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SPOCK STRUCK THE FLOOR
HARD ...

He twisted his body to catch at any handhold he
could reach. Behind him the Vulcan could see the
wet gleam of an eyeless, narrow head, and the wet
star of writhing tentacles that reached for him. The
tentacle that_had seized him ended in a double-
padded grip; the next nearest one ended in a
razor-sharp mouth.

Spock snatched his phaser from his belt and fired
into the center of the black, slippery tentacles. It
had no effect. The creature’s gaping maw moved
toward him. . . .
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Chapter One

IT HAPPENED SHORTLY AFTER the start of the evening shift.

Later on, everyone agreed on that.

At nineteen hundred hours, forty minutes, on Stardate
6251.1, Captain James Kirk was in the gym on Deck Eight
of the Starship Enterprise, sparring with Ensign Lao
Zhiming—twenty-one, compact of build, his reflexes as
quick as his mind—when the whistle of the comm link
sounded and one of the basketball players down at the other
end of the big, curved room went to get it.

A moment later the man called out, “Captain?”

Kirk ducked a kick, backed off, his hand still raised to
guard, panting; Lao relaxed with a grin and teased, “Saved
by the bell, sir.”

“Me or you?” Kirk grinned back and lightly ran to the
comm link nearest them —there were eight in all in the big,
echoey chamber, which curved in a quarter section around
the ship’s main hull. He did notice that the basketball
players hadn’t resumed their game. They were inconspicu-
ously loitering, bouncing the ball on the highly polished
floor or doing ham stretches on the ribstalls with the air of
people not quite eavesdropping, but waiting; just a little—
just the tiniest bit—nervous about what it was that the
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bridge had to convey to the captain after he was off duty for
the day.

As he slapped the comm button, Kirk was conscious that
he, too, felt the twinge of adrenaline, over and above what
the sparring match had roused.

Lao kept his distance, but he was listening, too.

“Captain?” Mahase’s deep voice sounded completely
neutral, as if it were none of her business. “First-line guard
buoys of the Federation proximity zone around the Tau
Lyra star system report an unidentified vessel.”

“That’s impossible,” said Lao.

Kirk glanced back at him. The boy pushed his straight,
sweat-drenched black hair back from his face, his forehead
bunched in a frown at the inconsistency of data.

“We ran scans of the whole quadrant three hours ago, sir,
just before we came off shift. You saw them. It’s a deserted
area. No shipping, no mining, no starbases . . . No civiliza-
tions at all, except what’s on Tau Lyra Three. Nothing could
have come in range of the buoys in that time. Nothing’s that
close.”

“Except the Crossroad.” The sweat drying stickily on his
chest in the open front of his gi chilled Kirk slightly. There
was certainly no other reason to feel cold.

“But there’s . . .” Lao broke off. He was young, a mid-
shipman, just out of the Academy. One day, Kirk knew as
surely as he knew his own name, he would be one of the
finest captains of Starfleet.

“There’s nothing in the Crossroad Nebula?” Kirk finished
his protest for him and gave him another lopsided grin, wry
this time, as much at his own memories as at the young
man’s assumptions about how accurate readings were on the
fringes of unknown space. “That we know about, Ensign.
That we know about.”

He turned, and slapped the comm button with the heel of
his hand. “We’re on our way.”

“It’s a vessel all right, sir.” Lieutenant Tonia Barrows
punched up maximum magnification on the long-distance
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readout, and Kirk tapped the code to put it on the miniature
strategic screen on the arm of his command chair. This
proving too small to be satisfactory—the strategic readouts
had a sublime disregard for anything beyond the range of a
photon torpedo—he rose and stepped down to the evening-
shift navigator’s side. Mr. Spock, who had been reading in
his quarters when news came of the potential violation,
descended from his position at the Central Computer
station to join them.

Green lights floated in the onyx abysses of the screen.
Dim yellow haze marked the first, far-off effects of the star
Tau Lyra’s cometary field, though the star itself was too
distant to show on the screen. The tiny pinlight was the
drone buoy that had sent out its alarm, out beyond even the
comets; the moving, antlike glow, the approaching craft.

“Looks like they’re heading for Tau Lyra, all right, sir,”
said Barrows, looking up at Kirk. She was a dark-haired
woman, pretty and competent, reputed to play a mean game
of poker. In the four years, nine months of the Enterprise’s
mission, crew members had come and gone, but Barrows
was one of the moderate-sized group of those who had been
on board from the first.

Evening shift being smaller, the duties of navigator and
helm were combined. “Can’t tell for certain, but there’s sure
nothing else around there that they could be making for.
High sublight speeds.”

“Point of origin?”

“Crossroad Nebula, sir.”

Kirk was silent a moment, gauging, measuring in his
mind. He could feel the tension go through the bridge crew;
less familiar to him than the day-shift gang, though he made
a point of spending several hours each evening on the bridge
when he could. He knew that the big, easygoing engineering
lieutenant Winfield essentially ran the bridge in his absence;
he could see him now, trading a worried glance with
Lieutenant Mahase, could sense the weight of the silence in
the way Dykstra continued to work at the ops station. It was
as if he could hear the pulse of each person in the room—
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with the possible exception of the unflappable Mr. Spock—
slightly quicken.

He returned to his seat, the Vulcan moving quietly at his
heels. “When did the last ship vanish in the vicinity of the
Crossroad Nebula?” :

“Three point seven standard years ago, Captain. It was
the Federation scout Harriet Tubman, with a crew of twelve,
out of Starbase Twenty. Prior to that there is an
unconfirmed report of the free-trader Sagittarius, last re-
ported in this vicinity. In addition, three of the Federation
observation buoys placed on the outer perimeter of Tau
Lyra’s proximity zone have disappeared, as have three
automated drones sent into the nebula by the Federation
Science Institute to determine whether there is, in fact, a
Turtledove Anomaly Point within the nebula.”

“And you know all that off the top of your head?”” The
turbolift doors whooshed softly shut as Dr. McCoy de-
scended to the other side of Kirk’s command chair and fixed
the Vulcan science officer with a bright, sarcastic blue eye.

Spock drew himself up a little and replied, “As our
current assignment is to release yet another series of instru-
ment packets into the nebula, it seemed logical to familiar-
ize myself with the potential hazards of the phenomenon.
Quadrant Six is largely unexplored. The charts we made this
morning are the first since the early Vulcan readings five
centuries ago, which also marked the region as plaaka—
prone to unpredictable events. Since that time the Cross-
road Nebula does not seem to have enlarged nor unduly
shifted position relative to its surroundings. An anomaly,
but not a danger.”

“Unless you happen to get too close,” muttered McCoy.

Spock elevated one brow. “The same may be said of a
slime devil in one’s bathtub. Though data is fragmentary,
there is reason to believe that the region was marked on the
ancient charts because of unexplained disappearances. Fol-
lowing the disappearance of the Harriet Tubman, the Fed-
eration declared the nebula a Standing Hazard. Hence the
exploratory drones.”

Not to mention, thought Kirk uncomfortably, the stan-

4



_-v'\- '-

CROSSROAD

dard warnings in force concerning all planets, inhabited or
otherwise, within five parsecs of Anomaly Points.

“There’s an organized exploration slated to begin the year
after next,” said Ensign Lao. He’d come onto the bridge
only moments behind Kirk, like Kirk still shrugging his gold
command shirt straight, his wet hair sleeked back and his
eyes alight with enthusiasm at the idea of such a mission.
“Personally, I want a closer look at that planetary system
that showed up on the edge of the nebula this morning. If
they’ll take me.”

Kirk grinned at the buoyant eagerness in his words. “Well,
since you’re probably one of the few midshipmen who’s
even been within spitting distance of an Anomaly, they can
hardly leave you out.”

“If Starfleet can budget the funds,” grumbled McCoy

. cynically.

“Naturally,” Spock said, “I have no data on Fleet budget-
ary projections. And until such an expedition can be
mounted, our information must remain fragmentary.”

“But they have found debris,” Kirk said.

Spock inclined his head. Any of the bridge crew—or
indeed, most of the four-hundred-odd men and women
aboard the Enterprise—knew about the debris. Whatever
had produced those disturbing fragments of metal and
porcelain the Tubman had reported picking up on the
fringes of the nebula, four or five hours before it had
vanished itself, had—Kirk was willing to bet—been in the
minds of every suddenly idle basketball player in the gym, as
it was now in the set of Barrows’s shoulders, the angle of
Winfield’s head. The report was in the central computer and
had probably been scanned by everyone on board.

Technology unknown, it had said.

Now, for the first time in five centuries that anyone knew
about, a ship had emerged from the dark heart of the gas
veils, the clouds of glowing dust, the fluctuating screens and
fields of mu-spectrum radiation that made the Crossroad
almost impenetrable to any form of scans. A ship heading
straight for the unprotected, prespaceflight world of Tau
Lyra III.
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“We’re getting a reading,” said Barrows. “Same mass as
the Enterprise but a much smaller power output. It looks
like the power’s falling even now.”

Across the bridge someone said, “Not the Tubman . . .”

“Power readings?”

“Anomalous.” Barrows double-checked her data, per-
plexed. “Looks like some kind of matter-antimatter drive,
but the burn rate’s lower.”

“Got them on visual,” Lieutenant Mahase started to say,
then broke off with a gasp. Her eyes widened and she looked
helplessly across at Kirk, shaking her head. It took a lot,
Kirk knew, to unsettle Mahase.

“Put it on visual, Lieutenant.”

She whispered, “I don’t believe it,” even as her fingers
tapped in the magnification code.

The alien ship, the intruder from the secret hidden within
the heart of the Crossroad Nebula, was a Federation star-
ship.

It was painted a matte, dead black, nearly invisible
against the velvet pit of space. Only the trapped glow of
ambient light in the dust curtain of the nebula backlit it and
made it visible at all.

The viewports across its sides were dark. Dull ruddiness
flared in the engine ports, but that was all. Other than that,
they might have been looking at a mirror image of the
Enterprise, or any of the other eleven Constitution-class -
starships, save for the stained and rust-streaked black paint.
Battered, meteor-dented, and burned, the triangular ar-
rangement of the nacelles, the shape of the command
saucer, and the sleek, familiar lines were unmistakable.

“Fascinating.” Spock clasped his hands behind his back
and studied the screen.

“Well, I’ll be a pink-eyed mackerel,” whispered McCoy,
and so absorbed was Mr. Spock in contemplation of the
dark ship on the screen that he forbore any obvious rejoin-
ders to this piece of reincarnative speculation.

“It’s . . . it’s one of ours.” Barrows sounded absolutely
stunned. As well she might, reflected Kirk.

Behind him, Lao was staring, openmouthed—being too
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young to have learned, Kirk thought, that anything was and
could be possible in the dark starfields that were their
unknown world.

“ID code?”

“Too far away to tell, Captain. I’'m not getting anything,
not even static.”

Kirk’s eyes hardened. “Then open a hailing frequency.
Mr. Winfield, deflector shields up.”

He glanced at his own readouts, more numerous and
accurate as the distance between the dark ship and the
Enterprise decreased. “Their power’s falling, but they might
have enough reserve to get off a shot or two.” God knew, he
added to himself, he’d wrung enough last-gasp bolts from
the Enterprise not to trust even the feeblest of crippled
starships. And even without phaser reserves, there were still
photon torpedoes to be reckoned with.

They were near enough to the other ship to be able to pick
it up without magnification now. Streaks of rust and smoke
fouling, the silvery pitting of meteor debris, the long burns
of battle covered the black-painted hulls. Under the paint,
thick and numerous patches could be seen in the metalwork
itself. Whatever serial numbers or names were once there
had been scorched and battered away long ago.

How long? Kirk cast his mind back, trying to call to
memory early losses among the starships of the Fleet. This
one had clearly been out in space and taking a hell of a
beating for decades. Yet the Constitution-class ships were
only twenty years old. In a high-stress environment,
perhaps . ..

