”

“I heard you. Kirk out.”

Uhura broke the connection. She turned to Chekov,
and the two exchanged a long, grim look.

The navigator picked up the microphone, all busi-
ness. “Combustion.” Uhura barely had time to key it
in before he said, “Ignition.” Then: “Incineration.”

No more kidding around.

* * *
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Captain Kirk turned away from the intercom in the
chief surgeon’s office to see McCoy standing in the
doorway. “Did you hear that?”

The doctor nodded. “The heat’s getting closer and
the Sackers are in hiding. Which problem do you
tackle first?”

“They may be the same problem, if the Sackers are
responsible for letting the three-minute universe in.”

“It’s no longer only three minutes old, of course,”
McCoy said. “But it still has a few billion years to go.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Jim, how long has it been since you’ve had some
sleep? You don’t exactly look fresh and ready to go.”

“Ah ... I don’t know. I lost track.”

“Better find time for a nap, then. You can’t putouta
fire when you’re dead on your feet.”

“Pll find some time.”

“You know, I’ve been thinking about that,” McCoy
said. “We must not be getting the full blast of the new
universe. If it explodes outward in all directions . . .”

“Then we’re getting only a part of the explosion.
Spock suggested the same thing. Not that it matters—
the amount of heat we’re getting is enough to cook us
good. Did you hear my new orders? Starfleet wants me
to hurry up.” He snorted. “Bones, I have got to talk to
that Zirgosian woman!”

McCoy grinned broadly. “That’s what I came in to
tell you. She’s awake. And she’s in good condition.
Her vital signs check out positive, and she’s clear-
headed and articulate.” Then, as if he’d just thought
of it: “Why don’t you go in and see her, Jim? Might do
you both good.”

Kirk glared at him and charged in to where the
Zirgosian woman was sitting up in bed. He halted

64



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

abruptly, struck by the thought that he was going to
have to find the words to tell this woman that her
homeworld had been destroyed. He temporized.
“How are you feeling?”

She managed to muster up a smile. “Much better,
thanks to your Dr. McCoy. He tells me I'll be ‘up and
around’ in another day or so.” She tilted her head and
looked at him closely. “I remember you. You were one
of the people who found me.”

“I’m Jim Kirk—I'm the captain of this vessel. You
warned me about the Sackers, remember?”

Her smile disappeared. “Sackers.”

“They’re the ones who poisoned you.” He pulled a
chair up next to her bed and sat down. “They strong-
armed three men into doing the job for them, but the
Sackers are behind it. We caught one of the
poisoners—do you know a man named Borkel
Mershaya ev Symwid?”

“No. That’s not a Zirgosian name.”

“He’s a Gelchenite. He was on Holox as part of a
trade commission.” Kirk explained how the Sackers
had forced ev Symwid and two of his fellow commis-
sioners to poison the Holox water supply.

“Are the Sackers still on Holox?”

“Unfortunately.”

Her face was anguished. “You must stop them! You
can’t let them do it!”

“Do what? Can you tell me what’s happened? What
do you know about the Sackers?”

It took a while, but eventually the whole story came
out. The woman said her name was Dorelian, and her
home was Zirgos, not Holox. She’d come to the colony
planet to oversee the installation of and instruction in
the use of some new mining equipment Zirgos had
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developed. At the time she’d left home, Sackers had
been on Zirgos and were involved in a controversy
about something they’d commissioned to be built.

“Their ship,” Kirk said.

Dorelian looked surprised. “How did you know?”

“Someone had to build it for them. Their
homeworld is not within the range of Federation
worlds, so wherever it is it’s too far away to be of much
use to them in practical matters such as shipbuild-
ing.”

She nodded. “The ship had not been fully tested,
and the builders were not ready to turn it over to the
Sackers. But the Sackers didn’t want to wait, so they
Jjust took it. The ship was built in orbit, so all they had
to do was beam over from their old ship. It’s a very
special kind of ship, Captain Kirk. For one thing, it
can transform itself into different shapes.”

“We’ve seen two of them.”

“Ah, then you know. The compact form conserves
power that’s needed for their life-support system—the
Sackers require a great deal of heat, you know. That’s
why they never stay overnight on most planets if they
can help it—it’s physically taxing for them.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“The expanded forms of the ship are its combat and
maneuvering modes, and they take a great deal of
power to operate—power that must be diverted from
life support.”

“So they can’t stay in combat mode for extended
periods?” Kirk said. “They’ll need to go back to the
compact form to, er, warm up?”

“That’s right. As I understand it, that was one of the
areas the builders thought could be improved. But the
Sackers were in a hurry. And right before I left Zirgos,
we all found out why.”
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She paused, trying to get her thoughts in order.
“Ships aren’t the only thing built on Zirgos, Captain.
To put it briefly, our scientists have made a tremen-
dous breakthrough. They learned how to tap into the
energy of adjoining universes.”

Kirk caught his breath. “Go on.”

“You understand what this means? It would be a
limitless source of free energy, not only for Zirgos but
for the entire Federation—if'it could be controlled. For
that purpose the scientists developed a device called a
baryon reverter that’s supposed to seal the breach
between universes or limit its size, I’m not sure which.
Perhaps both. Neither instrument has ever been
tested, of course—how do you test something like
that? Then the Sackers . . .” She stopped to swallow a
couple of times.

“The Sackers stole both instruments,” Kirk finished
for her.

Dorelian pressed her fingertips against her eyes.
“They’re going to use them, Captain—I'm sure of it.
Evidently they’ve been trying to find out the details of
their operation ever since construction first began.”
She dropped her hands into her lap. “It may be the
Sackers only want to keep all that nice free energy for
themselves. But those instruments in the wrong hands
would make an unstoppable weapon. And fire is the
Sackers’ natural weapon. So you see, you've got to
stop them before they use it.”

Every once in a while, a moment came along in
which Captain James Kirk hated the things his job
required him to do. This was one of those times when
he would rather have been anywhere in the galaxy
other than where he was at that moment. But some-
one had to tell her, and it looked as if he were elected.
“You don’t know how it distresses me to have to tell
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you this,” he said to Dorelian as gently as he could,
“but they’ve already used the first device.”

Her face filled with horror. She opened and closed
her mouth wordlessly a couple of times and then cried
“No!” so loudly that Dr. McCoy came running. “Are
you sure?”’

“What’s wrong?” McCoy asked.

“I'm sure,” Kirk said sadly.

“Did they use the baryon reverter too? Did they
stop it?”

Kirk slowly shook his head.

McCoy watched Dorelian closely, wondering if he
was going to have another case of shock to treat.

“Where?” she whispered. “Where did they . .. ?”

They were the hardest words Kirk had ever had to
utter. “In the Beta Castelli system,” he said, hating
what he was doing to her. “I'm sorry . . . Zirgos is
gone.”

She stared at him a long time—and then she began
to scream. Silently. Over and over she screamed,
without making a sound. Kirk took her hand, wanting
to comfort her. McCoy took the other and tried to
soothe her. Her grip was like a metal vise.

“Sedative?” Kirk asked.

McCoy said no. “Her system’s just been purged,
Jim—it’s too soon. Besides, she’s doing the right
thing. Let her get it out.”

Kirk wondered what he would do if he’d just been
told that Earth and all the people who lived there no
longer existed. What must that feel like? He couldn’t
imagine it, and he doubted that he’d behave as well as
Dorelian. Eventually the silent screaming stopped
and the Zirgosian woman lay there sobbing, exhausted
from her exertions.

“Dorelian,” Kirk said, bending over her bed, “can
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you hear me? I want you to listen. I promise you right
now that I'll find a way to stop them. They won’t get
away with what they did to Zirgos. I give you my
promise. Do you hear?”

She looked at him with an unreadable expression,
and then slowly nodded her head.

“I'll stay with her until she falls asleep,” McCoy
said. “Why don’t you, uh.” Ger lost, his expression
said.

Kirk- took the hint and left them alone. In the
corridor outside sickbay, he went to the nearest inter-
com. “Spock—where are you?”

“In my quarters, Captain.”

E Deck. Kirk rode the turbolift up two levels and
headed straight for the Vulcan’s quarters.

Spock was seated at his library computer terminal
studying the same material about the Sackers that
Kirk had read earlier. “Jim—has something hap-
pened? You look distraught.”

“I just told the Zirgosian woman she no longer had
a homeworld to return to.” Kirk plopped down in the
nearest chair.

Spock frowned. “The Holox colonist we found in
the administrative center?”

“She’s not a colonist. She lived on Zirgos.” Kirk
went on to repeat everything Dorelian had told him,
from the Sackers’ premature occupation of their new
ship to their stealing of the instruments that could
open and close portals between universes. “I didn’t
tell her the universe the Sackers tapped into was a
brand-new one—I figured she had enough grief. Any-
way, now we know how it happened ... but not
why.”

“More to the point, Jim, we also know there is a way
to turn off the heat, so to speak. A baryon reverter.
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What a fascinating approach . . . if its name is a true
indicator of the way it functions. I don’t suppose the
woman told you any of the details?”

“] don’t think she knows them—she’s a mining
engineer of some sort. But figuring out how the
reverter does what it does is a pleasure we’ll have to
postpone. Right now all we have to worry about is
whether the damned thing works or not. It’s never
been tested.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. “That’s not quite all we
have to worry about. There is only one baryon revert-
er in existence, and it is aboard a Sacker warship. We
cannot attack, because we might damage or even
destroy the reverter in the process.”

“No, no—attack is out.” Kirk didn’t bother to
explain he’d already decided against a direct assault.
“They won’t talk to us, they won’t acknowledge our
messages. If we try beaming a security force aboard,
they’ll simply roast us on sight. Dorelian said fire was
their natural weapon, and they aren’t going to hesitate
to turn it on us.” That reminded him. *““Have you seen
Franklin?”

“] visited him briefly. Nurse Chapel says his
chances for recovery are good.”

Kirk nodded. “What happened to Franklin—that’s
the kind of greeting we have to expect from the
Sackers. Warm, to say the least. But we have to risk it,
Spock. We simply must make contact with them.”

“A rather formidable undertaking, I would say,
since they steadfastly refuse to acknowledge our exis-
tence.”

“Ah, but all the Sackers aren’t in the ship. There’s
one other place where we might get at them.”

“On Holox?”

“Right. In that blister dome that Scotty’s team
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discovered.” Once he’d mentioned Scotty’s name,
Kirk’s whole body began to sag. He’d kept his worry
over the chief engineer pent up too long, and now it all
came spilling out. The two men had been together for
so long ... Kirk couldn’t imagine the Enterprise
without his old friend ruling over the engineering
section like some benevolent laird of the manor. It
was unthinkable.

Spock left his seat and crossed over to lay a gentle
hand on the captain’s shoulder. “We had better pre-
pare ourselves, Jim. There’s a very real possibility that
he may be dead.”

Kirk lifted his head. “From what we now know of
the Sackers,” he said heavily, “maybe we’d better pray
that he is.”

Chief Engineer Montgomery Scott felt his right
cheek pressing against something hard, flat, and cool.
He labored mightily and managed to get one eye open.
He saw he was lying on the floor. Now why d’ye s’pose
I'm sleepin’ on the floor? he wondered vaguely. After a
time he worked the other eye open and saw the floor
didn’t have the familiar carpeting that covered the
deck of his quarters. He gravely considered the possi-
bility that someone had stolen his carpet, but then
rejected that surmise in favor of the more likely
explanation that it was someone else’s floor he was
sleeping on. It must have been a hell of a party.

He’d struggled up to a sitting position before it all
came flooding back. The Sackers. Holox. Ching and
Franklin. He stood up too quickly; a pain shot
through his head and he almost succumbed to a wave
of dizziness and nausea. When his eyes could focus
properly, he saw he was not alone. He knelt by the
recumbent body of the blond security man called
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Hrolfson and shook him by the shoulder. “Laddie!
Wake up! Are y’all right?”

Hrolfson opened his eyes and blinked, and then
went through the same slow remembering process
Scotty had just gone through. He sat up and held his
head. “Where are we, Mr. Scott?”

Scotty looked around. “We’re inside the Sacker
blister. An’ it looks as if they built a special little cell
just for us.”

The cell was a perfect cube made of some sort of
transparent plastiform; one wall held a door. Inside
the cell an old-fashioned generator-powered refrigera-
tion unit chugged away in the corner under a gridded
vent. Other than that, the cell was empty.

“What happened to Ching?” Hrolfson asked. “And
Franklin?”

“I think they’re dead, lad,” Scotty said leadenly.
“Heaven only knows why we’re still alive.”

When Scotty thought his stomach could stand it, he
forced himself to look outside their cell. The cell’s
transparent walls were smoke-colored, of a shade that
blurred outlines and cut down on details. For this
small mercy Scott rendered thanks; without some sort
of muting effect he would never have been able to look
at the Sackers directly. Even so, he felt his stomach
turn over when he picked out one Sacker and exam-
ined him (her?) closely.

He saw a semitransparent membranous sac that
looked tougher than leather; it made him think of the
mole rat, one of the most repugnant-looking life forms
Earth had given rise to. The sac was wrinkled, lumpy,
and loose, like a poorly fitted space suit. The Sackers
all looked as if they were molting but still carrying
their dead skins around with them; Scotty watched
several of them walking but none of them left pieces of
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themselves behind on the floor. That molty, moldy
look was their natural state, then. Scotty heard
Hrolfson gag once or twice and hoped he could hold it
in; their cell contained no cleanup facilities. “Y’are
not goin’ to be sick, are ye, lad?” he asked.

“I’'m all right, Mr. Scott,” Hrolfson replied greenly.

The chief engineer turned back to his examination
of their captors. The sac fluids were all different
colors. One color seemed to dominate in each individ-
ual Sacker, though, making it relatively easy to differ-
entiate among them. Color-coded monsters, Scotty
thought. It was hard to think of these creatures as men
and women. They resembled human beings only
superficially, primarily in their bifurcated structure;
in all other respects they were as alien as any creepy-
crawly Scott had ever encountered in all his travels in
the galaxy.

“What are they doing, Mr. Scott?”” Hrolfson asked.
“What are those vats for?”