But it gave him an eerie feeling, such as he had felt when,
during the Gamma Hydra II incident, he had looked into
the mirror and seen that aged face staring back at him, had
known it for his own.

Against the faint glow of the far-flung nebular gases, the
other starship veered, swung away. At the same moment,
Barrows reported, “They’re evading . . .”

“Stay on them.”

Even as Kirk gave the order the navigator was swinging
the helm. The image of the star Tau Lyra, no bigger than a
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yellow pinhead at this distance, fell away into the inky pit.
Ahead, the dark starship was accelerating spongily. Kirk’s
practiced eye marked the brightening and dulling of the
engine glow that told that the matter/antimatter flow was
ellipsing. His glance cut back to Spock, bent over his
computer again, Lao at his side. “Didn’t the drones that
vanished into the Crossroad report a power loss?”

“Affirmative, Captain.” The blue light of his station
wavered over the angular features. “The Tubman reported
anomalous effects up to two parsecs from the edge of the
nebula itself. Our own readings of the planetary system we
charted this morning were affected by it. I suggest that if the
starship approaches it any closer, we exercise extreme
caution in pursuit.”

“To hell with caution,” muttered Kirk between his teeth.
“I want to know who they are and what they’re doing with a
starship.” He knew that Spock was, of course, right. He had
no business being drawn into a dangerous pursuit based
sheerly on his own impatience, his own need to crack the
mystery—particularly in view of the standard warnings in
force in this area. There was an outside chance that the
black starship was a decoy, sent to lure the Enterprise back
into whatever dwelled in the heart of the Crossroad—into
whatever caused the strangely variable readings and un-
known energy spectra known these days, for lack of a term
better than their discoverer’s name, as Turtledove Anoma-
lies.

Spock, who had the excellent hearing of Vulcans, raised
an eyebrow. Nobody else heard. Before them, the black
starship swung again, headed for deep space this time, away
from the hazards of the nebula, the forbidden Tau Lyra
system. Barrows nipped the Enterprise around, cutting
down the distance still further. To McCoy, Kirk muttered,
“If they think they can flog that thing into warp speed I'd
like to see it....Mr. Spock! Names of all Federation
starships out of service. . . .”

“The Constellation, Valiant, and Intrepid were all de-
stroyed at a recent date—definite evidence of their destruc-
tion. In fact”—the Vulcan straightened up and glanced
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trom Kirk to the dark shape on the screen before them—
“there has never been a case of a Constitution-class starship
simply vanishing without a trace.”

“Then who the hell are they?” demanded McCoy, and
Spock gave him the eyebrow again.

I trust that is a rhetorical question, Doctor.”

“They’re losing power, sir,” cut in Barrows, and Kirk
could see the reddish glow of the other system’s engine’s
waning visibly. “Sensors indicate internal systems may be
breaking down. It’s hard to tell, there’s some weird shielding
there.”

“Hailing frequency open, Captain.”

Kirk cut in the mike. “Then let’s see what they have to say
for themselves.”

The carrier signal was bad, drowning in a flux of static.
Kirk sharpened his voice to the hard edge that had the best
chance of being heard, and said, “This is Captain James T.
Kirk of the United Federation of Planets Starship Enter-
prise. You are in violation of Federation shipping regula-
tions and of the Federation Prime Directive. Please display
identification codes and state your name and your business
in Federation space.”

The static swelled, filling the bridge with its harsh crackle.
For a long minute there was silence, though Kirk sensed a
listening, as if he could see someone standing as he stood, in
the darkened bridge of the craft silhouetted against the
luminous veils of shifting dust.

“Are they reading us?” he asked softly.

Mahase touched the comm set in her ear. “They should
be.”

“If there is an energy drain,” surmised Spock, glancing up
briefly from his station, ‘the life-support systems may well
be affected. The last transmissions from the Harriet Tub-
man indicated not only power loss but a series of unex-
plained power surges and overloads once they came within
the nebula itself.”

“There’s someone alive over there, all right,” said Bar-
rows suddenly. “They’re making a run for it.”

On the front screen the black vessel heeled and dropped,
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trying to plunge beneath the Enterprise and away to safety.
Kirk snapped, “Get a tractor beam on them, Mr. Dykstra!”
even as Barrows hit the helm, dropping the starship down-
ward like a guillotine blade toward the fugitive vessel. The
unknown ship veered, banked, trying sluggishly to stay out
of the limits of the beam. But its reserves were depleted, its
pilot at the limit of endurance.

“We’ve got them, Captain,” Barrows reported.

“Put her in reverse, then,” said Kirk. “Let them tow us for
a while.”

The dark ship’s engines glowed, flared. Then there was a
spurt of red from the nacelles, and their brightness dulled
from red to brown as their inner heat bled away into the cold
black of vacuum. Spock reported, “Interior power in the
ship exhausted. Life-support systems closing down.”

Kirk leaned to the transceiver on his chair arm and spoke
again over the sea-roar of static. “This is the Federation
Starship Enterprise, repeat, this is the Enterprise. Come in.”

“They’re drifting, Captain,” reported Barrows. “Engines
dead.”

“Maybe more than the engines,” Mahase added softly.

““Are you getting any life readings?” Kirk glanced back at
Spock.

The V of the Vulcan’s slanted brows deepened. “Unclear,
Captain. The ship is, as Lieutenant Barrows observed, very
heavily—and rather oddly—shielded. Moreover, what
readings I get are extremely unusual and warped by what
appears to be mu-spectrum radiation originating from a
point within the ship.”

“Mu-spectrum?” Lao looked sharply up from the post he
had taken at the weapons console. “But that’s . . .” He cut
himself off, conscious he had broken into the conversation
of his commanders.

“. . . highly characteristic of the Turtledove Anomalies,”
finished Kirk thoughtfully.

Then, over the buzz of static, a man’s voice, hoarse with
strain as if fighting for air to speak. “Federation . . .”

“Do you copy?”’ demanded- Kirk. “You’re in serious
trouble. Prepare to beam over.”
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“No,” whispered the voice. There was another sound,
another voice perhaps, and the violent hiss of steam.

Coolant in the console coils, thought Kirk. The whole
bridge system must be rupturing. The static peaked, swamp-
ing that exhausted voice as it gasped again, “Never . . .”

Kirk traded a glance with Spock. “Cyanotic disorienta-
tion?”

“Or one hell of a guilty conscience,” put in McCoy.

On the screen before them, the dulling engines of the
black ship flared again, sharp and orange. Kirk felt the
vibration of the tractor beam through the decking as the
other ship made one final, futile effort to break free. Then
the brief glow died.

Kirk hit the toggle of the comm link. “Mr. Organa,
prepare a boarding party. Full combat and environmental
protection. Dr. McCoy, get Nurse Chapel and yourself
suited out and join us. . ..” He flipped the toggle to the
ship-to-ship link. “Unknown Starship, we’re going to board
you and take you off, if you won’t come of your own
accord,” he said.

There was silence. Kirk nodded to McCoy, who turned to
leave the bridge. Then, with agonizing slowness, the voice
spoke again over the subspace link. “Surrender,” it said
thickly. “Beam us . . . coordinates . . .”

Kirk was already on his feet, speaking down into the
comm link to Transporter. “Get a fix on them; I’m coming
down. Security to Transporter Room Two. Mr. Winfield,
you have the conn.”

“Is there anything in any of the standard warnings about
this area that concerns—well—any of this?”

Lao’s question broke the uneasy silence of the turbolift as
the lighted bands of floors flashed across the lift’s dark
viewing bar. Kirk, absorbed in his own speculations, looked
at him in momentary surprise: Lao’s brilliance, his expertise
with computers, and the obviousness of his mechanical and
physical abilities sometimes masked his youth and inexperi-
ence.

A curious thing, thought Kirk, being a mentor. It didn’t
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make him feel old, precisely, but it did make him realize
how far he himself had come in the almost five years of the
Enterprise’s mission. It did make him aware that instead of
being thirty-four now, he was only a few months short of
forty.

“Not . . . as such.”

Lao’s brows descended, baffled. Spock explained, “The
standard warnings in this sector deal with probabilities of
the unexpected. Within five parsecs of any proven or
suspected Anomaly Point, there seems to be a higher
percentage of unlikely occurrences: a seven percent increase
in computer malfunctions not provably due to operator or
mechanical error; a four percent increase in overall statisti-
cal variation of biochemical experiments . . .”

“And most incidents of infestation by yagghorth,” said
Kirk quietly, “seem to take place within five parsecs of
Anomaly Points.”

Lao flinched. As well he might, Kirk thought. He himself
had never seen a yagghorth—some ascribed the name to
some ancient reader of H. P. Lovecraft in Starfleet, but there
was disturbing evidence of different origins—but he’d been
on board vessels that had been infested, and had helped
retrieve the remains of crewmen from the vent tubes and
ducts where the creatures customarily stored their prey.

And he’d seen the tapes. In the past few weeks, he was
positive that everyone on the ship had seen the tapes, just as
they’d read the reports about the Tubman’s disappearance.
Even the best of them was unclear, having been found in a
jettison pod in Sector Eight; it had been made after the
ship’s power had blown, and the skeletal shape, the gleam-
ing, squidlike head and dripping tentacles, had been lit only
by the fires of the unknown merchant vessel’s burning
engine room. But the image itself—eyeless, hissing, swaying
as it ripped bodies open with the neat ghastliness of a
razor—was the stuff of nightmares, like an escapee from the
blackest pits of Hell.

“One couldn’t get in through our shielding, could it?”’ Lao
tried very hard to sound casual. “I mean, Constitution-class
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starships are pretty much proof against anything, aren’t
they?”

The door slipped open before them, to the cool, even

- lighting of the Deck Seven corridors, the bright uniforms of
the men and women of the second watch as they went about
their jobs.

“Ensign,” Kirk said, “the first thing you’re going to find
out about deep space is that nothing is proof against
everything that’s out there—and that what we can imagine
is not how it’s going to be.”
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Chapter Two

THE GOLD SHIMMER of the beam chamber was solidifying into
humanoid shapes as Kirk, Spock, and Ensign Lao entered
Transporter Room Three. Dr. McCoy and Christine Chapel
were already there, unshipping the collapsible gurney from
behind its magnetized wall panel. Injectors of tri-ox, adren-
aline, and antishock were already laid out. Mr. DeSalle was
there, too, with a couple of burly redshirts. At the transport
console with Mr. Kyle—making adjustments to allow for
the peculiar shielding on the black ship—Mr. Scott re-
ported, “There’s only six of them, Captain.”

“That doesn’t mean they won’t come out shooting.” Kirk
had picked up fugitive crews before. Besides, these people
had been ready to choose death in the cold of space before
surrender to the Federation. It argued, as McCoy had said,
for fairly guilty consciences.

“Phasers on stun, Mr. DeSalle.”

The sparkling columns of gold coalesced.

Humanoid, at any rate.

Beside him, Nurse Chapel took an involuntary step
forward.

One of the fugitives, a Vulcan boy in late adolescence, was
unconscious, supported by the small, thin man in the center
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of the group. This man made a swift move, swiftly checked
as Chapel halted like one not willing to startle a frightened,
and potentially dangerous, beast. The other members of the
newcomer crew closed defensively around them, but Kirk
knew instinctively that that thin, nondescript individual,
with his burned hands and baggy, cinder-colored clothing,
was their leader.

Kirk stepped forward. “‘You are under arrest on suspicion
of piracy. I’'m Captain James T. Kirk; you’re aboard the
Federation Starship Enterprise.”

The reaction was the last thing he expected. One man—
tall and lanky with dark hair stiff with sweat—laughed, a
cracked bark of overstrained nerves. The curvaceous Orion
woman widened her eyes in astonishment and glanced
across at another crewman, short and dark and cherubic,
who started to speak, a look of protest in his eyes.

The fugitive captain said, “Not now, Thad.”

The tall Klingon woman behind him stepped forward and
put a supporting arm around the unconscious Vulcan boy’s
waist.