The two men from the Enterprise could see waves of
heat rising outside their refrigerated cell, whatever the
Sackers were doing, it took a lot of steamy heat to do
it. Six huge plastiform-sided vats filled with a cloudy
liquid were bubbling away. The Sackers kept checking
the gauges on the outside of the vats; the Sackers were
slow-moving, Scotty noted, although not clumsy.
Once in a while one of them would add something to
one of the vats—a nutrient? Scotty wondered. He
squinted and tried to make out what those small
forms were he could see floating in the cloudy liquid.
They looked for all the world like . . . fetuses?

“I think,” he said slowly, “I think they’re growin’
new Sackers.”

Hrolfson drew in his breath sharply. “Baby Sack-
ers? This is how they reproduce?”
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Scott shrugged. “Why not? The males donate
sperm, the females donate eggs, they come down here
and . . . aye, now, why is that? Why not do all this on
their ship?”

“Those vats are pretty big.”

“But not so big that their monster of a ship couldna
accommodate them. It might be the heat—but that
shouldna be a problem either. Why do they need
Holox?”

They watched a while longer until Hrolfson said,
“Qh-oh. We’ve got company.”

A seven-foot green Sacker was heading straight for
their cell. He was followed by a gray Sacker and a
brown one who were towing an antigrav carrier
loaded with equipment of some sort. The green Sack-
er opened the door, letting in a blast of heat that drove
Scotty and Hrolfson to the farthest corner of the cell.
The Sacker took a few things off the antigrav carrier,
tossed them inside, and closed the door.

On the floor lay two breathing masks attached to
small air tanks and two pairs of smoky-lensed goggles.
“} guess we’'re supposed to put those on,” said
Hrolfson.

Scotty sighed. “Brace yourself, laddie. 'm afraid
we’re in for a close encounter of the worst kind.” They
put on the masks and goggles and waited.

Outside the cell, the green Sacker was putting on a
floor-length hooded robe. He pulled the hood forward
to hide most of his face. “So we won’t throw up all
over him,” Hrolfson commented dryly. The Sacker
strapped a translator around his waist and slipped
some kind of attached headpiece inside his hood. The
other two Sackers unloaded a piece of equipment and
a solid plastic cube and pushed them through the
door. The hooded green Sacker stepped inside.
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Even with the breathing mask on, Scotty still caught
a whiff of the creature. He sternly ordered his stomach
to stop churning,

The Sacker looked the two humans over and then
indicated Hrolfson. ‘“You,” a mellow male voice said
from the translator at the Sacker’s waist. “Sit there.”
He pointed at the plastic cube.

Hrolfson hesitated. “What do I do, Mr. Scott?” he
asked through his breathing mask.

Scotty took a step forward. “What d’ye plan to do
with him?”

“I probe the memory. There is no pain, and no
danger.”

If that was the worst the Sackers had planned for
them, they could survive that. “Do as he says, lad. But
don’t let him touch ye.”

Hrolfson sat uncertainly on the cube. The Sacker
used tongs to place a metal band bristling with
electrodes on Hrolfson’s head. Then he went around
behind the instrument to read the results of the probe.
He went on studying the results long after the probe
was finished. Hrolfson took the metal band from his
head.

Then without warning the Sacker moved over to the
security mman and grabbed his upper arm. Hrolfson
screamed from the burning pain. The Sacker opened
the door and thrust his human captive out. Scott let
out a yell and started after him, but the green Sacker
slammed the door shut and stood in front of it. “Get
out o’ the way!” Scott demanded, but the Sacker
didn’t move.

One of the two Sackers who’d stayed outside the
refrigerated cell—the gray one—had a weapon in his
hand. Without further ado he pointed it at Hrolfson
. .. and set him on fire.
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Scotty screamed and tried to push his way past the
green Sacker, who wrapped his robe around one arm
and used it to knock him away. Outside, a tongue of
flame caught a passing Sacker in the arm; he jerked
back and said something to the Sacker wielding the
weapon. What would have destroyed a human arm
merely made the Sacker wince.

But the human security man was now barely visible
inside his coat of fire. Hrolfson was jerking spasmodi-
cally as the flames reached his nerve endings; finally
all movement ceased as he collapsed into a heap that
went on burning and burning. Scotty fell to his knees
and beat against the plastiform wall with his fists,
moaning as he watched the younger man die.

“You are connected?” The Sacker’s pseudovoice
sounded puzzled.

“Ye heathens! Why did y’do that?” Scotty cried in
anguish. “Y’dinna have to kill him!”

“I do not comprehend your pain. Was he your kin?
You do not share characteristics.”

“No, he was not me kin! He was me shipmate—if
that means anythin’ to ye!”

“But if he was not your kin, his going should not
cause distress.”

“Oh, that’s the way your so-called minds work, is it?
If he’s not a relative, kill him?” Scotty wiped his eyes.
“Well, y’can kill yourselves off that way ifyilikesar
an’ the sooner the better! But y’have no right to be
takin® our lives away from us. Y’have no right!”

“If I had let him go, he would have called your ship.
We are vulnerable here.”

Scotty got to his feet. “We’re not all as bloodthirsty
as ve, y'great green blitherin’ blob! Y’dinna have to
kill him!”
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The Sacker was silent for a moment. Then he asked,
“What is ‘blitherinblob’?”

“Look in a mirror,” Scotty snarled.

The Sacker thought that over, but instead of an-
swering simply pointed to the plastic cube.

Scotty sat and snatched up the electrode headband.
“I’ll put it on meself.” He did.

When the probe was finished, Scotty took off the
headband and stood up. The Sacker said, ““You are the
chief engineer of the U.S.S. Enterprise?”’

“I am. What about it?”

“You know much of the Enterprise engines?”

“Much? I know everythin’ about ’em.”

“Interesting similarities exist between your engines
and ours. This information will be of much use.”

*“So glad to be of service,” Scotty said sarcastically.

“Your willingness to cooperate will be noted.”

Scotty threw up both arms. “Cooperate! Y’dinna
give me a choice! Y’probed me mind, remember?”

“You are skilled in adapting engine functions to
various alternate purposes as well as in maintaining
and operating them?”

“Aye.”

“I?”

“Yesssss,” Scotty hissed. “Yes, I am skilled.”

6‘In_-”

“In anythin’ you can name havin’ to do with the
Enterprise engines! Have I made meself clear?”

The Sacker considered a moment and then said,
“Aye.”

Scotty shot him a sharp look, wondering if he was
being made fun of. The Sacker started pushing the
memory probe machine toward the door. “Here, now,
where’ll ye be goin’?”’

77



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

“This temperature distresses me. I must momentar-
ily return to my own environment.”

“Momentarily. That means ye’ll be comin’ back.”

65Aye-”

The green Sacker went out, taking the probe ma-
chine with him. The minute the door was closed, Scott
ripped off his goggles and mask. He sat down on the
plastic cube the Sacker had left behind and tried to
think.

Clearly it was his technical expertise that was
keeping him alive. If he could convince that green
monster that one Montgomery Scott would be a
valuable asset to have around, he just might hang on
until Captain Kirk could think of a way to get him out.
He didn’t see there was much he could do to get
himself out, locked in this now quite chilly cell as he
was. A thought struck him. He got up and tried the
door. Locked was right. The only other possible way
out was through the gridded vent over the refrigera-
tion unit, and he’d never get his shoulders through
that small hole.

Poor Hrolfson. What a dreadful way to die—the lad
didn’t deserve such an ugly fate. No more did Ching
or Franklin. Those two had gone down fighting,
though; Ching had kept firing her phaser even after the
Sackers had set her ablaze. Brave people; Scotty was
proud to have known them, even though for so short a
time. Now he was the only survivor of that ill-fated
team, and his own future wasn’t exactly what he
would call secure. There he was, the only human being
in this furnace of Sackers, creatures who killed easily
and with no concern for the rights of others. What
could one lone human do?

“I can do a lot,” Scotty said out loud, in a tone of
wonder. Why, what an opportunity this was! If he
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could just get that green beastie to talk to him, he
might learn all sorts of things that could be useful
later. And there would be a later, Scotty told himself
firmly. He started planning his strategy.

Ten minutes later the Sacker came back to find the
chief engineer of the Enterprise seated on the cube,
begoggled and bemasked, hands resting on his thighs.
“Well, now, Mr. Green—come in, come in,” Scotty
said expansively. “It’s time the two 0’ us were havin’ a
nice friendly little chat, don’t ye think?”
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Chapter Five

THE DOOR TO the captain’s quarters opened to reveal a
puffy-eyed James Kirk.

“Oh, my,” said Dr. McCoy. “I tell you to get some
sleep and then I come wake you up.”

“I was awake, Bones. Come on in.”

McCoy stepped inside. “Did you get any sleep?”

“Yes, several hours, in fact. Something up?”

“I wanted to tell you that most of the Holox poison
victims are on their feet again and functioning, to a
degree. Our people are starting to beam back up.”

“Good. How’s Dorelian doing?”

“She’ll be all right—I want to keep her here one
more day. She’s starting to come to terms with the fact
that she’ll never see Zirgos again. It’s going to be
rough, but she’ll make it.”

Kirk massaged the back of his neck. “I feel bad
about having had to tell her. I wish there was some-
thing I could do to help.”

“Time is what she needs, Jim. Just give her time.”

Kirk nodded and turned to the intercom. “Captain
to bridge.”

“Spock here,” came the answer.

“Mr. Spock, Dr. McCoy tells me the poison victims
on Holox are pretty much recovered and getting back
to normal.”
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“I am heartily glad to hear that, Captain.”

“Contact Holox and find out who’s in authority
now. Tell them we have one of the poisoners for them.
Then instruct Lieutenant Berengaria to beam down
with, ah, what’s his name, ev Symwid—and turn him
over to the appropriate Holox officials.”

“Understood, Captain.”

“Kirk out.”

“You’re going to let the Zirgosian colonists try
him?”’ McCoy asked.

“It seems only fair, since it was the Zirgosians he
poisoned. It could be considered a Federation
matter—ev Symwid was acting as an agent for the
Sackers. But Starfleet Command likes to turn these
matters back to local authorities whenever it can.”

McCoy grinned. “Besides, you don’t want to be
bothered with him.”

“Right,” Kirk laughed. “The Zirgosians are a hu-
mane people. They’ll deal with him fairly.”

McCoy was silent for a moment. Then he brought
up the question that was really on his mind: “What
are you going to do about Scotty?”

Kirk exhaled sharply. “I’m going to make one more
attempt at contacting the Sackers. [ wanted to give
Uhura as much time as possible with the Sacker
language, but something tells me I’d better not wait
any longer. Coming?”’

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” McCoy replied. In
the turbolift on the way up, he asked, “What if they
still don’t answer?”

“Then we’ll have to apply a little pressure.”

On the bridge Uhura and Chekov were still compil-
ing a Sacker vocabulary. Sulu was off duty, but Mr.
Spock was studying the results of Uhura and Chekov’s
efforts. Kirk watched and listened for a minute until
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he got the hang of what they were doing. Then he said,
“Lieutenant, if we should get a reply in the Sacker
language, could you translate it?”

“It would be difficult, Captain,” Uhura answered.
“The words are easy enough, but the syntax and
grammar are still a bit of a mystery.”

“Let’s give it a try. Cover your ears.” She did. Kirk
picked up the isolated mike and said, “I feel angry.”

Sacker word-approximations appeared on the
screen. Uhura studied them with a puzzled expression
and translated, “‘I feel full of fire’?”

“Close enough,” Kirk said wryly. “It’s time we sent
the Sackers a message in their own language.”

“It will have to be visual only, Captain. I don’t
know how these words are pronounced.”

«“Visual will do. Blank the screen, please.” Uhura
cleared the Sacker words. Kirk spoke into the mike.
“This is the Enterprise, calling the Sacker ship. You
have killed one of our crew and grievously injured
another. Two more are missing. You are also responsi-
ble for the mass poisoning of the Zirgosian colonists.
We demand you account for your actions, and we
further demand a meeting for the purpose of negotia-
tion. If these demands are not met, we will open fire
on the structure you have erected on the surface of
Holox. Respond immediately.” He switched off the
mike. “Send that, Lieutenant.”

Spock said, “You are not telling them we know of
the baryon reverter, Captain?”

“Best not to show all our hand at once, Mr. Spock.”

Spock thought a moment. “Ah. Poker.”

“Are you really going to fire on that Sacker blister?”
McCoy asked. “Scotty may be alive in there!”

“We’ll lay down a ring of fire around the blister first.
That may be enough to catch their attention.”
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“Light-impulse message coming in,” Uhura said
excitedly.

All talk ceased as every eye on the bridge was
trained on the screen. Uhura’s sketchy knowledge of
the Sacker language was not needed; the message was
in English.

AGREE TO MEETING WITH SHIP’S CAPTAIN NAVIGATOR
AND COMMUNICATIONS OFFICER ONE KILOMETER DUE
EAST OF DOME IN ONE HOLOX HOUR NO WEAPONS NO
OTHER CREW

“No other crew!” McCoy said. “Do they think
we’re fools?”

“Mr. Spock,” Kirk said, “how long is a Holox
hour?”

“About forty-five of our minutes, Captain.”

“And no weapons?”’ McCoy went on. “Jim, they’re
making the conditions impossible!”

“Only if we obey them, Bones. Lieutenant Uhura,
tell Security to have twenty men in the transporter
room as soon as possible. Notify Mr. Kyle where we’ll
be beaming down and then join us there. Mr. Chekov,
the Sackers desire your presence.”

“Hold it"” McCoy roared. Kirk glared at him.
“Hold it . . . sir. You’re not really going down there?
They’ll roast you alive! Remember what they did to
Franklin? Don’t do it—don’t go.”

“I don’t have any choice. But we don’t have to go
when the Sackers tell us to.” He told Chekov to go on
down to the transporter room. “Bones, listen. We’ll
beam down now instead of waiting forty-five minutes.
That’ll give us enough time to stake out the place.
Twenty armed men in concealment should give us an
edge.”
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“Unless they’ve already got thirty armed Sackers
hiding down there,” McCoy muttered. “There’s
something else too. Let’s get on the lift.”

Spock stepped into the turbolift with them. “Cap-
tain, request permission to—"

“Denied, Spock. You’re definitely staying here. We
can’t let the Sackers get a crack at both of us.”

“Then allow me to meet them in your place, and
you stay on the Enterprise. 1 could present myself as
the ship’s commander.”

“Won’t work. Our first messages to them were
visual as well as audible—they know what I look
like.”

Spock had been hoping he wouldn’t remember that.
“Jim, I urge you to proceed with caution.”

“Count on it,” Kirk said grimly.

“There’s something you may be overlooking, Jim,”
McCoy pointed out. “Uhura. Have you forgotten her
childhood traumatic experience with fire? And if fire
is the Sackers’ natural weapon, she’s about the last
person you should be sending down there.”

Before Kirk could answer, Spock said, “Unfortu-
nately, Lieutenant Uhura is the only one of us with
even a rudimentary knowledge of the Sacker lan-
guage. Her services could prove invaluable.”

The turbolift came to a stop and the three men
stepped out into a corridor of G Deck. “What about
Chekov?” Kirk asked.

“He knows a great many of the words,” Spock
admitted, “but it is Lieutenant Uhura who has been
studying the language’s syntax. If you find yourself in
a position in which you need linguistic assistance, it
will have to come from her.”

McCoy shook his head. “It’s a hell of a thing to ask
of her. Jim, Uhura’s afraid of fire almost to the point
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of incapacitation—and she has been for over twenty
years. She’s getting a handle on it, but she’s not there
yet. You put her in a situation where the Sackers are
likely to start shooting flames at you and there’s no
telling what she’ll do.”

“It all comes down to how far you trust her,” Spock
said, “whether you take her with you or not.”

The situation had an all-too-familiar ring to it, Kirk
thought. How many times had the three of them stood
like this, in a corridor of the Enterprise—Kirk with a
decision to make, McCoy advising one thing, Spock
another. It all comes down to how far you trust her,
Spock had said.

“She’s coming with me,” Kirk announced.

They headed down the corridor toward the trans-
porter room, where they found Lieutenant Berengaria
waiting for them outside the door. “Sir,” she greeted
the captain.

“Berengaria,” Kirk said. “Did you find someone on
Holox to surrender ev Symwid to?”

“Yes, sir. The surviving Zirgosians have formed a
pro-tem governing committee, and they were more
than happy to take the Gelchenite off my hands.”

“I'll bet they were,” McCoy muttered.

“Sir, can you tell us what to expect down on the
surface?”

“Angry Sackers. Spock, fill her in, please.” Kirk
hurried into the transporter room, trailed by McCoy.
Chekov was standing on the transporter platform,
ready to beam down; Berengaria’s security people
were milling about, filling the area to near-capacity.
Transporter Chief Kyle was taking phasers out of the
arms locker. “Chekov, get down off that platform,”
Kirk called out, picking up his phaser and communi-
cator from Kyle. “Security is beaming down first.”
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The navigator stepped down just as Spock and
Berengaria came in; the latter headed straight toward
Kirk., “May [ have your communicator, sir.” Kirk
gave it to her. “I'm activating your distress beacon,
silent mode. That way Mr. Kyle will be able to track
you if we don’t prove to be enough protection.”

“You’re saying we need more security?”

“Iet me check out the beamdown point first. I'll be
able to tell better when I’ve seen the place. But don’t
lose your communicator, sir.”” She was very emphatic
about that. “Don’t let it out of your possession for a
minute. Do you understand?”

T think so,” Kirk smiled. “Don’t take too long,
Lieutenant. We're under a time limit.”

“Right.” She hurried to the transporter platform,
snapping out orders as she went. Kyle started beaming
the security people down, six at a time.

Kirk felt a hand on his arm and turned to see Spock
looking concerned. “Jim, a suggestion. Keep your
thumb on the emergency signal button of your com-
municator. I intend to remain here with Mr. Kyle, in
case you need to make a precipitous departure. Do
not wait to verify any suspicion you might have. Press
the button immediately.”

Kirk smiled at his old friend. “I’'m not going to take
any chances, Spock—don’t worry. 1 shall be the
epitome of caution and discretion.”

“That's something I’d like to see,” McCoy said
dryly.

“Now, Bones. We’ll have to talk to the Sackers from
some distance anyway—the smell, remember. If they
get too close, I have a feeling we’ll all be beaming up
mighty fast.”

“This is a mistake, Jim,” McCoy insisted. ‘““You
shouldn’t be going at all.”
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“It is essential that we meet with the Sackers,
Doctor,” Spock pointed out. “They and only they
hold the solution to the problem of how to stop the
advancing heat front. If these are the only conditions
under which they are willing to meet, then we have no
choice but to accept them. With our own modifica-
tions, of course.”

McCoy was working himself into a state. “It’s
wrong, I tell you,” he snarled. “Something will go
wrong. I ... I feel it in my bones!”

Spock raised an eyebrow. McCoy glared at him
belligerently, daring him to say something, ready to
take on the entire crew of the Enterprise if necessary.
Spock remained silent.

So did Captain James T. Kirk.

The transporter room door opened and Lieutenant
Uhura walked in. She started to say something but
noticed the dour looks on her shipmates’ faces and
thought better of it. She collected phaser and commu-
nicator and moved over to stand with Chekov, who
greeted her by laying one finger against his lips.
Transporter Chief Kyle found something urgent to
busy himself with in the field equipment locker.

Almost ten minutes passed before Lieutenant
Berengaria called in. Kirk stepped over to the control
pod. “What’s it like down there?”

“No Sackers in sight, sir. We can see their blister
dome, and it’s radiating heat we can feel from here.
We’re in an open area—not much cover, a few rocks
and bushes.”

“More security?”

“No, sir, there’s no place for them to conceal
themselves. We’ll have to make do with what we
have.”

“Wonderful!” McCoy said through clenched teeth.
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“Captain, we’re in position now,” Berengaria said.
“You can beam down when ready.”

Kirk waved an arm at Uhura and Chekov. “We're as
ready as we’ll ever be. Let’s g0.”

The three positioned themselves on the transport
pads. At the last moment Kirk thought of Lieutenant
Berengaria’s warning and slipped his communicator
inside his tunic. “Energize, Mr. Kyle,” he said.

Berengaria had posted a lookout about halfway to
the Sacker dome, behind a small rise in the land, the
only cover in the immediate area. So far the Sackers
hadn’t left their dome vet, if it was those Sackers
they’d be meeting instead of the ones on the ship. She
should have time to brief Captain Kirk as to where the
members of her team were concealed.

The bushes hadn’t proved much help—too thin and
scraggly. They’d uprooted a number of them to com-
bine with others, providing enough cover for four of
her people. All the others were hunched down behind
rocks that were too small, or stretched out on their
stomachs behind hillocks that were too low. There
wasn’t a tree anywhere in sight; this part of Holox
really was a wasteland. They could have dug in if
they’d had more time, but the meeting hour set by the
Sackers was almost upon them.

Berengaria was both edgy and curious. Like every-
one else, she’d heard tales aplenty about the Sackers—
most of them apocryphal, she had no doubt. Never-
theless, a certain amount of anxiety was to be ex-
pected when one was meeting for the first time a race
of beings assiduously avoided by every other race in
the galaxy. Fearsome they might be, but Berengaria
sincerely doubted that they were phaser-proof. But if
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the phasers didn’t do the trick, they’d brought along
two photon grenade mortars that surely would.

She was the only one of the security team out in the
open. She concentrated on not fidgeting, knowing the
other team members were watching her. Then she
spotted the shimmer in the air that meant a
beamdown. The form of Captain Kirk and two others
began to take shape. She stepped forward to meet
them; but before she got there they faded out of sight
again.

Berengaria whipped out her communicator. “Enter-
prise, come in.”

“Enterprise.”’

“What happened? They were here and then they
weren’t. Did you have a malfunction?”

“No malfunction, Lieutenant,” said Kyle’s voice.
“Please wait.”

She waited.

“Lieutenant!” someone whispered.

“Hold your positions,” she ordered sharply.

When next she heard from the Enterprise, it was
Mr. Spock speaking. “Lieutenant Berengaria, sum-
mon your team and beam back aboard immediately.”

“But what about the captain? If his party beamed
down somewhere else, we'll have to form search teams
to look for them.”

“The captain is not on Holox, Lieutenant,” Spock’s
unnaturally calm voice told her. “Captain Kirk is
aboard the Sacker ship, as are the other two with him.
Beam up immediately.”

Chekov was throwing up all over the transporter
platform. Uhura was down on her hands and knees,
gagging. Captain Kirk was curled into a ball, trying to
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create a little pocket of air where he could breathe
away from that overpowering, not-to-be-resisted, gut-
wrenching, stomach-churning, heart-stopping, god-
awful smell.

Kirk felt the taste of bile in his mouth, his sinuses,
his nose; a war was being waged in his stomach, and
he had to fight against passing out from wave after
wave of nausea and dizziness. Sackers were around
them everywhere, but Kirk kept his eyes averted; he
knew if he looked at one of them directly, he’d be
vomiting even harder than Chekov. He tried to check
on Uhura but his vision was blurred; he struggled to
his feet until a feeling very like vertigo brought him
back to his knees.

And then a pain like nothing he’d ever felt before
shot through both his ears—and it went on and on.
Uhura and Chekov both screamed, but Kirk didn’t
hear them. A voice issuing from an apparatus
strapped to the waist of one of the Sackers said, “Your
translator!”—in a tone of reprimand. Kirk didn’t hear
that either; he was temporarily deafened.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw, but did not hear,
the approach of two Sackers wearing waldoes. He
tried to back away from them, but his legs had turned
1o rubber. One of the Sackers grabbed his arms with
the waldoes and held him still while the other Sacker
forced a liquid down his throat. It was thick and
milky—an analgesic? Then a helmet was slapped over
his head and Kirk found himself gulping in sweet,
sweet oxygen. Gradually the furor in his stomach
began to die down. His ears were still ringing and now
his head pounded, an aftereffect of the pain in his
ears. But he could live with that.

Chekov was sitting on the floor beside the trans-
porter platform, his helmeted head down between his
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knees. Uhura was perched on the edge of the plat-
form, gingerly touching the helmet resting on her
shoulders. The helmets were shaded, Kirk noted, but
he doubted if that would make the Sackers any more
beautiful. He still couldn’t bring himself to look at
them directly. Unsteadily he made his way over to
Uhura and put his hand on her shoulder. “Are you all
right?” he asked.

Uhura said something. He could see her lips mov-
ing, but he could hear no words.

“Can’t hear you—maybe it’s the helmets,” Kirk
answered . . . and realized he couldn’t hear himself
either.

The expression on Uhura’s face told him the same
realization had just come to her as well. Kirk whirled
around and faced the Sackers for the first time.

They were all cloaked, with hoods pulled forward
over their faces. Only the scabrous hands that showed
confirmed the identity of their captors as Sackers.
“What have you done to us?” Kirk yelled, without
hearing.

A grayish-blue hand that looked decayed enough to
be falling off held out a stylus pad to him. Only three
words were written there: Deafness will pass.

Kirk took the stylus pad and showed it to Uhura.
When she nodded, he took it to Chekov. The young
navigator’s lips formed the word “Deafness?” He
hadn’t realized.

The Sackers were stirring around, moving slowly.
Two of them held weapons, which they used to gesture
toward a turbolift. 4 /ift right in the transporter room,
Kirk thought, automatically beginning to memorize
the layout of the ship.

He and Uhura and Chekov were herded into the
turbolift, and the doors closed after them. They were
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alone, a fact for which each of them rendered silent
thanks. They looked at one another helplessly, unable
to communicate and not knowing what awaited them
when the lift completed its ascent.

What awaited them was four armed Sackers. One of
them gestured imperiously, revealing a black arm with
streaks of green running through it. Kirk and the other
two stepped off the turbolift and followed the black
Sacker down a corridor much wider and higher than
any on the Enterprise. They were led to a stateroom
and again left alone.

The room was stiflingly hot. A coffin-shaped vat
stood in one corner. Other than that, it was an
ordinary enough stateroom—slightly oversized tables
and chairs, a console, something that might possibly
be artwork on the walls. An open door revealed a
washroom-toilet with a sonic shower. Three air mat-
tresses with blankets folded on them were on the floor.
Kirk went over and looked in the vat; it was filled with
a pale green viscous material. Was that what Sackers
slept in? Was the vat a Sacker bed?

Uhura sat down at the console and tried it. She
raised her hands, palms up. Disconnected.

Chekov activated the door to the corridor and
found himself facing an armed Sacker. He smiled
wanly and closed the door.

Kirk cautiously lifted the helmet from his head—
and hurriedly put it back on again. They might be
alone, but the reek of Sacker was still in the air. The
place was obviously an officer’s quarters, vacated for
their benefit. The air mattresses and blankets indi-
cated they’d be staying a while. So theyre not planning
to kill us right away, Kirk thought. Why? He felt a
rivulet of sweat running down his back.

Chekov pulied out a chair from a table and sat
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down, carelessly banging the chair against the bulk-
head. Kirk heard it. “Did you hear that?” he asked.
Chekov made no response, but Kirk heard a kind of
buzz from behind him. He turned to see Uhura
mouthing I heard it! So their hearing was coming
back.

Kirk plopped down on one of the air mattresses and
leaned back against the bulkhead as well as he could;
the helmet made it awkward. So now they’d met the
Sackers. Physically they were even more disgusting
than the Enterprise’s record banks had led him to
believe; no wonder every world in the Federation
dreaded their visits. And no wonder there’d been no
advance in human-Sacker relations in over fifty years.
How could you carry on negotiations with a race that,
just by being in the same room with you, made you
want to puke?

It was almost an hour before they were able to talk
to one another. All three of their uniforms were
stained with sweat, but they’d been unable to find a
temperature control. “They want something of us,”
Kirk said. “But what? Why did they kidnap us?”

“Ransom?” Chekov suggested with an expression
that indicated he didn’t believe his own suggestion.
“Vhile they are in the process of burning up the
uniwerse? It cannot be.”

“No, something else.”

Uhura said, “Perhaps they’re planning to use us as
emissaries of some sort? Since they, ah, offend human
beings themselves, perhaps they want to negotiate
through agents that don’t make other races throw up
at the sight of them.”

“Negotiate vith whom?” Chekov asked. “And for
vhat?”