The leader held up his hands to show them empty. “I'm
Dylan Arios,” he said. His hair was green, hanging in stringy
points against the prominent cheekbones and square, fragile
jaw. The hue of the discolored flesh around the watchful
green eyes, the stains on the makeshift bandages that

- decorated his fingers and wrists spoke of alien blood.

McCoy looked up from his tricorder. “Get that boy on the
gurney,” he ordered shortly, and after a moment’s
hesitation—and a nod from Arios—the Klingon woman
half-carried the Vulcan boy forward, Chapel stepping up
onto the transport platform to help.

The three remaining on the platform—the Orion girl, at
whom Lao and every other man in the room were gazing
with frank admiration; the young man called Thad; and the
tall, scar-faced man who had laughed—stirred among
themselves as if they would speak, but Arios held up his
hand again warningly and said, “Not now.” His voice was
the light, scratchy tenor Kirk had heard over the roar of
static from the black starship’s bridge. Turning back to Kirk,
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he explained, “We had a leak in the subsidiary reactor. Qur
med section went down.”

“That your whole crew?” McCoy adjusted oxygen over
the boy’s waxen face, ran a scanner quickly along his chest,
and noted the dangerous levels of toxins in the blood, the
shock, trauma, exhaustion. “The six of you?”

Arios nodded, after a fraction of a second’s hesitation.
“Stay with Sharnas, Phil,” he said, and the tall man stepped
down from the platform.

“Will do, Master.” He caught very briefly at the corner of
the gurney to steady himself, but let it go immediately.

DeSalle cast a quick glance at Kirk as Chapel pushed the
gurney toward the turbolift doors, Phil following in her
wake; Kirk nodded, and DeSalle signaled one of the
redshirts to join the little procession down to sickbay.

“We couldn’t get your readings clearly,” explained Arios;
folding his arms and stepping back as McCoy aimed the
scanner in his direction. “We were attacked in the nebula by
a ship we barely saw. It put out our visual, so all we were
getting of you was your mass and power readings, and they
were close to our attacker’s. Our power was almost ex-
hausted. Flight was our only recourse.”

“You couldn’t . ..” began Lao, but Kirk signaled him
silent.

Kirk could feel through his skin that the man was lying,
and knew that an inquiry as to why Arios had refused
surrender even after his pursuer was identified as Starfleet
would only get him another lie. All he said was *“I see.” At
his nod DeSalle and his remaining guard stepped back and
clipped their weapons.

Arios gestured with fingers like knotted grass stalks under
the bandages, to the others still standing on the transport
disks. “Adajia of Orion,” he introduced. “Raksha . . .”

“Pleased,” murmured the Klingon woman, coal eyes
taking in not only the room but the men in it with the
speculative air of one working out some mathematical
puzzle in her head. A renegade? wondered Kirk. Or a
watchdog for the real masters, whatever Arios’s crew might
call Aim? The Vulcan boy—Kirk didn’t think he was a
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Romulan—Ilooked young to be a renegade, but it was within
the realm of possibility.

“Thaddeus . . .” There was a moment’s pause while Arios
fished almost visibly for a name. “. . . Smith.” The cherub-
faced young man opened his mouth to protest, but Raksha
kneed him sharply in the side of the leg. During the rest of
the conversation Kirk was peripherally aware of Thad
soundlessly repeating the name “Smith” to himself to
remember it.

“The Vulcan’s name is Sharnas T’Gai Khir—his akhra-
name, that is.”

His real name, Kirk guessed, like Mr. Spock’s, would be
unpronounceable. He was interested to see his Vulcan
science officer’s left eyebrow cant sharply upward, but
taking his cue from the captain, Spock made no comment.
Kirk thought Mr. Scott, finished now with double-checking
the console readings, might have said something; the engi-
neer was watching Raksha, the Klingon woman, with wary
suspicion at the way she was observing every detail of the
room around her. Kirk himself was more interested in the
others: the way Adajia was staying as close to Arios as she
could, and the blank, barely controlled dread in Thad’s eyes.

“That’s Phil Cooper with Sharnas,” Arios went on. “My
astrogator and supercargo. We’re free traders.”

There was a saying in Starfleet: Every smuggler is a free
trader to his friends. But again Kirk only nodded. By their
oddly assorted clothing—to say nothing of a Klingon and a
Vulcan in the same crew—this scruffy rabble could have
been free traders, but they lacked the typical free traders’ air
of careless outlandishness. The black starship might, in-
deed, have carried smuggled goods—something Kirk in-
tended to find out at the earliest possible moment—but his
instincts told him there was something else afoot.

Softly, Mr. Scott said, “For free traders, ye’ve got the
weirdest engine readings I’ve ever seen,” but despite
Raksha’s sidelong glance, Arios made no sign that he heard.

“You can talk to ’em now, Jim,” said McCoy, making a
note of his scanner readings and slipping the instrument
back into its pack. “But I want to see every single one of
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these people in sickbay inside two hours.” Raksha angled
her head to look down over the doctor’s shoulder at his
tricorder, calculation in her narrowed dark eyes.

“We found the ship derelict on the fringes of the Cross-
road Nebula,” Arios said, limping a little as he followed
Kirk from the transporter room and around the corner to
the briefing room next to the brig. DeSalle and his stalwarts
trailed unobtrusively behind. “Her ID codes and log were
wiped. We call her the Nautilus.”

Kirk recognized the name of the first atomic-powered
submarine on Earth, and deduced that someone on board
was an enthusiast, like himself, of old-time naval history. At
a guess, he reflected, that would be Phil Cooper. Despite his
battered, makeshift clothes, that young man still had mili-
tary bearing.

“When was this?”

The door of the briefing room slid open before them.
Arios and Raksha passed through on Kirk’s heels, but Kirk
was interested to notice that Thaddeus and Adajia hesi-
tated, glancing first behind them at the two armed security
officers, then, as if for reassurance, at their master. The
Orion girl was keyed up, ready to flee or fight like a wildcat.
Thaddeus was frankly, almost pathetically, scared, dark
eyes flickering here and there like those of a small animal in
a trap, sweat trickling down the black stubble of his round
cheeks. At a nod from Arios he edged into the room and
took a seat beside Raksha, who was examining the triangu-
lar viewscreen in the center of the table as unobtrusively as
possible.

Kirk took a seat at the head of the table, Mr. Spock to his
left and Arios to his right, Scott beside Spock and Lao at the
far end with a small recorder and a log pad. The door
slipped soundlessly shut, and DeSalle and his men made
themselves as inconspicuous as bodyguards can. Under the
table, Kirk touched the signal button to request additional
guards outside the door. He had the feeling both Arios and
Raksha knew he did it.

Picking his words carefully, Arios said, “We found the
Nautilus four, maybe five days ago.” Too recently, Kirk
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could almost hear him thinking, to have reported the find to
authorities.

“And you left your own ship?”

“We had it in tow until we were attacked in the Cross-
road.” Dylan Arios had the most wonderful air of elflike
innocence Kirk had encountered since his last brush with
that redoubtable conman Harry Mudd. “The aft tractor
beam went out and we lost it.”

“We’ve been observin’ the Crossroad for days now,” said
Mr. Scott, folding his hands and keeping the same watchful
eye on Raksha. “I’d take oath nothing went into it from this
side, and so far as anybody knows, there’s nothing out there
to go into it from the other side.”

Arios only shook his head. “We never got a clear look at
them,” he said. “The first shot came out of nowhere and
took out our visual. From then we were running blind.”

“And you were headed to Tau Lyra Three for refuge?”

He caught the glance that went between Raksha and
Adajia, saw the Orion girl’s eyes widen. “That was . . . ?”

“We weren’t sure.” Arios’s voice cut smoothly over hers.

A little sharply, Kirk said, “The Tau Lyra system is
marked on every star chart, and in the guidance computer of
every Fleet ship. And it’s marked, incidentally, as Pro-
tected. There are warning buoys posted—you passed the
first line of them. Landing on the third planet, orbit of that
or any other planet in the system, or approach closer than
the inner planets of the system, by any spaceflight civiliza-
tion, even in case of life-threatening emergency, can be
construed as a violation of the Non-Interference Directive.
If you’ve received enough training to pilot a space vessel of
any kind, you’d have known that.”

Raksha’s mouth curved in an expression of irony; Adajia
was frowning protestingly. Thaddeus, baffled, began, “But
the Federation . . .”

“Shut up, Thad,” snapped Raksha, and Kirk’s gaze
snapped to the little man.

“The Federation?”” he prompted.

Thad shrugged, with an ingenuous grin. “I forgot. Sorry.
I’m only a Secondary.”
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Kirk turned back to study Arios for a time in silence.
“The name and ID number of your own ship?”

“The Antelope,” said Arios, his eyes resting speculatively
on Kirk’s face.

“Registration numbers?”’

Arios made no reply. After a moment Spock looked up
from the central table terminal and said, “There is no record
of any vessel of that name in Starfleet records.”

Watching their faces, Kirk saw that Thad was startled,
Adajia puzzled. Raksha’s mouth quirked in a kind of wry
satisfaction, like that of a prophet who has pronounced the
doom of a city and seen it burned before her. Arios only
nodded, thoughtful.

Thad began protestingly, “But Master, the...” and
received a sharp glance from Raksha.

Kirk’s eyes returned to the fugitive captain again, noting
once more the odd, alien bones that seemed to have more
joints than they should have, the grass-colored halr “Have
you any explanation for this?”

The green eyes met his: then Arios shook his head. His
eyelashes were green, too. “Not at the moment, no.”

“Nor for the fact that no Federation starship is listed as
missing?”

“Convergent evolution?” suggested Raksha snidely, and
Thad began, “What’s convergent . . . ?”

Arios signed them both silent. “I don’t understand it
either,” he said, with a good imitation of frankness. ‘“But we
did find the vessel derelict. We have done nothing wrong.”

Thad startled noticibly and Adajia became absorbed in
turning one of her jeweled bracelets to the proper position
on her slender wrist; the Klingon, Kirk observed, was
watching the faces of those around the table intently from
under long black lashes. For what, he would have given a
good deal to know.

Arios continued quietly, “If you wish to hold us and check
for criminal records with the Federation, by all means do
SORR -

Thad blenched but said nothing,.
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‘. .. but you’ll find that none of us has a record of any
sort.”

Kirk’s eyes narrowed. “You may not have,” he said. “But
as of now you’re detained pending investigation of charges
of piracy and suspected intent to violate the Prime Direc-
tive. Mr. DeSalle . . .”

The security chief stepped forward, and Arios rose,
signaling the others to do the same.

“Place Captain Arios and his crew in the brig. Send in Dr.
McCoy to see them under appropriate guard. Mr. Spock,
prepare to come with me over to that ship . . .”

“NO!” Arios, Raksha, Thad, and Adajia almost overset
their chairs springing up; Arios caught Kirk involuntarily by
the sleeve. Then the Nautilus’s four crewmen looked at one
another hesitantly, not sure what to say next.

“Probably not a good idea.” Raksha leaned casually on
the end of the table, trying to pretend that no one had seen
the momentary alarm and horror in her eyes. “We had
trouble with built-in defenses on the ship. It’s honeycombed
with booby traps . . .”

“And stinking with reactor fumes,” added Adajia bright-
ly, unhooking a raven curl from where it had tangled in an
earring.

“Captain Kirk,” said Arios, “I’d advise against it.”” The
hand that he’d put on Kirk’s arm, as if to forcibly keep him
from going out the door, he removed now, but Kirk could
see the bandaged fingers shaking with exhaustion and strain.
“As Raksha says, when we went aboard we found some
pretty nasty defenses built in. We haven’t had nearly time
enough to explore the ship, let alone disarm half the
defenses we did find. If you’re going on board, take me
along.”

Kirk studied him for a long moment, trying to fathom the
genuine fear he saw in the Master’s green eyes. Beyond him,
he was aware that Raksha had lost her air of cynical
detachment; there was fear there, too. Surely more fear than
of discovered contraband? And what contraband would be
worth death by cold and suffocation in a dying ship?
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Fear of what?