“With Starfleet Command, probably,” Kirk an-
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swered. “That’s not a bad suggestion, Uhura. What
they want is anybody’s guess. But with an exploding
universe to use as a weapon, I’d say they had a pretty
good chance of getting it.”

“They took our phasers and communicators,”
Chekov said. “Ve can’t fight them and ve can’t call for
help.”

Kirk felt inside his tunic; his communicator was
still there. He started to tell the others but stopped.
For all he knew, the Sackers were listening to every
word they said. And watching them. “Look for micro-
phones,” he told the other two. “And cameras. Any
kind of bugging device.”

They gave the room a thorough going-over but
could find nothing. They were still looking when the
door to their room opened. The tallest Sacker they’d
seen yet walked in, rather grandly wrapped in a
blazing scarlet cloak. Two other Sackers followed,
both wearing black cloaks and both armed. One hand
holding a weapon showed yellow fluid inside the sac,
the other was gray. Kirk and the other two instinctive-
ly backed away from the door.

The red-cloaked Sacker spoke. “Your hearing has
returned?” The voice was female.

“Yes,” said Kirk. “What do you want with us?”

“The deafness was a mistake. One of us neglected to
connect his translator correctly. It was the sound of
his voice that deprived you of your hearing.”

“You’re speaking through a translator? That’s not
your own voice we're hearing?”

“The answer to both questions is yes. The voices we
use when speaking to humans are computer-
simulated.”

“The voice coming out of the translator is female.
Are you female?”
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“l am female.”

“Let me see the translator,” Kirk demanded, and
heard Uhura gasp.

The red Sacker didn’t answer immediately. “To
show you the translator, it would be necessary for me
to remove my hood. We wear these garments to shield
your eyes.”

“Most considerate kidnappers I've ever met,” Kirk
said sharply. “Thank you—we appreciate the courte-
sy. Now show me the translator.”

The Sacker did nothing for a moment; then she
reached up and slowly pushed back her hood.

Chekov and Uhura immediately turned their heads
away, but Kirk forced himself to keep his eyes on the
Sacker. Gradually Chekov’s head turned back; Uhura
was the last, but eventually she looked too.

What they saw was the head of a seven-foot-plus
creature whose molty-looking membranous sac was
filled with bright red fluid streaked with gray here and
there. Her brain looked red too, perhaps because it
had to be viewed through the fluid as well as a
semi-opaque skull. What caused the three from the
Enterprise the most trouble was the sight of the little,
white wormlike creatures moving around inside the
brain. There were even some in the Sacker’s face.
Uhura and Chekov were both making noises of dis-
may. Kirk thought his original guess that the wormlike
things were chemical messengers was probably right.
His stomach was churning again, but he was deter-
mined not to let this big red monster see his distress.

Over the lower half of her face the Sacker was
wearing an apparatus that was attached by two thin
cables to another apparatus strapped to her waist. She
pointed to the box. “The voice comes from here.” She
pressed a button and the voice emanating from the
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box spoke gibberish. She pressed the button again and
said, “That time I was speaking our language. There
will be occasions on which we will need to speak
among ourselves in your presence. For that reason our
translators have been equipped with a muting device,
so that our voices will not cause you pain.”

She paused. No one said anything. Then Chekov
spoke up. “Ve thenk you,” he said formally.

That was what she was waiting for. “You are
welcome. We wear these translators for your benefit.
And these outer garments also, for so long as is
necessary.”

“And how long is that going to be?” Kirk asked.
“Why have you brought us here?”

“You are the captain of the Enterprise?”

$‘I am.”

The Sacker pointed a red hand at Chekov. “You?”

“Navigator.”

“And you?”’

“Communications officer.”

The Sacker wagged her head from side to side in a
gesture they would come to recognize as the Sacker
equivalent of a nod. “Your name is James T. Kirk,
correct?”

“Correct. Who are you?”

“Their names, please?”

“Lieutenant Uhura and Ensign Chekov,” Kirk said,
indicating with a gesture which was which.

The Sacker slowly made her way over to stand
directly in front of Uhura—who trembled a little but
held her ground. The Sacker looked her over carefully,
as if inspecting her for leaks. “You are a female?”

“You better believe it, Babe,” Uhura said firmly.

The Sacker twitched and took a step closer. “Babe
... baby? You call me a baby?”
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*“Uh, no,” Uhura replied wide-eyed. “I’'m not call-
ing you anything. Babe . .. well, it’s just a sort of
nickname, that’s all.”

“Name? Do you say ‘name’?”

“Yes,” Uhura replied uneasily.

“Babe.” Again the head-waggling gesture. “I am the
commander of this vessel.”

“So vhat is your name?”’ Chekov asked.

“You have heard. Babe.”

Kirk made a quick gesture to silence the other two.
“Commander Babe,” he said, somehow managing to
keep a straight face, “why are we here?”

“We have need of your assistance,” the newly
named Babe told him. “Our ship has recently suffered
a disastrous accident. Every officer and crew member
on the bridge was killed—not one of our command
personnel survived. I am a commander-in-training
only. We brought you here, Captain Kirk, because we
need you to captain our ship.”

Kirk felt his mouth drop open. He glanced at
Chekov and Uhura; their mouths were hanging open
too. When he found his voice again, Kirk exclaimed,
“I don’t know anything about this ship!”

“You are a starship captain, no?”

“I am a starship captain, yes. But this ship—"

“This ship has many similarities to Federation
starships. There are differences in size and in some
particular functions, but the basic structure was taken
from Starfleet Command’s Constitution-class ves-
sels.”

“And the Enterprise is a Constitution-class vessel,”
Kirk murmured. “I see. What if I refuse?”

“You will not. Are you aware of the fact that
another universe is expanding within our own?”

“I am. I'm also aware that you are responsible for
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its being here. And that you destroyed the very people
who made it possible, and who built this ship for you,
and who developed the baryon reverter.”

At the words baryon reverter the two Sackers who’d
come in with the commander raised their weapons
and stepped toward Kirk. Babe said, “How do you
know of the baryon reverter?”

He saw no reason not to tell her, but remained silent
all the same.

“We have memory probes at our disposal.”

Kirk shrugged. “Someone told me, obviously. A
Zirgosian who was on Holox at the time you were
busy poisoning the colonists. Why did you want to kill
them?”

She ignored his question. “If you know about the
baryon reverter, then you know it is the only way to
seal out the other universe. The reverter, however, has
a limited range. It will be necessary for us to return to
the sector where the Beta Castelli star system used to
exist. And that is why you will captain our ship. It is
the only way you can stop the expansion of the other
universe.”

The three from the Enterprise exchanged uneasy
looks; this was a development none of them had
anticipated. She’s got me, Kirk thought. I'm going to
have to do it. “Why did you release the new universe in
the first place?”

“That will be made clear in time.”

“Who’d act as my first officer?”

“1 will perform in that capacity. I know orbiting
and docking, but my training had not advanced to the
level of battle maneuvers when the accident on the
bridge occurred. We are also weak in our handling of
the ship’s weapons systems. You will teach me, Cap-
tain Kirk, you will teach all of us. We have helmsmen,
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medicos, engineers, and soldiers, but we have no
trainees sufficiently advanced to perform the func-
tions of navigation and communications. The Chekov
and the Uhura will complete the training in those
areas.”

“Oh, you’ve got it all figured out, have you?”

“I do not think I have overlooked anything. You
three will be sufficient. Captain Kirk, do you still
refuse?”’

He hated being squeezed like that, but there really
wasn’t any question of what he should do. “No, 1
don’t refuse. I'll captain your damned ship for you.
When do we start?”

“Not for a time yet—we have preparations to make.
Sustenance will be brought to you. These are your
quarters—no one else will use them. A new air cycle
has been initiated, so you will be able to breathe in
here without your helmets before long.”

“Thank goodness,” Uhura murmured.

The Sacker commander pointed a red hand at some
drawers built into the bulkhead. “In there is a selec-
tion of clothing we have acquired from various
worlds. You should have no difficulty in finding some
articles of dress that fit you. We understand that
humans have an obsessive need for privacy. Therefore
you will not be observed in any way so long as you
remain here in your quarters. But you are not to go
anywhere else in the ship without one of us in
attendance. Guards will be outside your door at
all times. When it is time for you to come to the
bridge, you will be escorted to the turbolift. Is this
clear?”

“Quite clear,” Kirk said.

“If ve hef to stay in here,” Chekov said, “do you
suppose you could turn down the temperature?”’
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The voice from the box at her waist sounded
surprised. “This is too warm for you?”

““Yes!” said three voices in unison.

“Strange . . . ] am not comfortable in this chill.
However, if you need a cooler environment, the
temperature is controlled through the console in the
corner. I will have that function restored.” She
paused. “There is one more thing. When you were first
beamed aboard, we found three phasers but only two
communicators. Which of you has the missing com-
municator?”’

Kirk didn’t even bother putting up a show of
resistance. He took the communicator from his tunic
and tossed it to her. “Here you are, Babe.”

“Thank you, Captain Kirk. Is it necessary to use
both names when addressing you?”

“No,” Kirk said, “but the one you use is Captain.”

] understand. You are in command. But do you
understand that any attempt at treachery on your part
will result in the immediate incineration of one or
both of your companions?”’

“I do now,” Kirk said, suddenly dry-mouthed.

“That is good. I am not tolerant of opposition,
Captain, and we do not have time to spare. You will
treat this ship as if it were the Enterprise. I expect no
less of you.”

Without another word the tall red Sacker and her
two guards turned and left, leaving three stunned and
uneasy humans in their wake.
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Chapter Six

THE ZIRGOSIAN WOMAN's STEP was firm and her eye was
clear. Dorelian was ready to go back to Holox, to start
building her life there.

“Remember,” Dr. McCoy said as they walked
through the corridor toward the transporter room,
“nothing but bland food for another couple of weeks
at least. Your system’s had a pretty rough time, and
you mustn’t ask it to do too much for you just yet.”

“I’ll remember,” Dorelian said. “Dr. McCoy, 1
don’t know how to thank you for giving my life back
to me. Anything I could say would be inadequate. But
I'want you to know I'll be grateful to you for the rest of
my life. I owe you everything, you and the Enter-
prise.”’

“You don’t owe us a thing, Dorelian. I'm just sorry
we didn’t get here sooner.”

They’d reached the transporter room. Mr. Spock
was waiting inside to do the honors himself. “I am
pleased to see you in good health once again,” he
greeted Dorelian. ““Your recovery was a matter of
concern to all of us.”

“Thank you, Mr. Spock,” she said. “Thank you for
everything. I especially thank you for keeping the
Zirgosian race alive.”
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“You are most welcome. But we deeply regret the
loss of so many of your numbers.”

“Yes, it’s a loss that will take a great deal of time to
overcome.” She lifted her head and smiled. “But we
will overcome it, thanks to the Enterprise. 1 had hoped
to say goodbye to Captain Kirk.”

“Captain Kirk is...not on board at present,”
Spock said.

“A pity.” She turned to McCoy. “Doctor, I hope we
will meet again—under more pleasant circum-
stances.”

McCoy smiled. “So do I, Dorelian, so do L.

She took her place on the transporter platform.
“Please tell Captain Kirk,” she said as the transporter
machinery began to hum, “that I intend to hold him
to his promise.” And she was gone.

“I hope to be able to tell him,” Spock said to the
empty platform. “Even though I do not know what
the promise is.”

“He promised her he’d stop the Sackers,” McCoy
said.

“Indeed. What an extraordinary promise to make.”

“Isn’t it.”

The transporter room intercom came to life.
“Bridge to Mr. Spock! Bridge to Mr. Spock!”

“Spock here.”

An anxious young voice said, “Mr. Spock, the
captain’s distress signal has stopped!”

“I shall be there immediately. Spock out.”

“They’re dead,” Dr. McCoy gasped.

“Not necessarily, Doctor,” Spock said calmly as
they both hurried to the turbolift. “It is more likely
that the Sackers have merely disengaged the distress
beacon in the captain’s communicator. Bridge.” The
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lift started up. “If they had wanted to kill him, why
would they have beamed him aboard their ship first?”

“How do I know? Nobody knows why Sackers do
the things they do—not even you, Spock. But I knew
something like this was going to happen! I said don’t
go! Didn’t I say don’t go?”

Spock sighed patiently. “Doctor, you always say
don’t go.” The turbolift stopped. “The captain had to
make the attempt to contact the Sackers—you know
that as well as 1.”” Spock headed straight toward the
young man seated at the communications station.
“Mr. Wittering, a message to Starfleet Command.
Inform them that Sackers have kidnapped Captain
Kirk, Lieutenant Uhura, and Ensign Chekov and that
we are currently attempting to effect their release. Use
channel A.”

Wittering looked surprised. “The Sackers can inter-
cept channel A.”

“That is the point, Mr. Wittering. The Sackers need
to be reminded that when they kidnap a starship
captain, they can expect to have the entire fleet to
contend with.”

“Yes, sir. Channel A.”

McCoy grunted. “And exactly how do you plan to
‘effect their release’? As long as those three are aboard,
you can’t fire on the ship.”

“First we try the obvious. Then if that does not
produce results, we look for the less obvious.” He
picked up the microphone Uhura had connected to
the Sacker translator. “Attention, Sacker ship,” he
said, watching the unreadable words appear on the
screen. “You have taken aboard your ship Captain
Kirk and two other officers, making a total of five
Enterprise personnel you have made your prisoners. If
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you do not release all five unharmed within one Holox
hour, we will destroy the structure you have erected
on the planet surface. 1 repeat—you have one Holox
hour to return all prisoners to the Enterprise.” He put
down the microphone. “Send that, Mr. Wittering.”

McCoy was worried . . . and frightened. He’d seen
Jim Kirk work his way out of hot spots before,
countless times; but the captain had never been up
against anything like the Sackers before. How do you
reason with people who destroy whole star systems for
no discernible reason whatsoever? And poison inno-
cent colonists just to keep them from becoming a
nuisance? And who seem to have no fear at all for
their own safety? And now here was Spock threaten-
ing to level the Sacker structure on Holox . ..

“You know, Spock,” McCoy said softly, “that
threat didn’t work before, when Jim tried it.”

Spock pressed his lips together. “I am aware of that,
Doctor,” he answered quietly. “If you have an alter-
nate course of action to suggest, I should be most
happy to hear it.”

McCoy was silent; he had no such suggestion. But
now he was really frightened. The dependable Mr.
Spock, the ever-resourceful Mr. Spock, the Mr. Spock
who had all the answers—Mr. Spock didn’t know
what to do.

“1 chust ate,” Chekov complained. “Right before ve
left the Enterprise.”

“Eat again,” Captain Kirk ordered. “The Sackers
may go days between meals, for all we know.”

They’d barely had time to shower and change out of
their sweaty uniforms when a robed Sacker somewhat
shorter than the others they’d seen had come in. The
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Sacker had brought them something to eat and in-
formed them they had twenty minutes to finish. When
Kirk asked why the hurry, the Sacker had said their
plans had changed and they were even then beginning
to beam up all their personnel from Holox. Kirk
guessed they must have heard from Spock.

The food was some sort of stew or thick soup and
didn’t taste half bad. When they’d taken their helmets
off to eat it, they found that the air, while still faintly
redolent of Sacker, was at least breathable now. The
Sacker commander had kept her word and restored
the temperature-control function to their console, so
now they were all physically comfortable at least.

“The first thing we have to do,” Kirk said between
bites, “is find out what they’re holding back from us.”

Uhura looked up from her dish. “You didn’t believe
what the commander told us?”

Kirk shook his head. “There’s something fishy
there. According to her, all the command personnel
were killed in the same bridge accident. That means
every single Sacker on this ship with command status
was on the bridge at the same time. Do you believe
that?”

“No,” said Uhura, realizing the unlikelihood. “The
entire chain of command? That is fishy.”

“So the accident wasn’t confined to the bridge, or
something else is going on. Maybe a mutiny? We’re
going to have to talk to these so-called people as much
as we can, see what we can find out.”

Chekov finished the last of his stew and said, “At
least now ve know vhy they forced the Gelchenites to
poison the colonists instead of blasting the settlement
to bits.”

Kirk had missed that. “Why?”
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“Did that red commander not say they vere veak in
the use of veapons? They did not fire upon the
colonists because they vere not sure they could hit
them.”

“Chekov, you're a genius!” Kirk exclaimed. “Of
course! They don’t know how to launch an attack!”

“I am a chenius,” Chekov told Uhura modestly.

“That poisoner we caught—ev Symwid,” Kirk went
on. “He told me the Sackers teased him and the other
two Gelchentites by firing all around their ship before
destroying it. But they weren’t teasing—they were
missing, and not on purpose. That was the best they
could do. Hah. Now we’ve got something to go on! ru
have to find out from Babe just how much they do
know.”

“Did you hef to call her thet?” Chekov asked
Uhura. “Babe is a cute sort of name, and that red
monster is not vhat I vould call cute.”

“Sorry. I had no idea she’d adopt the word as her
name.”

“Vhy did she? Is wery strange.”

Kirk said, “The Enterprise’s record banks say they
all do that—they accept names given to them by
others outside their race. Even the name Sackers is
just a label somebody pinned on them. They never tell
anybody their real names, if they have any.”

Chekov looked incredulous. “You can call them any
name you like and they accept it? I cannot believe
thet!”

“Here’s your chance to find out,” Kirk said as the
door opened. “Try it.”

The Sacker who’d brought them their food came in
for the antigrav table they’d been eating from. The
three from the Enterprise hastily donned their hel-
mets. When the Sacker reached out a hand for the
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table, the robe fell away to show an arm encased in a
sac filled with pale red fluid streaked with white.

Chekov stood up and bowed gallantly. “Thet vas
wery good, Pinky. Ve thenk you.”

The Sacker stopped. She turned slowly to face
Chekov. “Pinky? Is that a name?”

“Yes, thet is a name.”

The Sacker’s head waggied back and forth.
“Pinky.‘”

“You do not like it? Then tell us your real name.”

“Oh, no, I like it. Pinky is my name.”’Chekov threw
up his arms and walked away from this incomprehen-
sible state of affairs.

“Tell me,” Uhura said, “are you a girl Pinky or a
boy Pinky? Your computer voice is a bit androgy-
nous.”

“I am completely girl Pinky.”

Chekov whirled around. “Vhat does your mother
call you?”

Pinky hesitated, as if unsure of something. “Every-
one will call me Pinky now.”

“Give up, Chekov,” Uhura smiled.

“Pinky,” Kirk said, “we couldn’t help noticing your
coloring. Are you by any chance the commander’s
daughter?”

The Sacker suddenly started jiggling up and down
in an alarming manner. The others didn’t know
whether to be afraid or to send for a Sacker doctor.

“Did I offend you?”” Kirk asked worriedly. “Forgive
me—I meant no insult. Is it forbidden to inquire
about family relationships?”

The jiggling increased to near-violent proportions.
“Kepten,” Chekov said wonderingly, I think she is
laughing!”

Pinky eventually settled down a little. “Her daugh-
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ter! Babe will not be permitted to donate life for years
yet. She is my orthocousin.” With that she took the
antigrav table and left, still jiggling.

“Orthocousin?”’ said Chekov.

“She calls her Babe?”” said Uhura.

Captain Kirk sighed. “We’ve got our work cut out
for us,” he said.

“Still no reply?” Dr. McCoy asked the communica-
tions officer.

“No, sir. Nothing yet.”

Spock said, “I am sure Mr. Wittering will tell us the
moment he receives a communication, Doctor. It is
not necessary to query him every thirty seconds.”

“Dammit, Spock, we have to do something!”

“I gave the Sackers one hour in which to respond,
approximately forty-five of our minutes. They still
have twenty-five minutes, thirty-seven seconds left.”

“They’re not going to answer, you know that!”

] presume they will not, but I wish to give the
Sackers every opportunity to avoid an exchange of
hostilities. You must have noted, Doctor, that in a
head-to-head confrontation between our two ships,
the Enterprise would assuredly come out second best.
We are outgunned, presumably outmanned, and defi-
nitely outshielded. All other alternatives must be tried
before we embark upon what most assuredly would
turn out to be a suicide mission.”

McCoy knew Spock was right; he just didn’t want to
admit it. Spock for his part understood the doctor’s
anxiety—and even shared it to an extent, although he
was careful not to show it. The bridge personnel were
jittery enough as it was; they needed an acting com-
mander who was steady and in control . . . or who
appeared to be. Spock was struggling with the ques-
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tion of whether to fire on the Sacker blister dome on
Holox or not. It was the next logical step to take, but
Spock knew that in taking it he could well be signing
Chief Engineer Montgomery Scott’s death warrant.

No. He couldn’t risk Scott’s life when there was a
way to better the odds. A ground attack on the dome
might be just as efficacious as firing from orbit, and it
would be safer for Scott and the security man with
him, if they were still alive. That, Spock thought
wryly, is a rather large ‘if”. But until he had evidence
to the contrary, he must proceed on the assumption
that the two men were not dead.

Time was passing. McCoy was right; the Sackers
were not going to answer.

Spock pressed a button in the arm panel of the
command chair. “Security—full detail to the trans-
porter room. Mortars and grenades. We shall attempt
to penetrate the Sacker dome on Holox.”

McCoy’s face lit up. “Now you’re cooking!”

“] am glad you think so, Dr. McCoy, as you are
coming with us. Please pick up your medical kit and
report to the transporter room.”

“On my way.”

“Mr. Sulu, you have the conn. Maintain monitoring
of the Sacker ship and notify me immediately of any
change in status.”

“Yes, sir.”

Spock quickly joined McCoy in the turbolift, won-
dering if he hadn’t already left it too late.

Captain Kirk, Uhura, and Chekov crowded around
the console screen in their quarters on the Sacker ship.
Selected parts of the ship’s schematics were being fed
through to them, so Kirk would have a chance to
familiarize himself with the layout before taking
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command. Notations were in two languages, English
and one other that the three from the Enterprise
assumed must be Zirgosian. Nobody knew the Sack-
ers’ language except the Sackers—and now Uhura, a
little bit.

They read in silence for a while, and then Chekov
gulped and said, “It is big!”

“Think of it as a bigger but not necessarily better
Enterprise,” Kirk said. “Remember, the Zirgosians
weren’t finished with it yet when the Sackers took
over. That means there are still bugs in here some-
where that haven’t been worked out. What we have to
do is find them.”

“And do what, Captain?” Uhura asked. “Correct
them or exploit them?”

“Exploit them. Our primary objective is to get that
baryon reverter aboard the Enterprise. If we do it the
way Red wants us to—sorry, I mean Babe—then we’ll
have no control over what happens after the heat
advance is stopped. Assuming the reverter works at
all, that is. As long as the Sackers have possession of it,
they’re going to be a threat to the entire galaxy. But if
we can beam the thing over to Spock ... I wonder
how big it is.”

“Is there anything in here about it?”” Chekov asked.

“Let me see.” Uhura tapped a few keys. “No.
They’re not going to let us look at it.”

“Let’s go back to the engines,” Kirk said. He
studied the screen silently for a few minutes and then
said “These are some engines. What can they do?
How does the radiation-damping work? And what’s
this device here? Damn, I have a thousand questions
and no one to ask! Uhura, how do I use this console to
speak to Babe?”

“Press here, talk there.”
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Kirk pressed and talked. “Kirk to bridge.” Immedi-
ately the image of the red commanding officer ap-
peared on the screen—without either the concealing
cloak or the translator mask. Kirk felt himself flinch,
but he didn’t look away.

She put on her translator mask. “Commander Babe
speaking,” she said. “You have a problem, Captain?”

“I need to talk to an engineer. There are parts of the
engine plans that are not self-explanatory. Can you
send someone to answer questions?”

“Very well, Captain, an engineer will be sent to
you.” Her image faded from the screen.

“Whew,” Uhura breathed heavily. “I guess it’s not
so bad as long as you don’t have to smell them.”

“You think so?”” asked a white-faced Chekov.

“Let’s see what they use in place of a deflector
dish,” Kirk satd. Uhura called up the data. “Hm, an
enclosed unit. Very compact. 1 wonder if the Enter-
prise could use something like that.”

But the Enterprise’s navigator wasn’t impressed. I
am supposed to get navigational readings from thet?”
Chekov protested. “Vhat is the feed route?”

Uhura tapped the keys—and all the data disap-
peared from the screen. Something unreadable ap-
peared. Uhura said, “It probably means ‘Access
denied.””

“Try the weapons system,” Kirk said.

Here again they were given limited access, but Kirk
was able to determine that the Sacker ship boasted no
new superweapon. Of course, with the Zirgosian in-
vention for opening doors between universes they
didn’t need one. Nevertheless, the Sacker armament
still outweighed that of the Enterprise three to one; a
battle between the two ships was to be avoided at all
costs.
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They were interrupted by the sound of the door
opening, followed by an indignant voice loudly pro-
testing, “Here now! I’'m goin’, I'm goin’! Nae need to
be proddin’ me with those things!” And a helmeted
Chief Engineer Montgomery Scott was propelled un-
ceremoniously into the room.

“Scotty!” Kirk yelled, happily abandoning decorum
in his joy at seeing his old friend alive.

“Captain! Uhura! Chekov!” There was much
pounding of backs and squeezing of shoulders. Scotty
picked Uhura up and gave her a hug that took her
breath away. “I’'m glad to see ye, lass!” Then his
expression changed to one of dismay and he held her
offat arm’s length. “Nae, I am not glad to see ye! What
are y’doin’ here? Captain, why did ye leave the
Enterprise?”

“Ostensibly to meet with the Sackers, but the
meeting was just a ploy to kidnap us. Scotty, how long
have you been on this ship?”’

“Just since yesterday. They kept me in that hot-
house down on Holox until then.” He took off
his helmet. “Captain, do y’remember Hrolfson, the
security man who was with me? They killed him.
An’ only because he dinna know anythin’ about the
operation of the Enterprise! That’s all the excuse
they needed.”

Kirk looked sick. “That makes two. They killed
Ching, too. Franklin survived.”

“Franklin’s alive? Ah! Thank heaven for that!”

“Scotty,” Uhura said, “how did they kill him?”

“They incinerated him. Burned him alive. I
watched ’em do it.”

Uhura covered her eyes with her hand and turned
away. She crossed the room and sat down at the table.

“Captain,” Scotty said, “I'm sorry to have to tell ye,
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but these beasties know everythin’ about the Enter-
prise that I know. They used a memory probe on us,
Hrolfson and me.”

“Can’t be helped, Scotty. Don’t worry about it.
What have you been doing since they beamed you
aboard?”

“Checkin’ the engines. Their chief engineer was
killed in some sort of accident.”

Kirk and Chekov exchanged a quick look. “Their
enchineer too?” the latter said. “Also their navigator,
their communications officer—and their kepten.”

Scotty’s eyes grew wide. “What’s this?”

“It’s true,” Kirk said. “That’s the reason we’re all
here. They want us to run their bloody ship for them.”

For once in his life, Scotty was speechless.

“Vhat is going on here?”” Chekov asked the room at
large.

“Isn’t this interesting,” Kirk mused. “I ask them to
send me someone to answer questions about the
engines, and they send me a man who’s never been
inside this ship until a day ago. Scotty—you are their
expert on their own engines?”

“I think I must be, Captain. Mr. Green is only a
trainee an’—”

“Who?99

“Ah, that’s me Sacker, the one who’s been stickin’
to me like glue. I call him Mr. Green. Anyhoo, he’s
only in trainin’ but he knows more than any of the rest
o’ them. They don’t have one real engineer on this
ship. Not countin’ me, 0’ course. But Captain, I have a
lot to tell ye.”

“Let’s sit.”

They joined Uhura at the table. “Mr. Green must
be younger than he looks,” Scotty said, “even though
he looks as if he’s been dead a coupla hundred years.
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But he talks too much. D’ye know what they were
doin’ down on Holox? They were growin’ baby Sack-
ers!”

This was news. “Cloning?” Kirk asked. “In vitro?”

“In vitro. There were these huge vats of bubbly stuff
kept at ultrahigh temperatures. Mr. Green says the
entire Sacker race lives in clans o’ one thousand
individuals, but 1 couldna get him to tell me how
many clans are scattered throughout the galaxy. An’
Captain, they’re totally nomadic. Somethin’ hap-
pened to their home system some time back and
they’ve been wanderin’ ever since. Aboard ship is the
only home the younger Sackers have ever known.”