“T’ll take that under advisement,” Kirk said thoughtfully.
“Mr. DeSalle, take them away.”

“Promise.” Arios pulled away from DeSalle’s hand on his
shoulder. “Don’t go on board the Nautilus without me or
Raksha. Please.”

“Lock them up,” Kirk said. “Raksha and Arios in sepa-
rate cells; Adajia and Thaddeus can stay together.” Both of
them had given him looks of appalled horror, and Adajia,
further, backed a step toward the corner as if she’d make a
fight of it. “Mr. Spock?”” He turned to the Vulcan as the crew
of the Nautilus was led from the briefing room.

Mr. Spock, while everyone else had been grouped around
the door, had remained seated, flipping screen after screen
of information through the terminal on the table. Now, as
the others departed he looked up, the reflected blue glow
highlighting the odd bones of his face.

“No record of any ship—Federation, free trader, ally—
named the Antelope,” he reported. “As previously noted, no
record of any starship missing, nor of any partially con-
structed but uncommissioned starship unaccounted for.
Analysis of the Nautilus’s outline indicates the most recent
innovations in starship design. No match on retina or DNA
scans of either of the men calling themselves Phil Cooper or
Thaddeus Smith; naturally, no records available on either
the Orion or the Klingon; preliminary scanner analysis of
Captain Arios indicates human-alien hybrid with some as
yet unknown alien race. And the T°Gai Khir,” he added,
steepling his long fingers, “are relatives of mine, the affilium
currently entitled to use the name consisting of five ances-
tors over the age of two hundred and fifty, a matriarch, four
daughters, and a son in the Vulcan Science Academy who is
forty-seven years old, unmarried, and whose name is not
Sharnas.”
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Chapter Three

“HE’s RESTING EASIER Now.” Christine Chapel touched a
stylus point to her log pad to note the readings on the
diagnostic above the sleeping Vulcan boy’s head, checked
the feed gauge on the measured dosage of antishock, and
turned back to the lanky young man slumped in the chair
against the wall.

Phil Cooper’s head jerked up sharply. He’d been dropping
off to sleep. “Good.” He rubbed a hand over his unshaven
face. “God knows he took the worst of it, when the coils
blew. At least the rest of us were on the bridge.”

“What was he doing down in the engineering hull?”” asked
Chapel softly. Even with him in deeply sedated sleep, the
ghost of pain shadowed the boy’s bruised eyelids and
odd-shaped lips. His hair, long enough to braid away from
the narrow temples, framed a face that had the yellow-green
cast Mr. Spock’s did, when Spock was hurt.

“I’ve heard of boys that young being apprentice engi-
neers, but he should never have been down there alone.”

“No ... I mean yes. I mean ... Sharnas is . . . is sort of
an ... Well, he had to be down there.” Cooper shook his
head tiredly. “Dylan—the Master—is the engineer, but he
had to be on the bridge, you see. He’s kept that impulse
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drive together for two years with engine tape and spit, but
coming through the Crossroad was like being rolled down a
hill in a barrel of rocks.” He rubbed his face again, his hand
shaking with fatigue. His color was bad, too, his brows and
the dark stubble of his beard standing blackly against a
bloodless, exhausted face.

Chapel made no comment on the discrepancy between
the Master keeping the Nautilus’s impulse drive together for
two years with engine tape and spit, and the Master’s own
contention that he’d found the black ship four days ago like
a bottle half-buried in sand at the beach.

“Nurse Chapel.” McCoy came in from the lab next door,
the colored sheets of digitalized internal photographs in
hand and an expression of bafflement on his face. He halted
for a moment, studying Cooper, then said, “I think you
could stand a once-over yourself, Mr. Cooper.”

Cooper waved dismissively. “I’'m fine.” He was younger
than he looked, thought Chapel, studying his face in profile.
The gray eyes were already netted with deep-cut lines of
strain as well as laughter, and there was gray in the stiff
brown hair.

“The hell you are.” McCoy handed Chapel the sheaf of
IPs and brought up his scanner. Cooper stiffened, as if in
spite of being at the limits of his physical endurance he was
readying for an attack. “This shows you’re suffering from
low-level rhodon poisoning and borderline shock due to
trauma. Burns, from the reading, and pretty severe
ones...”

The young man flinched back as McCoy moved toward
him, and said again, “I’m fine. The Master told me to look
after Sharnas. . . .”

“We’ll look after Sharnas,” said McCoy firmly. “It’s our
job. You need rest, and if I have to use a jolt of lexorin to
give it to you, I will.”

Chapel, who had been looking at the top shot of the pile,
raised her head, baffled. It was a readout of the Vulcan’s
nervous system, an early one taken—by the look of the
electrosynaptic patterns—before the antishock and relax-
ants had gone into effect.
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But it wasn’t the blurry galaxy of synaptic firings that
caught her eye. Among the pinks and blues of the central
nerve column itself could be seen a series of white dropout
shapes, spreading out into a mesh of threads in the medulla
and up into the cortex itself.

Cooper, who’d started to his feet as McCoy came toward
him, settled back on the lab stool where he’d been, but he
still looked ready to attack if McCoy got within arm’s reach
of him, which, Chapel noticed, the doctor was careful not to
do. For a man with as good a shucks-I'm-just-a-country-
doctor act as McCoy had, her colleague had picked up a
fine-tuned reflex for self-preservation in his four years on
the Enterprise.

McCoy looked up from the tricorder, his blue eyes narrow
and hard. “Turn around,” he ordered.

Cooper only regarded him warily.

“Turn around,” McCoy reiterated. “I want to see what
that is on the back of your neck. Your friend there has it,
too . . .” He nodded toward the sleeping Vulcan. “. . . and
from the preliminary readings, so does Captain Arios, so
turn around and let me look at it or I'll call Yeoman
Wolfman in here and have him turn you around.”

Cooper’s hand slipped down to grasp the leg of the stool,
and for a moment Chapel, gauging the distance to the
Emergency button that would have summoned the security
officer in the next room, thought he’d start swinging. McCoy
didn’t move, nor did his eyes flinch from his patient’s. Then
Cooper relaxed, and said quietly, ““What the hell. You’ve
probably guessed anyway.”

He turned around on the stool and bowed his head, his
arms folded across his chest. Where the dark hair parted to
fall on either side of his bent neck Chapel could see a chain
of ragged, X-shaped scars and the dull glint of metal
protruding from the skin.

“It’s Fleet issue,” Cooper said in that same low, resigned
voice. “The Master keeps it open and short-wires the
receptors every couple of months. He does it for Sharnas,
too, as well as he can.” He turned his head slightly, and in
spite of the sweat that stood suddenly on his face, and the
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chalky grayness of his lips, there was a gleam of cynicism in
his eyes. “But if you want my real name and my Starfleet ID
number you’re just going to have to run a DNA scan.”

McCoy stared at him, nonplussed. ‘“You’re telling me
Starfleet did that to you?”

“It wasn’t the fairies at my christening.” Cooper turned
around and leaned his shoulders against the wall again. His
eyes were slipping shut; he shook his head sharply, to keep
from nodding. “How else are they gonna keep folks like us
in line?”

McCoy sprang forward as Cooper began to slip sideways;
Chapel dropped the charts and strode to help him. The
Nautilus’s astrogator didn’t even open his eyes as Chapel
and McCoy carried him to the other bed; McCoy dug out his
hypo and administered a dose of antishock, checked his
tricorder readings, and said, “Get me a vial apiece of
masiform and dalpomine, and the burn kit.”

When Chapel came back, McCoy had rolled his patient
over and stripped off his shirt, revealing, as he’d guessed,
that the trauma readings resulted from two long strips of
blistering flesh across the right shoulder and down Cooper’s
back, the sort of burns that result from falling cables in a
blowout. As she helped McCoy strip the makeshift bandages
someone had put on them back on the Nautilus, Chapel’s
eyes were drawn once again to the half-healed line of slashes
and scars that ran from the first thoracic vertebra up
through the cervical and into the sweat-damp hair.

“Starfleet . . .” she said softly. “Doctor, experiments in
neurological control—if that’s what that is—are outlawed.”

“Even if they weren’t,” replied McCoy, spraying the
burned area with traumex and neatly cutting feathercap
dressing with the eye of an artist, ““those implants are so far
beyond anything I’ve even heard of that I’'m not sure how
they’d work. His look simple—I'm going to run another
scan of them while he’s out—but by the look of the IPs, the
boy’s run on up into the conscious centers of the brain. God
knows what they’re for.”

He stepped back, surveying his patient, then turned and
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looked over his shoulder at the bobbing golden triangles on
the readout above the Vulcan boy’s still form.

“But either he’s run into an alien civilization that has
convinced him—or programmed him—to lie . . . or there’s
something very strange going on in Starfleet.”

Clothed in close-fitting black exercise togs, his sweat-damp
black hair hanging in his eyes, the Enterprise’s first-shift
helmsman looked very different from his usual efficient self
on the bridge.

TAU LYRA 1H

Status—Level 1 Protected

Highest technological level—Electricity level 3
General technological level—Steam level 5
Civilization Class K—Unified-diversified
Planetary type M

Cultural zones—20

Radio linguistic count—38
Climate—Moderate polar/tropical

Forest cover 45%

Water cover 73%

Sentient Civilized species—1

Sentient Noncivilized species—2-4 (?)

All information based upon flyby probes (SD 1547.8,
1790.11, 2018.3)

Planet Tau Lyra HI was flagged as potential protected SD
1798.9 on the basis of radio signals, granted Federation
Level 1 protected status, standard proximity zone estab-
lished at cometary field. (See minutes, Prime Directive
Committee, Federation Council, 9-7-2261 and Promul-
gations, 2261.) Sentient Civilized Species refer to them-
selves as Yoons, planet most commonly referred to as
Yoondri in radio broadcasts. (See broadcast analysis
report #3—Tau Lyra Ill). According to Dr. Feshan Kznith
of the Vulcan Science Academy, analysis of radio signals
is difficult because of suspected high telepathic compo-
nent of the language. In the twelve standard years of
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observation no major conflicts have been observed, and
flybys indicate no evidence of major military violence for
at least fifty standard years, perhaps two or three times
that long. Neither have any major advances in technolo-
gy been reported or observed, though because of tele-
pathic component of the language it is difficult to
determine this.

Tau Lyra il has no strategic, military, or commerical
importance. Location could possibly be used should
observation of the Crossroad Nebula become necessary,
but artificial station in cometary field is at least as
economically feasible, depending on cultural receptivity
of the Yoons.

Standard warnings apply to all planets in the system. See
journal articles . . .

“So what would they want there?” asked Mr. Sulu,
flipping a screen-split and touching in the code for the
well-circulated files concerning standard warnings, Standing
Hazards, and the Harriet Tubman.

Navigator Pavel Chekov came back from the rec room’s
dispenser with three cups of coffee balanced in his
hands. “Just our luck that it happened off our watch.”

He shook his head, and Lieutenant Uhura, graceful in her
bright-colored warm-up tights, pointed out, “Tonia and the
others should be off in an hour. We can ask them.”

In the far corner of the almost deserted rec room,
Christine Chapel all but felt the young navigator’s glance
cross to her, but Uhura raised one slender finger, stilling
whatever suggestion Chekov would have made about ques-
tioning her. For that she was grateful. McCoy’s speculations
—and her own, regarding what Cooper had said, the
readings she’d been getting on the IPs and delta scans of the
two strangers in sickbay—had troubled her deeply.

For four years now, Starfleet had been her home, the only
place she had left, it seemed. It contained her only friends—
and the man she loved. She wondered what the information
—the ambiguous possibilities that those fragments of spec-
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ulation had revealed—meant to the choice that was coming
closer and closer.
She looked wearily at the reader screen in front of her.