“And so they started making contact with Federa-
tion worlds,” Kirk mused, “looking for a place to
settle? And found they made every race they met sick
at their stomachs. Go on.”

“They’re very strict about keepin’ the clan number
at exactly one thousand. When one o’ them dies, they
just put down on the nearest planet an’ grow a new
one. But Captain, I saw half a dozen vats down there!
An’ they were big ones—Ilots 0’ baby Sackers floatin’
around inside.”

“They’re replacing all of their command person-
nel,” Uhura told him. “Whatever that accident was, it
took out everybody capable of running the ship.”

“Ah. I see.”

“Why do they have to go to a planet to incubate?”
Kirk asked. “Why not do it on board?”

“The ship is certainly big enough to hold a nurs-
ery,” Chekov remarked.

“Well, Mr. Green says infant Sackers canna survive
in space,” Scotty explained. “Sacker bodies have these
wee white things crawlin’ around inside—"
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“We’ve seen them,” Kirk said shortly.

“They’re part o’ the Sacker nervous system, an’
they stay immobile for the first week or two o’ life.
Once these white things start movin’ around, the
Sackers beam the babies aboard an’ they all go on to
wherever they’re goin’ next.”

Kirk nodded, thinking. “You know what this
means? The accident that killed off their command
personnel must have happened afier they destroyed
the Zirgosian system. Babe couldn’t have directed an
operation like that, not if she needs our help to run the
ship.”

“Babe? And who might Babe be?”

“The Sacker commander,” Chekov grinned.
“Uhura named her.”

“Inadvertently,” Uhura said.

“Uhura!” Scotty said in a tone of reprimand.
“Callin’ another woman ‘Babe’!”

“She’s not exactly another woman, Scotty,” Uhura
protested dryly. “Besides, I was being sarcastic.”

“We probably have a bunch of people here trying to
work outside their own fields,” Kirk commented.
“Geologists trying to be navigators, that sort of thing.
This is good. They won’t know when we’re lying to
them.”

Just then the door opened and Pinky came in,
carrying another air mattress and blanket. “The Scott
is to stay here also,” she said and was gone before they
could get their helmets on.

When they’d finished gagging, Scotty said, “What
was that?”

“Thet vas Pinky,” Chekov explained. “She is our
Sacker.”

“All right, listen up,” Kirk ordered, taking deep
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breaths. ‘““Here’s the plan. Scotty, I want you to look
for ways to sabotage the engines a /ittle bit. Don’t put
them out of commission. Just make them sluggish in
responding, or cause them to vibrate excessively—
anything you can think of to buy a little time without
incapacitating the ship. Can you do that?”

“Aye, Captain, can do. I'll work on the bleeder
valves. That’ll make the ship buck like a bad-
tempered horse when we go into warp.”

“Good! That’s exactly what I want. Uhura, you are
to try to find out as much as you can about this
accident that killed off the command personnel. Get
as many specifics as you can. They aren’t telling us the
whole story. Get the Sackers to talk, see what you can
piece together.”

“Yes, sir. Will I be instructing trainees?”

“It sounds like it from what Babe told us. Chekov—
you’ve got the hardest job of all. I want you to find out
where on the ship they’re keeping the baryon reverter.
As navigator you’ll be within your rights to ask to
inspect whatever unit they’re using instead of a deflec-
tor dish—take advantage of it, look around. I know
you won’t have free run of the ship, but do the best
you can.”

“Yes, sir. If there is vun place on the ship none of us
is allowed to go, thet is probably vhere the rewerter is
being kept.”

“Good point. Do you all understand what you have
to do? Are there any questions?”

“One,” Uhura asked. “What do you plan to be
doing while we’re doing all of this?”

“Who, me?” Kirk grinned. “Why, I plan to work on
Babe, of course.”
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Mr. Spock checked his tricorder. No doubt about it;
the heat the Sacker dome emitted was decreasing
appreciably. “You are right, Doctor. The dome is
cooling down.”

“Thought so,” McCoy said. “I was sweating when
we first got here.”

They were crouched behind a jumble of sandstone
in the Holox desert. The security force Spock had
ordered down had been able to advance to within a
hundred meters of the dome without being chal-
lenged. There was no sound from the dome, no sign of
activity.

“Don’t they post guards?’ McCoy asked, uneasy at
being that close to Sackers.

“Possibly they depend upon sensors to warn them,”
Spock answered. “They may already be aware of our
presence.”

“Then why haven’t they done anything?”

“I do not know, Doctor.”

Spock’s communicator sounded. “Berengaria here.
We’ve circled the dome, Mr. Spock. We can’t find an
entrance.”

“Then we shall make one, Lieutenant. Remain
where you are and leave your communicator open. I
shall join you.” He turned to McCoy. “Wait here. Do
not approach the dome unless I call for you.”

“Count on it,” McCoy shuddered.

Spock began to move cautiously, following
Berengaria’s communicator signal around the perime-
ter until he found her and several other members of
the team kneeling in a natural depression in the
ground. Berengaria had already ordered a photon
grenade mortar into place, and the man handling it
was taking point-blank aim at the dome.
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“Any time you’re ready,” Berengaria greeted Spock.

At your discretion, Lieutenant.”

S‘Fire-’,

It took two shots, but a gaping hole appeared in the
dome at ground level, the edges curling back as they
burned. Spock pressed the stun select button on his
phaser and started toward the dome, but a word from
Berengaria made him fall back and let her team go in
first. They slipped quickly around the still smoking
edges of the hole to avoid being backlighted; Spock
did the same and hunched down, waiting for his eyes
to adjust to the dim interior. A decidedly unpleasant
odor assaulted his olfactory senses, causing a twinge
of nausea. The fetidness was uncommonly offensive.

“Stinks in here,” Berengaria said.

The fresh air pouring in through the hole they’d
forced in the side of the dome gradually made the
smell bearable. The security team spread out, cau-
tiously searching for the dome’s inhabitants. Spock
stuck to the wall, thinking that was where any linger-
ing Sacker might be hiding. But he circled the entire
interior without finding anyone.

“Nobody’s home, Mr. Spock,” Berengaria called
out.

Even though the Sackers had gone, the dome was
still uncomfortably warm for most of the Enterprise
crew. They found evidence of equipment no longer
there—probably generators and similar machinery. A
transparent, cell-like cube stood opposite the entry
they’d made, its purpose unclear. But what caught
their attention was a series of enormous plastiform
vats, six in all, with their pipes, tubes, and wires now
unconnected to any machine or instrument that might
have provided a clue to their use. The vats were
empty.
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“Now what do you suppose these are?” Berengaria
asked, knocking on the side of one of them. “Storage
bins?”

Spock was studying the control panel on the side,
trying to decipher the purpose of the dials without
knowing the language used for the notations. “I do not
think so,” he answered Berengaria. “They are more
likely to be giant pressure cookers.”

“Pressure cookers!”

Spock opened his communicator. “Spock to
McCoy.”

“McCoy here. What’s happening, Spock?”

“The Sackers have departed, Doctor. Please come
into the dome. You will find an entrance on the side
opposite to where you are now.”

Spock thought he knew what the vats had been used
for. A hunch, Jim Kirk would call it. But while Spock
trusted Kirk’s hunches, he was leery of his own. He
had them too seldom to have reached any conclusion
as to their reliability.

He walked around the vat, inspecting the various
gauges. Then he moved to the next one, and a quick
look told him it was identical to the first. He
abandoned the vats to look at the strange cell that
seemed to have no connection with anything else. He
located a door and opened it. The temperature inside
was lower than that of the rest of the dome, which
meant it had undoubtedly been even lower still be-
fore the Sackers removed all their equipment and
the two temperatures began to equalize. Spock
placed a hand against one of the walls. Decidedly
cool.

What did the Sackers keep in here that required a
lower temperature than the rest of the dome? Could it
possibly have been a human being? Spock’s heart beat
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a little faster at the thought that Mr. Scott might be
alive after all.

“Yucch. What a smell!” Dr. McCoy had arrived.

Spock stepped out of the cell. “Doctor, I would like
you to take a look at—"

“What about Scotty?” McCoy interrupted.

“ think he is alive and on board the Sacker ship.”
He explained about the cell and what he thought it
had been used for.

“He’s alive!” McCoy accepted it as fact. But then
his face clouded. “Dammit, Spock, if we’d just come a
little earlier—"

“We might all have been killed,” Spock interrupted
in his turn, “including Mr. Scott. Please inspect these
vats, Doctor. Tell me if you know what they were used
for.”

McCoy glanced at the nearest one and said, “Why,
they’re incubation vats.” He walked around the vat,
peering at the control panel and the various gauges the
same way Spock had done. “Yep, that’s what they are,
all right. So Sacker females don’t gestate—they repro-
duce externally. These incubators were filled with
some sort of chemical nutrient and the fetuses were
grown right here.”

Spock nodded, and filed the information away
under Hunches, Confirmed. “Quite possibly the Sack-
er reproductive cycle adheres to a rigid time schedule,
forcing them to stop everything else while they attend
to their newborn. But it does seem odd that they
would have started their assault on our universe so
soon before such reproduction was due. No, there
must undoubtedly be some other reason behind this.
Why such an urgent need to reproduce more Sack-
ers?”

“They’re growing an army,” McCoy growled.
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Spock’s communicator beeped. “Spock here.”

It was Sulu. “Mr. Spock, the Sacker ship is leaving
orbit!”

“Have us beamed aboard immediately, Mr. Sulu.”
He summoned Berengaria and her team.

They beamed up to the Enterprise and hurried to
their posts. A shared sense of urgency kept them from
speaking; the moment they’d both wished for and
dreaded was at hand. The Sackers were at last making
their move.
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Chapter Seven

IT was CaptaiN James T. Kirk who had ordered the
Sacker ship out of orbit.

Their first view of the Sacker bridge, glimpsed
through the opening doors of the turbolift, had been
an awe-inspiring and unsettling one. The bridge was
about twice the size of the Enterprise’s, and it had four
turbolifts as well as more manned stations. In the time
they’d been on the ship, Kirk, Uhura, and Chekov had
never seen so many Sackers gathered together in one
place; the sight was enough to disconcert even the
most stalwart of hearts. Their captors were cloaked
and wearing translator devices, but a bulging green
forehead here and a decayed-looking hand there were
unnecessary reminders of what lay under those cloaks.
All the Sackers had turned and were staring at the
three helmeted humans standing uncertainly in the
lift.

“This is it,” Kirk muttered. “Let’s go.”

He strode out on to the bridge as if he owned it, but
Uhura and Chekov followed a little less enthusiasti-
cally. “Commander Babe!” Kirk said in his best
imperious manner. “I am ready to assume com-
mand.”

“The command is yours, Captain,” the red Sacker
replied, and indicated a brown Sacker standing near
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her. “This one is to be my second-in-command and
will learn with me.” She moved slowly along the
upper deck to where six Sackers were waiting. “These
three are to learn communications. And these three,
navigation.”

Kirk acknowledged the entire student body and
issued his first order. “Stations, please.” He waited
until Sackers and humans alike had positioned them-
selves and began a tour of his new bridge, trailed by
the red commander and her brown companion. The
temperature was uncomfortably high, but bearable.

Avoiding looking at his three trainees, Chekov slid
uneasily into the navigator’s seat. His station was all
too close to that of the helmsman, an enormous blue
Sacker who was staring at him with what Chekov
hoped was ordinary curiosity. “Hello,” he said
faintly.

“Greetings,” the Sacker’s translator boomed. “You
are the Chekov?”

“l am the Chekov,” the navigator squeaked. He
almost asked the blue Sacker’s name but remembered
in time. He gulped and said, “Nice ship.”

“We like it.”

Chekov’s three trainees hovered behind him. Two
were black and one was orange, a fitting Hallowe’en
combination. Chekov turned to his navigator’s board
and started calling up various sets of data. He pointed
to one display and asked the orange Sacker, ‘“Do you
know vhat this is?”

“No. Please instruct us.” And the lesson began.

Captain Kirk had stopped by the science officer’s
station. An almost pure white officer stood at the
Sacker equivalent of attention. “Status report,” Kirk
ordered.

“We’re still in orbit around Holox, sir.”
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“That’s no way to give a status report!” Kirk
snapped. “I want specifics, and I want ’em fast,
mister!”

“Mister?”

Kirk’s eyebrows went up. ‘“Ma’am?”

“Misterma’am?”’

“Whatever.”

The Sacker’s head waggled back and forth. “Thank
you, Captain!” He or she started reading off figures
from the screen until Kirk called a halt. “Very good.
Carry on.”

He walked on out of range of the Sacker’s hearing
and turned to the commander. “Why did the science
officer just thank me?”

“Because you paid him the honor of naming him,
Captain.”

“Naming him? I didn’t name him.”

“Is not Misterma’am a name?”

“Y guess it is now,” Kirk muttered. “Okay, so I
named him. Babe, you’re going to have to explain to
me about this naming business. Why do you take any
name we give you?”’

She turned and consulted with her brown shadow
before she answered. “It is permitted for you to know
this custom. To give another a name is a sign of
respect, or sometimes affection. When that name
comes from one who is not of our race, the honor is
doubled. It is our way of cementing loyalties.”

“I see. So 1 just made a buddy for life back there?”

“Misterma’am will respect and honor you as long as
you are with us.”

That was a two-edged answer if ever he heard
one, but Kirk decided not to pursue it. “As long as
we’re talking about names, what’s the name of this
ship?”
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The commander seemed to hesitate. “This vessel
has not yet been blessed with a name.”

“Oh? Well, don’t you think it’s about time you gave
it one?”

“It is not for us to provide the name.”

“It isn’t? Well, if not you, who?” Then it hit him.
“You mean me?”

“That would be deemed appropriate, Captain.”
Both Sackers watched him, waiting.

So they want me to name their ship for them, do
they? Kirk thought. He started considering appropri-
ate names such as Sacker Slaughterhouse and Zirgos’s
Folly—but then stopped himself. If giving a name was
a sign of respect, wouldn’t withholding a name be an
equal sign of disrespect? Was this a weapon he could
use?

“P’ll think about it,” he said, and resumed his tour.