RETURN TO CIVILIAN STATUS?
O Yes O No

DESTINATION OF OUT-MUSTER?
O San Francisco—Earth
© Memory Alpha
O Vulcan—Central Port
O Other

PREFERENCE FOR REASSIGNMENT?
O Planetary (list in separate annex file in order of
preference)
O Starfaring (list in separate annex file in order of
preference)

There’s something very strange going on in Starfleet. . . .

At this hour—shortly after 2230—the big rec room on
Deck Eight was clearing out. Small groups sat around the
scattered tables, playing cards or eating a late dessert, some
in uniform if that was their habit, others in exercise clothes,
or the civilian togs from their homes. Quite a number,
Chapel saw, were occupying the reader screens.

Three months, she thought, and the voyage would be
over. The five-year mission would be done.

They would all have to choose anew.

On the viewscreen above the table where Uhura, Chekov,
and Sulu sat, the piped-in image of the Enterprise’s main
viewscreen hung like a square of diamond-studded velvet,
the black shape of the Nautilus a nearly invisible riddle in
the darkness.

“There’s no dilithium reported on the planet,” Sulu was
saying. “No metebelite, no brain-spice, no rare elements at
all. From any starting point you care to name, it’s a
backwater, the end of nowhere.”

“Could be a smuggler’s drop, maybe?” suggested Chekov,
putting a foot on a chair and leaning his elbows on his knee.
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“Why choose a system where the whole shebang is ringed
in a proximity zone?” Uhura sipped her coffee, frowning a
little at the screen. “There are other deserted worlds in this
system with the same atmospherics and gravity, aren’t
there?”

“Gamma Helicon Two’s almost identical,” agreed Sulu.

“Almost.” Chekov seized on the word. “Maybe we should
see where the differences lie? That might have something to
do with their choice.”

“If they had a choice.”

Chapel, her eyes already returning to the form on her own
reader screen, almost laughed at the aptness of the phrase. If
they had a choice.

The last definite choice she had made—to abandon her
biochemical studies, to turn her energies to the painstaking,
heart-killing business of searching for the man she had then
loved in all the vastness of eternity—had ended for herin
such bitterness, in such confusion and pain, that for years
now she had simply drifted.

Would she have been better off, or worse, if the Enterprise
had never made planetfall on Exo III? If she’d never known
whether Roger Corby was alive or dead? If she’d never
found him? At least, she thought wearily, she’d still have the
search.

She’d made friends on the Enterprise. Uhura, jigsaw
buddy and confidant of a thousand late rec-room nights. Dr.
McCoy, more a friend than a boss—she wondered where he
would be signing on again. If he’d mind her continuing as
his nurse, his second-in-command of whatever ship’s medi-
cal department he wound up leading...If he chose
Starfleet again. )

Spock . . .

Her heart seemed to squeeze up inside her, as if crushed
by a giant fist, and she felt defeated and utterly lost.

Her biomedical credential incomplete, she was only bor-
derline qualified for a Science Department position—and
there was no guarantee that if she asked for the ship of his
next posting, she’d get it.
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And she knew it was a childish thing, a schoolgirlish thing,
to do anyway.

Follow your heart, Uhura had said to her once—more
than once. Only Chapel suspected that her heart had a
broken navigation computer.

“Could they be tracking some kind of space debris?”
Uhura suggested, leaning forward to study the map Sulu had
called up to the single—and now badly overloaded—reader
screen beneath the dark viewscreen of the silent ship.
“Maybe they’re following some kind of unknown compo-
nent, like the Tubman reported finding, and it drifted down
to Tau Lyra Three. . . .”

“And didn’t burn up in the atmosphere?”

“Come on, Pavel, you have no idea what kind of shielding
it might have!”

“Christine?”

She looked up quickly, to see Ensign Lao Zhiming stand-
ing at her side.

He was still in uniform, his log pad still under his arm. He
must have just come from the captain’s second briefing with
Spock and Mr. Scott—probably covering almost the identi-
cal points of speculation being indulged in around the
reader screen by the first-shift bridge crew at this very
moment. There was a slight line of worry, of concentration,
between his brows.

“Anything decided?” she asked. “Or did they ask you not
to say?”

Lao shook his head, pulled up a chair beside her. “I don’t
think it’s anything classified,” he said. “They’re going to run
scans on the ship before going across—MTr. Scott brought
out his whole collection of schematics for Klingon booby
traps, and with the shielding on that ship there’s no telling
about some of them. But in the end someone’s going to have
to go over.”

He sounded hopeful. Chapel had to smile.

“Has Dr. McCoy examined the others?” he asked, after a
moment’s hesitation. “Or—questioned them? About what
they’re doing on that ship?”
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Chapel shook her head. “Tomorrow,” she said. “Most of
them dropped off dead asleep the minute the doctor finished
the preliminary scan.” She frowned, seeing the worry in his
eyes and remembering . . . [

“Thad,” she said, suddenly understanding his concern,
and what it was he was trying to find out.

He nodded.

“He doesn’t have any of the DNA markers for Pelleter’s
syndrome, or Tak’s,” she said, a little diffidently. I under-
stand those are the only two kinds that they haven’t found a
way to treat.”

“Yet.” He raised his head, and his eyes were bright with a
kind of defiance, hope, and anger mingled—anger at fate, at
those who accepted fate. “Yet.”” Then he sighed, and some of
the banty-cock flash of energy seemed to go out of him. He
folded his arms around the log pad and looked down at the
floor for a time.

“Your brother has Pelleter’s syndrome, doesn’t he?”

Lao nodded. Chapel remembered going with Lao on a
massive raid on a toystore on Andorus, watching the young
man buy everything in sight with his usual delighted
ebullience—a scene that would have been genuinely funny
had not the intended recipient of the toys been thirty years
old.

“Smith doesn’t seem nearly as bad as Qixhu,” he said,
after a time. “He might have started off worse but have a
condition which can be augmented up, but the thing is, I’'ve
got no idea how he could have ended up in a spacegoing
crew. Even somebody like Smith would be kept an eye on by
Assist Services, to make sure nobody takes advantage of
him. A smuggler or a pirate crew would have to go to a lot of
trouble to get someone like him on board.”

Something very strange ... McCoy’s words flashed
through Chapel’s mind again.

Lao was looking at the re-up form on the reader screen,
his dark, straight brows drawn down with something akin to
pain.

“My mother says he asks about me every day. When am I
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coming back? How long have I been gone? He doesn’t
understand.”

He shook his head. “He never could understand why I
could go into space and he couldn’t. He didn’t like the
training to operate a machine—which is all he’s able to do,
really—and the drug therapy made his head hurt. He used
to cry when they wouldn’t let him follow me to school.”

He was silent, as if, through the darkness of the screen, he
was looking to some other scene: to a big, awkward boy in a
padded blue coat, standing in the Beijing snowfall, watching
his small brother walk away from him.

“I didn’t like to leave him on Earth. I know Assist
Services takes good care of him, and he has a job, and people
to look after him . . . but it isn’t the same. I know it isn’t the
same.” His eyes closed, as if he could not look at that scene,
could not look into his own guilt. “But I had to make my
choice.”

“We all do,” said Chapel softly. She reached over, and
flipped off the reader screen, unmarked, unchosen, unsaved.
“We all do.”
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Chapter Four

THE FIRST THING Yeoman Wein of Security knew about
Dylan Arios’s escape from the brig some eighteen hours
later was when he heard, in the corridor behind him, the
hissing breath as one of the security doors slipped shut.
Startled, Wein sprang to his feet. He was conscious that he’d
drifted into momentary reverie triggered by the sight of the
lovely Yeoman Shimada turning the corner into the Security
lounge a few minutes before, but knew his mental abstrac-
tion hadn’t lasted long. Besides, how on earth could Arios
have escaped and where could he have gone?

The brig corridor—at whose head the guard had his small
desk—was thirty meters long and bare of cover, curved just
slightly with the hull but not so as to provide any place that
was out of the desk guard’s line of sight. Wein went to check
the first door opposite him. Through the crystal-hard plex of
the door he saw the Klingon Raksha inspecting the cell
visicom: an independent unit unattached to the central
computer, for obvious reasons.

The second cell, in which Arios had been incarcerated,
was empty under the soft white glare of its floodlights, save
for something that gleamed on the floor just to the left of the
narrow bed.
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“With a startled curse, Wein hit the door combination and
strode in.

When he came to in sickbay afterward, Wein admitted he
should have punched the Backup button at his desk first,
then gone into the cell to check how Arios had escaped and
what it was that he’d left on the floor. Wein had no
explanation for why he hadn’t noticed that Arios had not, in
fact, left the cell; at least, he hadn’t left it at that point. In
fact, Arios did leave the cell within moments of Wein’s
opening the door, just as soon as he’d manhandled the
security officer’s unconscious body onto the bed and cov-
ered him with the light blanket, relieving him in the process
of his phaser.

There was, of course, no small, shining object on the floor,
nor had there ever been.

“ChadHom . . .” Arios pressed up against the communi-
cations grille of the security cell, whispered Raksha’s pet
name even as he was pulling the faceplate off the touchpad.
He’d already raided the drawer of Wein’s desk for a cable,
which he hooked into the terminal. Through the hard crystal
of the door he saw her step close.

“Try IMP/RAN/NUM,” she breathed. “And don’t call
me chadHom.”

Arios stepped back to the terminal, rapped out the
commands quickly, shook his head.

“IMP/RAN/NET.”

Another blank, and Raksha muttered, “Animals copulat-
ing all over the place,” in Klingon. She thought a moment,
then said, “NET/TEST.”

The door hissed open.

“I told you it was magic,” said Arios, as Raksha strode to
the terminal, ripped free the cable, and began rapping out
swift strings of commands. “All you’ve got to do is say the
right spell.”

“Remind me to explain the extent of your errors the next
time we have three uninterrupted days.” The black
stormcloud of her hair fell forward over her face as she
worked, big hands pecking swiftly, delicately over the keys.
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Arios took two steps down the corridor, then stepped back
to gather her hair into his two hands and bend to kiss the
nape of her neck.

“The time after that,” he suggested, and she looked back
and up at him, into eyes bright as sunlight laughing through
leaves. Her own smile turned her face briefly beautiful, and
briefly young.

Then he strode off down the corridor, slapping through
the code on Thad and Adajia’s cell—which Raksha had
gotten out of the computer moments before—while the
Klingon pulled tight the belt on her doublet and shoved into
the resulting pouch not only the cable, but every tool and
piece of replacement hardware in the desk drawer. Adajia
leaped up from the floor where she’d been sitting—having
learned the uses of chairs only recently and not very
completely—as the door slid open, and Thad almost flung
himself into Arios’s arms with a hug of desperate relief.
Neither spoke, both having a healthy distrust of hidden
microphones; by the time they reached the door of the brig
corridor itself Raksha had cross-coupled the programming
on the visual pickup to display its own loop, and the four
slipped past the door of the Security messroom—contrary
to Wein’s belief, quite empty—and around the corner to an
inspection corridor that would lead, eventually, to Engi-
neering and its attendant shops.

Dr. McCoy stood for a long time looking from his two
charges—prone, unconscious, and still naked to the waist
from his examination, on the dark plastette of the diagnostic
beds—to the bright-colored rectangles of the schematic
display, which glowed like the windows of some bizarre
cathedral on the screens beside each bed.

He had, quite literally, never seen anything like it in his
life.

Under the burn dressing, Phil Cooper’s ribs rose and fell
gently with the rhythm of his breathing. Eighteen hours of
rest and semisedation had stabilized his readings considera-
bly, and his system was starting to respond to the hyperena
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and other metabolic accelerators. Sharnas T°Gai Khir still
barely seemed to live at all. Only the steady movement of
peaks and valleys of the brain-wave and heartbeat monitors
showed that the boy was not, in fact, the corpse that he
looked. His long hair had been brushed aside, and the
pattern of messy olive green scars, like the spoor of incom-
petent butchery, ran from between his shoulder blades up to
the base of his skull. Only when studied closely did the
delicacy of the technique reveal itself, the sureness with
which the incisions followed the nerves themselves. Arios, if
it was he who had done this, had known exactly what it was
he was looking for and where to look for it . . . whatever it
was.