In the meantime, Uhura was trying to get used to
the sight of three Sacker trainees hovering over her.
She’d groaned inwardly when she saw the communi-
cations station. Touch pads. Uhura hated touch pads.
She liked the feel of keys and switches clicking under
her fingers, telling her that what she wanted done was
in fact being done. With touch pads she always had to
worry about whether she was pressing hard enough.
Or, contrarily, pressing too hard; some of the pads
were so sensitive that she had to be careful not even to
breathe on them. At one time the entire bridge of the
Enterprise had been refitted with touch pads, but
everyone had complained so much they’d gone back
to keys and switches.

Uhura’s three trainees were yellow, lavender, and
dusty pink. Like garden flowers, she thought sarcasti-
cally. They crowded around to watch as she began to
familiarize herself with the board.
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“The outgoing message channels are blocked,”
Uhura said in surprise.

The three Sackers exchanged looks. Finally the
yellow one said, “We hope the Uhura will not be
offended, but outgoing channels are controlled by the
science officer.”

“Oh. 1 see. Tell me, is there anything else I'm not to
be trusted with?”’ She made no attempt to keep the
irritation out of her voice.

“It was done by order of Commander Babe,” the
Sacker said unhappily. “All other functions remain.”

“I’ll Babe her,” Uhura muttered under her breath.
“All right, suppose you three show me how much you
know about this board. What’s the procedure for
recording a ship-to-ship message?”

She was answered with a stream of gibberish that
disoriented her until she realized the three trainees
had switched off their translators and were consulting
among themselves in their own language. She listened
carefully, and heard a number of sounds that just
might correspond to the words the translator had
thrown up on the Enterprise screen. There was the
word for channel, and for playback, and for display.
They were trying to find an answer to her question.

Uhura turned her head away so they wouldn’t see
the look of elation she suspected had appeared on her
face. She could learn this language! All she had to do
was keep her mouth shut and listen. She got her face
under control and turned back to do just that.

Finally the three Sackers switched their translators
back to English, and the lavender one said, pointing,
“You press there.”

“Right. And next?”

Silence.

“And next?” Uhura repeated firmly.
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The lavender one made a noise that might have
been a Sackerian clearing of the throat. “You ask for
help?”

She stared at them a moment. “I think you need a
lot of help.” Captain Kirk had said these would be
people trying to work outside their own fields, but
Uhura had expected them to know a simple thing like
how to record an incoming message. How was she
ever going to teach them the intricacies of rewiring a
board?

First things first. “Pay attention, now. I’'m going to
show you one step at a time how to do this.”

They got to work.

Captain Kirk had completed his inspection of the
bridge. “Let’s see how she handles,” he said to Babe.
He seated himself in the command chair, much larger
than the one he was used to and made of the same
material as the furniture in their quarters. Probably
heat-resistant, he surmised. “You, there, Blue! Helms-
man!”

The big blue Sacker seated next to Chekov swiveled
to look at Kirk. “You call me Blue?”

Damn, thought Kirk, I've done it again. Bluff it out.
“Yes, I call you Blue. Everyone who sits at the helm of
a starship should be named, because the helm is a seat
of honor. In battle, it is the helmsman who frequently
means the difference between victory and defeat. Are
you worthy of the post, Blue? Are you worthy of the
name?”’

“I hope so, sir.”

“Let’s find out. Take her out of orbit, helmsman.”

The Sacker ship left orbit, rather slowly but without
incident. Blue had obviously had some training, but
Kirk responded by groaning and covering his eyes
with his hands.
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*Is something wrong, Captain?” Babe asked.

Kirk didn’t answer her. He heaved himself out of
the command chair and ponderously walked around
to stand in front of the helmsman. “Blue,” he said
heavily, “that was pitiful.”

GGSir?”

“That was the raggediest, bumpiest, slowest exit
from orbit it’s ever been my misfortune to witness!”
He placed his hands on the helm and leaned his
weight on his arms; his face was little more than a
meter away from the Sacker’s. “You want to be
helmsman of this vessel? You want to guide this ship
through battles and ion storms? You want to evade
tractor beams and unfriendly sensor probes? You? 1
don’t know, Blue, I just don’t know. You’re going to
have to do much, much better than that!”

“I...DI’m sorry, sir.”

“Much better,” Kirk repeated, a sinister gleam in
his eye.

Ensign Chekov lay stretched out on one of the
mattresses in their quarters, sleeping the sleep of the
innocent. Captain Kirk was at the console, studying
the ship’s schematics again. He thought he had a
pretty good idea of the layout of the ship by now, but
pretty good wasn’t good enough; he had to be sure.

The door opened and Scotty came in. He took off
his helmet and said, “Where’s Uhura?”

“On the bridge, finishing up something she’d
started her trainees on,” Kirk answered. “I wasn’t
sure about leaving her alone among all those Sackers.”
He laughed. “But she’s taken this stern school-
marmish attitude toward her Sackers—she’s got all
three of them jumping. So, Scotty, have you got any
news for me?”
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“Aye, sir, that I do. I canna stay long—Mr. Green’s
waitin’ for me in the corridor. I told him I had to have
a break. I think he thinks that’s some kind of medi-
cine.” Scotty pulled up a chair and sat down. “Any-
way, I diddled with the bleeder valves an’ the piston
boosters. The engines’ll respond, but they’ll be so
sluggish ye’ll have time for a round o’ golf afore they’ll
be doin’ what ye want ’em to do. An’ when you give
the order to go into warp drive, just be sure you're
holdin’ on to somethin’, sir. Not that I’m sayin’ the
vibrations will be bad—but it would be best to be in a
safe place just the same.”

“That’s perfect, Scotty,” Kirk grinned. “I’ve al-
ready got the helmsman suspecting he’s an incompe-
tent boob. And that worries Babe. Anything that
worries Babe can only help us. I left them to practice
some simple maneuvers—quarter turn, full reverse,
things like that.”

“The engines’ll handle that all right. They just
won’t be breakin’ any speed records, that’s all.”

“What about trickier stuff, battle maneuvers?”’

“Even slower still.”

“Good! That’s what we’ll try next.” He jerked a
thumb toward Chekov. “Sleeping Beauty over there
gave his Sackers some navigational problems to solve.
When everybody’s ready, we’ll give it a go.” Kirk
paused a moment, and then said: “Scotty, this Mr.
Green of yours—how does he treat you? Is he polite?”

“Polite! He could write the book, Captain. Me own
men on the Enterprise don’t treat me with that much
courtesy, an’ they’re not a bad-mannered bunch at all.
Mr. Green isna the only one, either. All the engineer-
ing Sackers are s000000 polite.”

“It’s not just the Sackers in engineering, Scotty.
They’re all like that, every one of them on this ship.

129



THE THREE-MINUTE UNIVERSE

They treat us as if we were honored guests instead of
four people they’ve kidnapped. You notice they never
get on the turbolifts with us? Oh, they have somebody
send us off and somebody else waiting to meet us. But
we always ride alone. They know being in such close
quarters with them would distress us—so they go out
of their way to save us that little bit of discomfort.”

“Aye, now that you mention it . . . we doride alone,
don’t we? One horrendous purple beastie workin’ in
the intermix chamber told me he was honored to be
instructed by the chief engineer of the U.S.S. Enter-
prise. At the time I thought it was so much fish oil, but
maybe he meant it.”

“He probably did.” Kirk thought a moment.
“There’s something else. They don’t seem to know
very much about human beings. The Sackers have
visited a lot of Federation worlds and they’ve come
into contact with humans frequently, but these Sack-
ers seem uncertain about the simplest things. Such as
correct form of address. And the first time we met
Babe, she had to ask Uhura if she was female. Scotty,
they’re acting as if they’ve never seen human beings
before—and we know they have!”

“They know what kind o’ food to serve us.”

“Their computer could have told them that. But
that means sometime in the past somebody knew
enough about humans to put that information into the
computer in the first place.”

Scotty scowled. “The ones who were killed in the
bridge accident?”

“Must be. But why is the commander of this ship so
ignorant about humans that she’s not sure of a female
when she sees one?”

“Beats me, Captain. Maybe they restrict contact
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with humans—only certain Sackers are allowed that
privilege, if it is a privilege.”

“But why?”

“Dunno. But Captain, did you know Babe was
female before she told you she was?”

Kirk looked startled. “We knew from the computer
voice she’d chosen for her translator—it was decided-
ly female. But you’ve got a point. I can’t tell a male
Sacker from a female just by looking.”

“Well, then.”

The door opened and Uhura walked in—
backwards. “Scotty, there’s a big green thing outside
the door that wants you to come out.”

“Aye, I best be goin’. Any further instructions?”’

“Just make sure your sabotage can’t be uncovered,”
Kirk said.

“Already taken care of, sir.” He palmed the switch
that opened the door. “Well, now, Mr. Green—time
to be gettin’ back to work.” He left.

Uhura removed her helmet and dropped down in
the chair vacated by Scotty. “Whew! I have had
enough Sacker to last me the rest of my life.”

“How’s it going?” Kirk asked. “Are your trainees
any good?”

She grinned mischievously. “They’re hopeless.”

“Wonderful! Don’t explain things too clearly.”

“I won’t. Rose is the only one who seems deter-
mined to learn. The other two are just sort of there.”

*“Rose? You’ve named them?”

“They got mixed up when I just pointed and said
“YouP’—so I pretty much had to give them names.
They’re such delicate little creatures that I called them
Rose, Jonquil, and Iris.”

He laughed. “Nice.”
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“But then I found out two of them are male. I didn’t
have any trouble shortening Jonquil to Jon, but when I
told Iris I wanted to call him Irving instead—he
objected. He likes Iris!”

Kirk thought of what he and Scotty had been
talking about and asked, “How did you know they
were male?”

“I eavesdropped. Captain, I can understand some
of what they’re saying! My three chatter in their own
language a lot—and while I don’t get all of it, I do pick
up bits here and there. If I just had a little time . . .”

“Unfortunately, that’s something that’s in short
supply just now.” Kirk rubbed his eyes. “I found an
escape chute during my tour of the bridge. It’s located
directly under the damage control monitors. Keep it
in mind—we may need it.”

“Yes, sir. Does Chekov know?”

“I told him right before he crashed. Uhura, I think
we’d do well to follow Chekov’s example. We may not
have time to sleep later.”

“That’s not exactly a cheering thought.”

“I know. But things are going to start heating up
soon. We’d better be ready when they do.”

Mr. Spock was studying Lieutenant Uhura’s pro-
gramming of the Sacker language in the Enterprise
computer and thinking she’d built up a good, work-
able vocabulary. He sincerely hoped it would be of use
to her in her present circumstances.

“Oh, Mr. Spock,” Dr. McCoy began in his lightest,
softest manner, “I hate to presume, and I do so hope
you won’t think I’m trying to tell you how to do your
job, but considering the conditions that prevail at the
moment, don’t you think we ought to DO SOME-
THING?” Every eye on the bridge turned toward him.
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“Doctor, we are doing something,” Spock answered
reasonably. “We are following the Sacker ship. That is
all we can do at present, so long as their shields are up.
But even if the shields were down, we could not fire
upon the ship without endangering Captain Kirk and
the others. We cannot beam an armed force aboard for
the same reason.”

“Seems to me the odds of an armed party taking
them by surprise would be pretty good. And there’s
got to be a weak spot in those shields somewhere.”

Spock was aware that all the other personnel on the
bridge were listening for his answer. “The odds would
be good, if we knew exactly where on the ship the
captain was. If we beamed aboard the bridge, for
instance, and he turned out not to be there—the
Sackers might very well kill him before we could get to
him. Do you really think that is a chance worth
taking?”

“Good Lord no,” McCoy said in an abashed man-
ner. “I’m sorry, Spock, I didn’t think of that. It’s just
that the thought of Jim surrounded by those
...those...”

“I understand, Doctor. It would be a different
matter if we had interior visuals,” Spock went on.
“But the Sacker ship has a special shielding that
blocks our sensors. The Zirgosians did too good a job
with their new design, unfortunately.”

McCoy shook his head. “Those poor people. At
least they never knew what their supership was going
to be used for.”

There was silence on the bridge for a while, as
everyone stared at the Sacker ship on the main
viewscreen and wondered what was happening on
board. Then Sulu said, “They’re reversing, Mr.
Spock.”
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“Follow suit, Mr. Sulu.”

McCoy moved over to the helm. “Haven’t they
done that before, Sulu?”

“This is the fifth time. They make four slow turns
and then reverse. Four turns, reverse. Regular as
clockwork.”

“Why? What are they doing?”

“] can’t tell. Maybe they’re just having trouble
making up their minds where they’re going.”

“Where are they going?”” McCoy asked. “Spock?”

“I do not believe they are going anywhere, Doctor.
If it were not for the elementary nature of the maneu-
vers being performed, I would assume that what we
are seeing is something in the nature of a shakedown
cruise. It is a new ship, remember, and there might be
some aspects of it that are not functioning satisfac-
torily.”

“They managed to get all the way here from
Zirgos.”

“And perhaps encountered problems on the way.
Yet these are such basic maneuvers they are perform-
ing, I have to suspect that something else is behind
them. Until we find out what that is, we shall continue
to track them.”

“They’re making a starboard turn, Mr. Spock,”
Sulu said.

“Follow suit, Mr. Sulu.”

“We do not understand why another inspection of
the navigational unit is necessary,” one of the Sackers
said.

“A good navigator must know his tools,” Chekov
replied pedantically. “And thet includes all the ship’s
equipment connected vith the navigation system.
Here you are, in training to be navigators, and you
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still do not know the vorkings of the unit that sends
you your readings! Disgraceful!”

The Sacker fell silent, chastened. They were in a
corridor of the ship, Chekov flanked by the two black
Sackers assigned to him while the orange one dragged
along disconsolately in the rear. Sackers didn’t move
very fast, a fact that Chekov took advantage of by
looking through every open door and hatchway they
passed. He’d told his trainees that he needed to
familiarize himself with the ship’s layout; they saw
nothing unusual in this, and consequently they took a
different route every time they went to study the
navigational unit.

They were approaching large double doors that
were not only closed but guarded, by two armed
Sackers who lifted their weapons slightly when they
saw Chekov. “Vhat is this place?”” he wanted to know.

“Ship maintenance section,” he was told.

“Vhy is it guarded?”

Neither black Sacker said anything, but the orange
one spoke up eagerly from behind them. “That is
where the baryon reverter is kept!”

“Silence!” one of the black Sackers ordered. The
orange one dropped back a few steps.

“Vhat kind of rewerter?” Chekov asked innocently.

“It has nothing to do with navigation.”

Chekov went on asking questions and sometimes
even listening to the answers. He already had the
answer he wanted: ship maintenance. They reached
the navigational unit, and Chekov forgot all about
Sackers and burning universes in his fascination with
this new substitute for the traditional deflector dish.
An hour later they were ready to go back to the bridge.

But the orange Sacker blocked the hatchway. “Re-
quest permission to speak to the Chekov privately.”
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“Granted.” He waved the two black Sackers back
and followed the orange one into the corridor. The
orange Sacker was the only female among Chekov’s
trainees, and right then she was trying hard to work up
the courage to say something. “Vhat is it?” Chekov
nudged.

She twitched once or twice and started to speak.
“The Chekov has been instructing us in the arts of
navigation for eight days. I wish to ask whether my
work has been satisfactory or not.”

Chekov chose his words carefully. “I think you are
doing the best you can.”

“Do I not heed every word you speak?”

“You pay attention, yes.”

“Do I not follow your orders without question?”

“Quite so0.”

“Do I not solve all the navigational problems you
give us?”

“Yes, yes you do.”

“Then why,” she wailed, “why have you given the
other two names—but not me?”

“Ah, vell, ve must not rush these things,” Chekov
answered smoothly. “Do not despair. You may yet be
named. It is something for you to vork toward.” He
turned his back and walked away down the corridor,
grinning from ear to ear.

Divide and conquer.

Chief Engineer Montgomery Scott was roused out
of a deep sleep by a smell that would have spoiled
anyone’s dreams. He opened one eye and saw a green
nightmare standing in the doorway of the quarters the
four from the Enterprise shared.

Scotty reached for his helmet and said, “What’s the
trouble, Mr. Green?”
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“I apologize for disturbing the Scott’s rest period,”
the Sacker said in what was aimost a humble manner,
“but the piston-booster power supply is slow in
feeding through. It approaches critical.”

Scotty was instantly awake; he’d been half expecting
this. “Let’s have us a look.”

They made their way to the engine room, Mr. Green
explaining along the way how he’d checked all the
valves and the wiring but could find nothing wrong. /
certainly hope not, Scotty thought.

The control panel for the piston boosters was on the
upper level of the engine room overlooking the inter-
mix chamber. The Sacker pointed to a dial; the needle
was hovering just outside the red zone.

“Ah, now, wasn’t it smart 0’ ye to notice that!” Too
smart, Scott thought. “But y’need not worry, Mr.
Green. I lowered the power feed meself. Keeps the
mix purer, don’t ye know.”

“But . .. but if the helm should need power in a
hurry ... ?”

“Then the plasmicophic ferangulator kicks in. Nae
need to worry.”

“The plasmi . .. ?”

“Plasmicophic ferangulator. It wasna even hooked
up when I first came aboard but it’s workin’ all right
now. Come along—TI’ll show ye.” He led the puzzled
Sacker to a Rube Goldberg contraption he’d rigged a
few days earlier. Scotty touched a finger to a button;
the contraption started clicking and whirring, and
rows of pretty lights began to blink on and off.
“Y’see,” Scotty explained, “the frammistan redirects
the betagams through an ion-free calcimogrifying
chamber, where they’re mixed by the glockenspiel to
regurgitate with zeta-minor demi-prostulances. Then
the new mix spurts through the Fallopian tube into
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the Loch Lomond antimasticator—and ye know what
that means, don’t ye?”’

Mr. Green was all agog. “What?”

Scotty threw up both arms and beamed. “Instant
power! As much as y’'want and as fast as y'want it! Ah,
the ferangulator is a lovely instrument, it is! Saves
energy and increases efficiency—what more could
y’ask?” He lowered his arms and his face fell. “There’s
only one thing the matter with it.”

“What’s that?”

“It canna be serviced while operatin’. Y’take off any
of the panels to get at the innards and—zap!”

“Zap?”’

Scotty lowered his voice. “Y’get hit with all those
nasty doubloons. By-products o’ particle decay. Le-
thal nine times out o’ ten. I wouldna be mentionin’ it
to the others, if I were ye—nae need to alarm them.
But we're all safe as houses . . . as long as those panels
stay in place.” He was gratified to see the Sacker
nodding soberly. “Well, if y’have nae more questions,
Mr. Green, I'd like to finish me nap.”

Mr. Green ordered another Sacker to escort the
Scott back to his quarters, while he himself stayed to
study the plasmicophic ferangulator.

“Too slow, Blue,” Captain Kirk said wearily.
“Much too slow.”

1 initiated the turn the minute you gave the
command!” Blue protested.

“You have to learn to anticipate these things, Blue.
You have to develop a feel for the helm. Mr. Sulu
would have had the Enterprise halfway to the next star
system by the time you started your turn.”

Blue twitched. For days the captain had been throw-
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ing the name of Sulu at him. The Sulu was evidently
some sort of magician who could get the Enterprise to
do anything he wanted just by wishing for it; Blue had
to do it the hard way.

Kirk motioned the red commander closer. “Babe,”
he said in a voice just loud enough for Blue to hear,
“you’re going to have to do something about that
helmsman. He’s just not cutting it.”

“I am sure he is doing the best he can, Captain.”
The voice coming out of her translator sounded
worried.

“Maybe he’ll take orders from you better than he
does from me. Here, you try it.” He slipped out of the
command chair and stood to one side.

Babe lowered herself into the chair and the brown
Sacker moved in closer. “Prepare for port turn with
increase to mark two,” she said.

“Preparing for turn,” Blue said. “On your signal.”

Kirk watched carefully until Babe was about to
speak and then yelled, “Now!” Both Sackers twitched,
as did the three standing around Chekov. “Too late!”
Kirk cried, and threw up a hand in annoyance. “Babe,
you’re as slow as he is! You’re quite a pair, you are.”

“I was about to—"

“‘About to’ isn’t fast enough, Babe. I’'ve told you
that before. You have to think at least five minutes
ahead. You’re not doing that. Are you?”

“I try to—"

“Try, try, try. Don’t just try. Do it!” He glanced
over to Communications and saw Uhura making a
little signal with her hand. She had something! He
gave her a barely perceptible nod.

Uhura stood up and said, “Captain, permission to
leave the bridge.”
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“Granted.”

“One moment please,” Babe said. “Why do you
wish to leave the bridge?”

“I have a slight headache. I'd like to go to our
quarters and lie down for a few minutes.”

“Do you require medical attention?”

“No, it’s not that serious. If I can just get my feet up
for ten or fifteen minutes, I’ll be all right.”

Babe consulted with the brown Sacker. “Permission
granted.”

Uhura left, and one of her trainees called down to
have another Sacker meet the turbolift when it
stopped. Kirk killed some time by finding ways to
criticize Babe’s performance. Actually, the red Sacker
showed signs of developing into a fairly decent star-
ship captain if given half a chance. Kirk was deter-
mined not to give it to her.

When he estimated ten minutes had passed, he too
requested permission to leave the bridge.

“For what purpose?” Babe wanted to know.

“lI have a personal matter to attend to in my
quarters.” That excuse had gotten him off the bridge
once before.

Again Babe consulted with the brown Sacker. The
consultation went on longer than usual.

Finally Kirk grew impatient. “Well? What does
Brownie have to say?”

“Brownie?”’

It was the first time he’d heard the brown Sacker
speak. But now that he had . . . “I name you Brown-
ie,” Kirk pronounced solemnly.

Brownie wagged his head back and forth, which
Kirk knew by now was a sign of acceptance and/or
happiness. “I thank you, Captain.”

“Don’t mention it,” he answered dryly.
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More consulting.

Finally Babe turned to Kirk and said, “Do you wish
to join the Uhura in your quarters for mating pur-
poses?”

Of all the things she could have said, that was one
which Kirk was in no way prepared for. “Well, uh, ah,
umm,”” he mumbled. Which answer would get him off
the bridge? Chekov seemed to be having a coughing
fit.

Babe prodded for an answer. “We understand the
human reproductive impulse is neither cyclical nor
regimented to control population numbers. Is it true
the urge to mate comes upon you without warning, at
any time of the day or night?”

“Well, uh, yes, that’s true,” Kirk floundered.

“And is this urge upon you now?”” Babe persisted.

Dammit. “Yes, it is!” he said loudly.

“Very well, you have permission to leave the
bridge.”

Kirk stepped into the turbolift and turned to see
every one of the Sackers watching him. He hoped he
didn’t look as big a fool as he felt.
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UHURA WAS WAITING in their quarters.

“What have you got?” Kirk said the minute the
door closed behind him. He pulled off his helmet and
sat down at the table opposite her.

“Captain, you know my Sackers talk freely in front
of me,” she said, “since they’re not aware I can
understand their language now.”

“You overheard something.”

“Yes. Today they were talking about the accident
that killed off all the bridge personnel. Well, the
‘accident’ was a simple drop in temperature. Some-
thing went wrong in their environmental control
section. When the temperature reached freezing
point, their sac liquid turned solid.”

“My God,” Kirk said, horrified. “You mean their
sac liquid froze? Ughhh, hell of a way to die. But wait
a minute—why didn’t they just leave the bridge?”

“The temperature failure was shipwide, Captain.
You were right about that—all the command person-
nel were not on the bridge at the same time.”

“But it didn’t kill off all of them. Obviously.”

“The way I understand it,” Uhura said, “the older
the Sackers grow, the more heat they need. Only the
younger ones were able to survive that lethal drop in
temperature.”
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“So all the elderly on this ship died off?”

“All the adults. The survivors who are running the
ship now—most of them haven’t even entered puber-
ty yet. Captain, they’re kids. We’re dealing with a
bunch of kids.”

Kirk sat there open-mouthed. “Kids!”

She nodded. “The temperature failure came after
the adults had destroyed Zirgos and everything else in
the Beta Castelli system. The kids replenished the
population as soon as they could, by putting up those
incubation vats on Holox. Captain, over half this
ship’s crew is in a nursery somewhere on board here.”

Kirk got up and began tc wander aimlessly around
the room. “Kids!” he cried, waving his arms in the air.
“That explains so much! No wonder nobody knows
how to do anything! They’re a bunch of well-
mannered, curious youngsters who are still at the
beginnings of their educations. And no wonder
they’re so naive about human beings! All the contacts
with other races must have been made by the adults.
The only things they know about us is what their
computer tells them.” He started pacing. “They’re
unfamiliar with their own weapons system and too
young to practice diplomacy, so they forced the
Gelchenites to poison the colonists who threatened
their incubation vats. They might be kids, but they’re
pretty bloodthirsty kids.”

“They’d just seen their elders wipe out an entire
star system,” Uhura pointed out.

“Yes, there’s that—they had to learn it somewhere.
And Babe? Babe is a kid, to0?”

“She’s the oldest kid—I think she must be in early
adolescence. But that’s why she’s the commander,
because she’s oldest. Iris—one of my trainees?—he’s
very bitter about that. He wants to command. He said
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that Babe and the brown Sacker both were taken out
of their incubation vats less than an hour before he
was, but those few minutes give them seniority.”

Kirk was astonished. “That’s the way Sackers deter-
mine chain of command? The oldest one is automati-
cally in charge, regardless of ability?”

Uhura sighed. “That’s the way these kids are doing
it. I don’t know if it’s Sacker custom or not. I would
guess not. Iris wouldn’t be so rebellious if it were a
long-standing custom. He’s the only one of my three
who’s not even trying to learn communications. Rose
has a natural aptitude, and Jon got off to a slow start
but he’s coming along nicely now. But Iris—I think
Iris is just waiting for Babe to fall on her face, and the
brown one along with her.”

“Good. Encourage him in that kind of thinking.
Tell him he was made to command, that kind of
garbage. Ambitious also-rans always believe flattery.
Anything we can do to shake the hierarchy these kids
have set up has to work to our advantage.”

“Yes, they can’t be feeling as sure of themselves as
they look.”

Kirk thought a minute. “You know, Uhura, in a way
these kids have done a pretty remarkable thing.
They’ve stepped into their elders’ shoes without being
prepared to do so, and they’re making it work. It’s all
very tenuous, but they sure as hell got the drop on us.
Even that was pretty bright—they knew they needed
help, so they went out and got themselves a starship
captain and a communications officer and a naviga-
tor. They’ve got guts, and they weren’t the ones who
destroyed the Beta Castelli system. You could almost
admire them, if it weren’t for what they did to the
colonists on Holox.”
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“And to us,” Uhura added. “I don’t mean the
kidnapping, although that’s bad enough. But when
they’ve learned to run their ship without our help,
they’re not just going to send us back to the Enterprise
with a polite thank-you.”

“I know. Remember Scotty’s story about how casu-
ally they incinerated the security man with him in the
Holox dome? These kid Sackers don’t have a whole lot
of respect for human life. Whew. I'm going to have to
get Scarlett O’Hara up there off for a private talk
before long. But you’ve given me the handle I've been
looking for, Uhura. Now that we know we’re dealing
with kids, we should be able to shake ’em up a bit.”

“There’s something else, Captain. I think I've fig-
ured out how to lower the interior visuals shield. If
I’'m right, we can let the Enterprise see what’s going on
here.”

“Great! Audio to0?”

“Audio too. But it’s a four-step procedure, Captain.
I could probably sneak in one of the steps or maybe
two without one of my trainees spotting it—"

“Understood. I'll provide a distraction. Now I
think we’d better be getting back. Oh—by the way, in
case anyone says anything, the reason you and I are
down here is for mating purposes.”

“What?!”

Kirk shrugged helplessly. “It was the only way I
could get off the bridge!” He put on his helmet and
palmed open the door to reveal two Sackers waiting to
escort them back to the turbolift. “Come on—and for
crying out loud, Uhura, stop laughing.”

She did her best. But her suppressed mirth was so
contagious that on the lift Kirk found himself first
smiling, then beaming, and finally laughing out loud.
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They were both laughing when the turbolift stopped at
the bridge and opened its doors.

“Ah!” Babe greeted them. “I am happy to see your
mating has restored the spirits of both of you.”

Chekov fell out of his seat.
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