According to the delta and IP schematics, the wiring in
both men extended beyond the cut zone, merging with
breathtaking imperceptibility into the spinal nerves them-
selves. Even after nearly a day of continuous study, McCoy
wasn’t certain how to enter his observations in his log.

God knew what it was for.

It’s Fleet issue, Cooper had said, and the weariness, the
resignation, in his voice had shocked the doctor almost
more than the implications of the implants themselves. The
unspoken, Oh, that stuff.

You guessed it. You've seen it before. Therefore, you should
know who I am.

According to his tricorder readings, taken during the
morning’s medical exams in the brig, Arios was also heavily
wired—and scarred along the back of the neck—and there
were some kind of implants in Thad’s brain as well.

Some forms of retardation, McCoy knew, were correcta-
ble by implant. But the implants themselves were exterior,
smooth metal casings several centimeters thick and about a
third the area of a man’s palm. The technology required to
install an interior implant, much less communicate with it,
would be extraordinarily advanced. In any case, it didn’t
seem to have eliminated Thad’s condition, though it may
have allieviated it—if that’s what it was for.

McCoy wasn’t entirely sure of that.
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The door shut behind him and he returned to his office,
where copies of the IPs he’d taken last night and today lay
on his desk along with every kind of analysis and schematic
he could come up with regarding Arios’s physiology, DNA,
and probable ancestry.

Those, too, were deeply disquieting in their implications.

“Journal digest,” he said to the computer, settling into his
chair and reaching for that morning’s naw-cold coffee.

The screen brightened at the sound of his voice, a plain,

blank silver, unbesmirched by letter or line.
- “Journal digest,” repeated McCoy irritably, glancing at
the chronometer. Lags occurred seldom, and only at times
of absolute peak use, usually two to three hours into the first
two shifts.

It was an hour from the end of the first shift. Everybody
would be closing down recreational readers or games now,
or gearing workstations over to evening shift. There should
be no problem.

“I’m sorry,” said the computer. “Please repeat request.”

McCoy repeated himself, and the screen blossomed with
the red and blue lettering of the index of journal digests.
“Give me anything you’ve got on nanosurgical neurology
over the last three Standard months,” said McCoy, realizing
despairingly how long it had been since he’d had time to
thoroughly scan the digests, let alone study the articles
themselves.

During his first year on the Enterprise McCoy had man-
aged to keep up with them fairly well, as the computer
absorbed the stacked and zipped transmissions every time
they made port at a starbase and everyone read through the
journals and digests at their leisure in between times.
But—and McCoy was aware that Chapel, Paxson, and the
techs had this problem, too—during the months and years
of the starship’s voyage, so much new information came in
from the exploration of new civilizations, new biospheres,
that had to be written up, studied, catalogued, transmitted,
that current research by others tended to slip more and
more by the board.
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Given a choice between reading about someone else’s
research on genetic manipulation, or artificial optics, or
improvements in warp drive physics, and studying a tankful
of Kurlanian seedfish, or the fossilized remains of an
Elthonian android’s eye, McCoy knew what choice he’d
make. And had made, repeatedly, over the past four years.

There were only so many hours in a day.

In three months the Enterprise would be returning to
Earth. Then he’d be faced with the real decision: to re-up for
another five-year mission, or to settle down at one of the
major universities for the years it would take to analyze and
study all that he’d gathered.

He found he didn’t like to think about what settling down
would mean.

Almost without thinking, he said “Come” to Chapel’s
signal; the tall woman stood behind his chair, looking over
his shoulder at the listing of articles in the digest index. She
held a log pad cradled in one elbow, with her own copies of
the schematics. He hadn’t seen her so fascinated, and so
troubled, by a problem in years.

“It might be something so new that it isn’t in the journals
yet,” she surmised, after it became clear to them both that
no digest mentioned anything about radically new tech-
niques of central nervous system augmentation, or neuro-
logical control, or whatever it was. “And it might be
classified, if Starfleet is behind it.”

She hesitated a moment, then asked, “That couldn’t be
true, could it?”

McCoy looked up at her, startled.

“Roger . . .” She brought out the name of her dead lover
and mentor—“the Pasteur of archaeological medicine,”
he’d been called on the infovids, the man for whose sake
she’d given up her own career in biomedicine—uncertainly,
syllables she hadn’t spoken since that weird, terrible, claus-
trophobic confrontation with what was left of the man on
Exo III.

“Roger told me once about . .. I don’t know, what he
called ‘conspiracies’ in Starfleet. People who’d take any
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development, any knowledge, no matter how good or life-
saving it was in itself—and use it to add to their own power.
I never knew how much of that to believe.” Her quick,
rueful grin vanished as swiftly as it appeared.

“At the time it always seemed to be conspiracies headed
by other scientists to take away credit from Roger’s discov-
eries. But could there be . .. some kind of conspiracy to
establish neurological control over members of Starfleet?”

She sounded troubled, as well she might, thought McCoy.
For four years Starfleet had been her refuge, her home, the
only place she had left to go after Roger’s death.

McCoy, who had been in a similar position after his own
divorce and the collapse of his life, knew exactly how she
felt.

“If it were, Chris . . .” McCoy shook his head, touched
the screen-through key. “Technology like that would show
up somewhere. It would leave tracks. Not the neural wiring
itself, but the manufacture of the wire, the research and
development that created it, if it is wire. Even a conspiracy
couldn’t cover that. And it’s not reading like any metal I’ve
ever seen on the IPs. You’d see improvements in hologame
design, in security system monitoring, in autocleaning of
microducts. Something. Somebody didn’t carve that hard-
ware out of a bar of soap. Whoever’s selling nonferrous
nanotechnology that fine, and that efficient, to Starfleet
would be selling it elsewhere, for other purposes. Analysis of
the wiring itself shows it’s literally growing, remaking itself
out of minerals in the blood. . . .”

“Please repeat request,” said the computer. ;

“What the hell’s the matter with this thing today?”
muttered McCoy.

“Please clarify question.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” he snapped. “Just give me
listings on nanosurgical neurology for the past three Stan-
dard months. . . .”

After that, the computer appeared to behave, and McCoy
—taken up with the problem of where Starfleet might have
gotten the wiring from in the first place, much less why it
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had done what Phil Cooper claimed it had done—thought
nothing further of it.

“I can’t believe these safeguards.” Raksha tapped neatly
through the two double-wired keyboards in the safety of the
Number 7-3 storage hold, which backed onto the branch
line that fed the computers of the portside engineering
workrooms. “Hasn’t anybody told these people that you
don’t keep ferrets out of a building by lowering a
portcullis?”

“Maybe it’s a trap?” suggested Adajia, looking up from
the weapon she was making out of engine tape, a small pry
bar, and spare wire-stripper blades she’d found in a work-
bench drawer.

“I didn’t know they allowed ferrets on starships,” said
Thad worriedly. “The Consilium wouldn’t let us have cats
in our quarters at the Institute. I thought that was mean of
them.”

“It was mean of them,” agreed Adajia. “The Consilium
are mean people, Thaddy. Almost as mean as Klingons.”

“Naah.” Arios emerged from a small access hatch in the
wall, pin welder in one hand and a straggling bundle of spare
wire wound like a stole around his shoulders. A night’s sleep
and a couple of meals had taken the tremor out of his hands,
but he still looked close to spent. “Nobody’s as mean as a
Klingon.”

“You’re straight on course about that, pug ” agreed
Raksha mildly.

“I’'m convinced,” said the Master, crossing to Raksha and
considering the pin welder he held in his hand. “This really
is the Enterprise. With that wiring it couldn’t be anything
else.”

“We’re just about done here.” Raksha put the final
touches to her codes, began disconnecting the keyboards.
“Where’s the most inconspicuous plexus on the main trunk
for doors, lights, and gravity control?”

“Bowling alley,” said Arios. “Deck Twenty. We can get
there through the central dorsal vents.”
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“What’s a bowling alley?” inquired the Orion, testing the
balance of the quite savage-looking weapon she had made,
then spinning it lightly around the sides of her hand.

Arios explained, “You balance pieces of high-impact
plastic up on end and then try to knock them down from
fifty feet away by rolling a ball at them.”

“What if you can’t get them to balance?”” asked Thad, still
worried, and Adajia said, “The Federation conquers the
galaxy, crosses the stars, and fights the Romulans to a
standstill, and they occupy themselves with that in their
spare time?” Her earrings glittered as she tossed back her
hair.

Arios grinned, shoving wires in his pockets. “The bent
area on the Nautilus used to be the bowling alley,” he said,
irony bright in his green eyes. “But on this ship, it should be
perfectly safe.”

“Please repeat request.”

Spock glanced from the starfield analysis hardcopy he was
studying with a frown. “High-band scan results of sensor
readings on the Nautilus, broken down in incremental
bandwidths.” He had always considered the whole voder-
activated command system on the computer inadequate to
the needs of any civilized intelligence, and this afternoon’s
particularly bad performance seemed to him typical of the
kind of problems that could evolve in such a system.
Humans, he reflected, seemed willing to go to almost any
lengths to avoid specifics in their dealings either with one
another or with machines. . ..

His quick ears picked up a familiar tread slowing down
outside his door, and the word “Come” was out of his
mouth almost before the chime sounded. “Captain,” he
greeted his friend.

“What’ve you got?”

The lab-quality display screen above Spock’s desk had
already manifested a proof sheet of sensor schematics,
augmented where possible to adapt to the black ship’s
shields. Captain Kirk folded his arms and considered the
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images over his first officer’s shoulder, noting differences
between the designs of the Enterprise and the Nautilus that
had been less obvious through the viewscreens against the
blackness of space.

“Unless I'm mistaken,” he said softly, “I’ve seen that
shorter hull proportion on the very newest designs, stuff that
isn’t even off the drawing boards yet. But that’s years’ worth
of pitting on that thing—decades’ worth. Even on the places
where the saucer’s been repaired.”

He was silent for a time, studying the repeated images:
green shadows on one outline, yellow on another, depending
on what the sensors were picking up. Several of the schemat-
ics showed no more than the bare, pale blue skeleton of the
ship itself, either because the sensors found nothing of what
they sought, or because that oddly massive shielding cut out
all trace of certain bandwidths.

The Enterprise had looked like that, he thought, to all
those who had studied her—and humans—for the first
time.

The first Federation starship, shaped like a massive globe.
The vicious but ultimately communicable Gorns. The Rom-
ulans, playing their silent game of cloaked chess.

To seek out new life, and new civilization, thought Kirk.
And what had that new civilization thought, in all these five
years, about being sought out?

“That’s a lot of ambient heat they’ve got in the nacelles,”
he remarked at last. “Even given the fact they blew their
coolant system.” '

“The pattern is a common one for derelicts in which
life-support remains operant.” Spock touched through a
series of commands, and that particular schematic, with its
cloudy patterns of yellow in some unexpected areas, en-
larged itself to take up most of the center of the screen.
Another chain of finger touches—Spock did it without even
looking at the keyboard: “for swank,” Kirk could almost
hear McCoy saying—took the schematic forward through
time, showing no change in the heat distribution.

“Fungus, mostly,” said the Vulcan. ‘“Vescens ceolli or
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zicreedens. It generally indicates that areas of the ship have
been out of use for two years or more. This was the reading I
wished you to see.”

Another schematic enlarged. Red pixels shifted as the
computer framed the image forward through time. Kirk’s
mind snapped back from the puzzle of the huge amounts of
yellow on the preceeding diagram to the changing pattern of
the red on the current one.

“What is that?”

“Mu-spectrum energy, Captain.” Spock settled back in
his chair, felded his arms, and tilted his head a little to one
side. “Neither light nor heat, though some species seem able
to detect it as color, others as sound. It is, as you noted
earlier, characteristic of the Turtledove Anomalies.”

Kirk watched the zones of red slowly broaden through the
engineering hull and the nacelles, then contract. Broaden
and contract. Broaden and contract, like the bloody beating
of an alien heart. “Is that surge effect mechanical?”

He didn’t know why he knew that the answer to that
question was no. Certainly Spock would say that he had
insufficient data.

But for a long time the Vulcan did not reply at all.

Kirk let the silence run, sink. Spock’s hesitation to answer
was significant. Before them the color spread, shrank;
spread, shrank.

“Is that real-time forwarding?”

“Affirmative. You will observe there appears to be no time
lag.”

Kirk nodded. The bloom started in the nacelles at the
exact moment it began in the engines. “Can you get me a
finer time breakdown on that?”’

“Time increment to point five,” instructed Spock. “Two-
second freeze.” But his hand strayed toward the keyboard as
if subconsciously ready to back up with more specific
instructions.

They studied the slow blink of the schematic. Kirk
thought about the thin, green-haired young man who had
lied so calmly to him, prisoned behind the crystalplex doors
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of the brig. The Klingon woman with her watchful eyes and
her air of having seen everything before. Don’t go on board
the Nautilus without me or Raksha with you.

Booby traps, Raksha had said. DeSalle had produced
reports and examples of lethal sheaves of them.

He wondered if he was looking at one now, or at some-
thing else.

“Increment to point one,” said Kirk.

The color still started at exactly the same moment.

“That’s a hell of a synchronization.”

But it wasn’t, he thought. The energy in the engine deck
was the source of the energy in the nacelles. He didn’t
understand why he was so sure of that.

“Any theory?”

“Negative, Captain.”

“But something’s bothering you.”

Spock looked up at him in surprise. “It is a capital
mistake to theorize ahead of one’s data,” he said. “At the
moment, the data is insufficient and the patterns apparently
contradictory.”

“Subliminal clues are data, too.” In four years, nine
months of dealing with his literal-minded science officer,
Kirk had learned to avoid the word Aunch. “Do you have the
—illogical—feeling that the source of that energy is or-
ganic?”

Their eyes met. Spock’s dark gaze was usually inscrutable,
but far in the back of it, Kirk could see the Vulcan adding
the fact of Kirk’s conviction—equally baseless and illogical
—to the fact of his own.

Then the screen before them flickered and blanked, like a
window whose view has suddenly been jerked far away into
a single spot of fading brightness. The bland contralto voice
of the computer said, “Please repeat request.”

Spock’s eyes sharpened and hardened as he swung his
head around to suspiciously regard the screen.

During the last hour of any shift, the bowling alley on
Deck Twenty invariably closed down. The cleaning of the
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snack bar and hologames area, and the waxing of the lanes,
could have been easily done without completely closing the
place, as during that last hour even such diehard bowlers as
Jefferson and the two Adamses—the cargo chief and his
brother in Astrophys—went to shower, eat, and change
their shoes preparatory to going on shift. But Lieutenant
Mbu was fond of neat edges and routine, and so she had the
place closed. She would reset and check the line of hologame
terminals, adding up the totals played to make sure that
those which had fallen from popularity were replaced, and
then retire to her office to write up shift logs and time-and-
motion analyses for the massive study she was doing on
recreational patterns in Starfleet, leaving Yeoman Effinger to
check the pin setters and wax the lanes.

The pin setters, of course, had self-calibrating and self-
correcting modules, and the Enterprise bowling alley pos-
sessed two very efficient Dack and Homilie waxers—the
lanes being highest quality Martian quasi oak and cared for
old-style—but Effinger, though he had no mistrust of ma-
chinery per se, did not trust it one hundred percent. Digital
settings were accurate to program, but they lacked, in his
opinion, the fineness of human artistic judgment. It was his
custom to tinker with the setters manually two or three
times a week, to perfect tolerances too delicate for the
self-correct modules to read, and when he followed the
waxers onto the lanes—in his stocking feet, naturally—he
would frequently kneel to add extra polish to the right-hand
side, where the majority of bowlers landed their strokes.

This was what he was doing when he heard a voice call out
from the direction of the doors, “Piglet!”—his old nick-
name, spoken in tones of amorous delight. Looking up, he
saw Yeoman Shimada—who never bowled—coming to-
ward him, holding out her hands and smiling, beautiful as a
little porcelain doll with the winter-night torrent of her hair
unloosed from its customary clips and shivering around the
hemline of her short red skirt. The look of pleasure in her
brown eyes almost stopped his breath.

The next minute his breath did momentarily stop, as
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Adajia of Orion’s green hand and arm appeared from out of
the suddenly opened air duct in the ceiling overhead.
Whatever else could be said about her—and a good many
things could—Adajia was a deadly shot with a phaser.

Arios, Raksha, Thad, and Adajia dropped one by one
from the duct into the alley inhabited by no one now except
the comprehensively unconscious Yeoman Effinger. The
illusory Yeoman Shimada had vanished in an eyeblink.
Arios and the Klingon went straight to the rank of
hologames while Thad and Adajia used engine tape to tape
Effinger’s mouth and eyes shut and fasten his hands around
a stanchion of the alley railing; it took Arios only moments
to pull the main hatch cover behind the games.

“Which one of these you leaving me?” asked Raksha—
unnecessarily, as the lights on all but one of the brightly
colored screens went dead. She perched on the seat and
spent all of about a minute shortcutting the game itself and
slicing into what the game module really was: a very
elaborate lab-quality terminal.

Thad had already taken off his boots and was making
long, experimental dashes to each of the alleys in turn, for
the sheer joy of sliding down the waxed quasi oak in his
stocking feet.

“System error check,” said Spock. “Display.”

Columns of blue lettering poured upward against the
silver of the screen: communications batch files, execs that
regulated the rate of matter-antimatter conversion in the
pods, flavor-mix documentation for recycling, temperature-
regulation parameters for every lab, stateroom, and shower
cubicle on the ship, including the swimming pool on Deck
Twenty. Holoshows, novels, letters, scientific and technical
journals, logs of every imaginable section chief and auto-
mated system, backup logs of the logs. Monitors of beds in
sickbay and cells in Security. Internal sensor readings from
the lowest cargo holds to the bridge itself. Regulations as to
the amount of wax in the bowling-alley waxers, the bright-
ness of the sun lamps in the rec room, the strength of the
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coffee in Captain Kirk’s cabin tap, and the power of the
magnets holding shut the hatches of every supply cupboard
and the cover plates of every manual door release on the
ship. :
“No error in any system,” said the computer in a voice
that Captain Kirk thought sounded just slightly smug.
Spock shook his head, puzzled. “Cause of . . .” he began,
and Kirk said, “It’s lying.”
The captain turned, strode to the door, and had to pull up
short to keep from smacking himself on the nose when it
didn’t open.

“Maintenance! Maintenance!” Dr. McCoy abandoned
the comm link on the wall—which had the slight ambient
echoic quality of an open line but which wasn’t receiving
anything at all—and slapped the recalcitrant office door
with his open hand.

Not much to his surprise, that didn’t cause it to open,
either.

“QOch, hell,” said Mr. Scott. The doors of even the
smallest rooms on the Enterprise—and he was in one of the
smallest rooms on the Enterprise—all had manual backups,
but the magnetic catch on the discreet cover plate that hid
the one in front of him seemed to have spontaneously glued
itself shut.

A malfunction in the current controlling the strength of
the magnet, Scotty guessed. Who’d have thought it?

He touched the comm-link button, knowing he’d get
the ribbing of his life about this one. ‘“Maintenance, this
is Mr. Scott. There’s a jam on the door of latrine num-
ber. .. ” He checked the serial number above the trans-
com. “. .. latrine number fourteen-twelve. Maintenance?
Maintenance?”

There was no reply.

Instead a light, slightly gravelly voice, which Mr. Scott
vaguely recognized, came over the comm. “Captain Kirk?
This is Dylan Arios.” There was a momentary pause, during
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which Mr. Scott wondered, for just a moment, whether the
malfunction that had quadrupled the magnetism in the
manual cover-plate catch had also crossed the wires of some
private communication.

Then Arios went on, “We’ve—uh—taken control of your
ship.”




Chapter Five

“THE HELL YOU HAVE!” roared Kirk, pounding the comm
button with the hammer of his fist. “Where the hell . . . ?”
The husky, slightly hesitant voice came on again. ““You
can reach me on direct comm at—uh—the Deck Eleven
lounge. It’s the only comm line on the ship still open.”

“Deck Eleven lounge,” repeated Security Lieutenant Or-
gana, scrambling lightly down the pyramid of tables that
had been erected—with startling speed and efficiency,
considering how astonished everyone in the rec room had
been—to bring her close to the air ducts in the ceiling.
“Shimada, there’ll be degaussers in Engineering. Once we
can get the manual cover plates off, we’ll be able to move.
Anybody know the schematic of the air vents between here
and Engineering?”

They had already ascertained that the computer wasn’t
giving out files of anything anymore.

“I do.” Ensign Lao turned from his puzzled tapping at the
keyboard of one of the rec-room visicoms, designed to
access the library but, under Lao’s expert manipulation,
displaying some very strange data indeed. Across the room,
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Second Engineer Danny Miller was investigating the stub-
born cover plate on the manual release. Like most of those
trapped in the rec room, he was in uniform, red engineering
coveralls in his case, but the pockets had not contained a
degausser, simply because such devices frequently—despite
safety catches—tended to disable the programming of other
electronic hand tools.

“But they’re lying to you about the Deck Eleven lounge,”
went on Lao, crossing to the pile of tables. “They’ve got to
be doing this from a lab-quality terminal and there aren’t
any on Deck Eleven. They must have cross-wired the comm
stations.”

He nodded back toward the visicom. “It looks like they’ve
sealed all the blast doors in the corridors as well.”

“But we got the league bowl-off tonight!” protested Yeo-
man Jefferson. “They keep us from whippin’ those slime
devils in Engineering . . .”

“You watch.who you’re callin’ a slime devil, mold frog,”
retorted Miller good-naturedly. ‘

“So they could be anywhere,” said Organa in disgust.

Abruptly, the lights went out.

“I’m monitoring sickbay,” Dylan Arios went on. “I’ll
know if anything happens to either of my men there, and
believe me, Captain, I’ll start shutting down life-support.
We’re real desperate, and I’'m sorry, but that’s how it is right
now. All right?”

Kirk groped for the comm pad, cursing. At the Academy
he’d taken the required survival courses, but it had been a
long time since he’d even thought about touching through
pad numbers without looking at them. Fortunately the Deck
Eleven lounge was an easy one to remember—11-1. He
didn’t want the entire ship privy to the remainder of this
discussion.

“What do you want?”

Behind him in the darkness he heard the rustle of Spock’s
clothing, then the biting whine of static as Spock flipped
open his communicator. Arios, and whoever was with him,
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must have wired through the ship’s pickup system to lay
down a blanket field of electronic flak. 3
“We want you to take us to Tau Lyra Three,” said Arios.

“Can you get a fix on him of any kind?” Mr. Sulu glanced
over his shoulder, to where the dim glow of an emergency-
kit flashlight outlined Lieutenant Uhura’s long legs, project-
ing from beneath the communications console. At any other
moment, he reflected, the view would have been worth
lengthy contemplation.

She shifted uncomfortably, and Lieutenant Dawe—
holding the flashlight for her since his operation systems
monitor stubbornly continued to insist that absolutely
nothing was wrong anywhere on the ship—tried to give her
a little more room in which to work.

“Not much.” Her voice sounded both muffled and dis-
tracted, and she wriggled again, trying to ease the awkward
positioning of her arms as she worked from cable to cable of
the impenetrable maze beneath the console with a single-pin
pickup in quest of any clue to tell them what was happening
elsewhere on the ship.

Even the emergency lighting had gone from the bridge. By
the low glow of individual station lamps, the big, circular
chamber had the appearance of some prehistoric cave
dwelling, looming with eerie shadows thrown by illumina-
tion barely brighter than that of tallow-soaked reeds.

Against that heavy darkness, the starfields on the
viewscreens blazed with heart-shaking clarity. Standing in
the dark beside the turbolift door, Sulu reflected that he’d
nearly forgotten the utter beauty of that cold, endless night,
and had the danger been less, he thought he could have sat
for hours in the darkened bridge, gazing into infinities of
nothing and light.

Speed had been cut to slow cruise instants before the
lights had gone—the moment, in fact, that Sulu had real-
ized that someone had managed to cut through the double
and treble defenses on the computer. Chekov, bent over the
navigation console, was compensating and correcting the
course still further, hoping to hell that what the computer
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was telling him was correct, that what he was telling the
computer was getting through, and that some other disaster
wasn’t about to befall.

“But he’s not in the Deck Eleven lounge,” added Uhura
around the stylus clamped in her teeth. “They’ve got the
wires crossed somewhere.”

“Can you do anything about the communicator static?”
asked Chekov. “If we could just get in touch with
somebody . . .”

“Got it!” Sulu felt the cover plate give under his fingers.
He shoved the degaussing pencil back into his belt, ripped
the plate itself away from the manual crank for the turbolift
door, twisted the geared handle within. Unwillingly the
laminated silver panels of the doors parted, to reveal a
narrow rectangle as black as blindness, in which the dim
reflections of the makeshift lights on the bridge picked out
the amber line of the safety cable like a single stroke of
gilding on velvet. '

“Hmm,” said Sulu. From the bridge, there was nowhere
to go but down.

“Master . . .”

Raksha put her hand on Arios’s shoulder. He covered the
comm pad with his palm, glanced up at her, green eyes
weirdly luminous in the glow of the flashlight taped to the
game console before him. Thad was still happily playing
slippy-slide on the newly waxed floor of the bowling lane.
Adajia, Yeoman Wein’s phaser in hand, sat close to the outer
door at the far end of the long room, nearly invisible in the
darkness; the air was filled with the smell of the bowl of
popcorn at her side, which she was devouring, licking her
fingers like a greedy child.

“If this is the Enterprise,” said the Klingon softly, “your
best bet would be to kill the life-support. You know that.”

Arios’s mouth flinched. A mouth too sensitive, Raksha
thought dispassionately, in a face whose thinness rendered
it almost fragile-looking, like a skeletal moth. Among her
own people such a man would not survive.

“I know that.”
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Their eyes held for a long time.

She asked, “You know who is here.” It was not a question.
“I don’t know his name, but you do.”

He nodded, once. “I do.”

“Then make him part of your terms. Ask for him as
hostage and lose him out an airlock. Shoot him trying to
escape. Say Adajia or I went berserk on you and cut him into
little bitty pieces. I'd even do it.”

The green eyes shut; he averted his face. “I can’t.” He
drew a deep breath, as if against some terrible weight, and
his voice became cheerful and light. ““You’d better get going
if we don’t want Kirk to guess . ..”

Her brown hand caught him under the chin, forced his
head back around so that his eyes had to meet hers.

“Whoever it is,” she said evenly, “he’s responsible for
what they did to you.”

Arios said nothing.

“He’s responsible for Sharnas having a central nervous
system like the main lode of a Denebian silver mine; he’s
responsible every time you have to strap Phil down and
short out his implants; he’s responsible every time you wake
up screaming from nightmares . . .”

“Not every time,” Arios said quietly.

Her mouth hardened, a bronze line like a bitter poem, and
her fingers shifted where they still gripped the pointed chin.
“Kill him. Whoever he is.”

‘GI Can,t.”

“Then tell me who it is and I’ll kill him.”

A bowling ball rumbled down the alley. Thad, who had
flung it, made a running start after it, then slid in a neat
intercepting arc, a child playing a game. Raksha’s eyes
followed the little man, and for the first time a glister of tears
brightened them.

“He’s responsible for Thad.”

Arios wrenched away from her grip, looked down at the
maze of keyboards and makeshift screens before him. His
hands trembled a little, and he caught them quickly together
so she wouldn’t see. “I can’t. It’s not possible.” He did not
meet her eyes. “You’d better go.”

54



P

CROSSROAD

She turned away. “Thad,” she called out. “Thaddy, get
over here, we’re putting you on guard duty.”

“With a phaser and everything?”’ His face illuminated
with delight; then he stopped in his tracks, anxiety blotting
all his momentary pleasure at their trust.

“Phaser and everything,” said Raksha. “I have to take
Adajia with me. You keep an eye on that door and listen,
listen to everything. Any weird noise, any strange feeling
you get that something may be coming out of the darkness
... you’ve got to take care of it.”

His dark eyes widened, scared. She pressed the second
phaser, the one they’d gotten out of Wein’s desk, into his
hand, and nodded back at Arios, who had returned to
speaking into the comm link. “You’ve got to protect him,”
she said.

And she added, in Klingon, as Adajia fell into step behind
her and they moved once more toward the blind black eye of
the open vent hatch, “Spirits of the lightning, protect him,
too.”

“I understand Tau Lyra Three’s under the protection of
the Prime Directive,” went on Arios’s light, scratchy voice.
“Nevertheless we have business there. We mean no harm to
the planet, nor, for that matter, to you or your crew. We’re
really not space pirates or anything, Captain. But we need to
be taken to Tau Lyra as soon as possible, and we’ll need
repairs on our ship.”

Kirk’s mind was racing, as more and more frightful
possibilities presented themselves. What the hell was hap-
pening on the bridge? Had engine and warp-drive controls
been cut? The comm link was near the door of Spock’s
office, and through it—for the soundproofing on the star-
ship was never a hundred percent—he could hear a mutter
of voices, the occasional dim pounding as someone tried to
get out of the shut library next door.

“One of my crew will take Mr. Spock over to the
Nautilus,” went on Arios. “I hope he understands that the
internal monitoring devices implanted in some of my crew
members give me complete awareness of what’s happening
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to them. As I said, I don’t want to start shutting down

life-support systems, but I’ll do it. And I can do it, from
where we are. I hope you believe that.”

“Can he?” Kirk put his hand over the link.

Spock’s voice came from another part of the darkness
than it had before. From the location, Kirk guessed that the
Vulcan was trying to get enough purchase under the edge of
the wall hatch that covered the emergency kit, which would
contain, among other things, a degausser. Had the panel not
fit flush, Spock’s hands were probably strong enough to bend
the metal aside, but without a handle to grip, his strength
was useless. Five years on the voyage, thought Kirk irritably,
and nobody’s ever thought to ask what would happen if
something went wrong with the magnetic catches.

“He appears to have tapped through to the main comput-
er from a lab-quality terminal,” replied the science officer’s
austere voice. “Although the core programs which control
life-support—and the minutiae of ship operations—are
theoretically shielded from tampering at this level, we are
quite clearly dealing with technical knowledge far greater
than our own.”

“I take it that’s a yes?”

“I have no precise knowledge of Captain Arios’s capabili-
ties, Captain.” Despite Spock’s claim of freedom from all
human emotion, there was a slightly aggrieved note in his
voice. “I would venture, however, to postulate a high order
of probability in that direction.”

Kirk swore. “Then I suppose the real question is, Would
he?”

But to that, Mr. Spock had no answer at all.

“Will you be okay, Zhiming?” Lieutenant Organa took
the damp moisture filter that was passed down to them from
the open ceiling vent, handed it on to others waiting on the
floor. A dozen bowls of vegetable oil ringed the stacked
tables like a ritual altar, glimmering with the burning yarn of
makeshift wicks. There were, Lao knew, three boxes of
candles in one of the rec-room cupboards, but it, like
everything else on the ship, had magnetic catches. The
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vegetable oil had been Ensign Giacomo’s idea, and fortu-
nately the group in the rec room had included Yeoman
Brunowski, who programmed the food synthesizers.

At the moment Giacomo, Jefferson, and Emiko Adams
were unraveling all the crochet yarn, embroidery floss,
crewel-stitch, and macramé cord from every needlework
- project still in train when the lights had gone out, and
fortunately needlework was a form of recreation much in
vogue among the Enterprise crew. If they’d had access to
everything cached behind the magnetic hatches around the
walls, of course, they could have run guide threads through
every ventilator duct and power conduit on the ship six
times over, let alone down into Engineering, but reviewing
the schematic of the vents in his mind, Lao thought there
would be enough as it was.

“P’ll be fine as long as there isn’t something living in the
vent shafts,” he joked, and there was an uneasy laugh.
Yagghorths weren’t the only recurring nightmare starfaring
crews had about picking up alien life-forms. Only a month
ago a derelict free trader had been discovered by the Kreiger
close to the Beta Lyrae system, the space between inner and
outer hulls packed tight with the desiccated bodies of
Udarian blood maggots, every chamber and hold of the ship
drifted knee-deep with them, even the engines clogged. The
salvagers from the Kreiger had to use chemical sensors to
find the bones of the crew.

“You mean besides the mice?”” joked Brunowski.

Lao walked over to the visicom, where Miller was still
trying to work his way through the bizarre schematic of the
guards on the slicer program. “I can’t understand how they
got through the safeguards,” said the engineer, rubbing a
hand over his head until his brown hair stood up like the
crest of a startled cockatoo. “I put them on myself last
year—not just a blanket program, but a system-by-system
tailoring.”

“It almost looks like they found a way to bifurcate each
bit, and slip past the guard on a bit-by-bit basis.” Lao folded
his arms and studied the screen by the flickering glow of the
smoky, smelly lamps.
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“Is that possible?”

Lao shrugged. “No,” he said cheerfully, and returned to
the pile of tables. Organa handed him the only flashlight in
the room—Miller had had one in his coverall pocket—and
the end of a long, and rather kinked, swatch of yarn. Lao
tied the yarn around one ankle, mounted the tables, and
from there scrambled into the narrow square of the vent.
Lao’s memory was good, and he had studied the ship’s
schematics thoroughly in the five months he had been on
board. While Giacomo was unraveling yarn for wicks and
Brunowski and Miller were fiddling with the programming
on the food slots, trying to convince them that what they
really wanted was bowl after bowl of grease, Lao had
sketched what he recalled of the vent system from memory,
counting turns and branchings, hoping he wasn’t leaving
anything out.

“What if they’re in Engineering?”’ Giacomo asked
worriedly, coming to stand beneath the vent.

Lao adjusted the flashlight in his left hand. The vent shaft
was only about fourteen inches square, cramping his arms
and shoulders. Not the place, he reflected wryly, where one
would care to meet a yagghorth—or even a mouse, for that
matter.

“I guess I'll figure that out when I get there,” he said, and
set off, pushing himself carefully by elbows and toes through
the dark.

“All right,” said Kirk. “You win this round. I take it the
lights are out all over the ship?”

It certainly sounded like Deck Seven was dark in the
immediate area of Mr. Spock’s quarters. It was one of the
quietest areas of the ship, situated between the room of
visicom cubicles and the ship’s library, but even so, there
was the rustling suggestion of activity vaguely sensed
through both walls. Kirk wondered how McCoy was faring
in sickbay. Wondered again, almost sick with anxiety, what
was taking place on the bridge.

Minutes stretched without a reply. Kirk heard the almost
soundless murmur of Mr. Spock’s clothing as the Vulcan
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moved about, like a big cat in the darkened room, the steady
whisper of his breathing, not even deepened with anger or
frustration. With access to the specialized—and allegedly
double-gnarded—directories, Arios could have blanked out
the lighting and door panels in selected areas of the ship, but
at a guess he’d done it everywhere. At least, thought Kirk,
that’s what he himself would have done, to cut the crew off

- from each other and from any possibility of a general search.

“Listen,” he tried again. “Clear the comm long enough
for me to tell my crew to stay where they are. I accept your
assurances that all you want is your ship repaired, and
transport to Tau Lyra Three. I can’t permit you to land on a
protected planet, but I will help you repair your ship. What
you do from there is your business.” He hoped that sounded
sufficiently casual, sufficiently thoughtless.

“But let me talk to my crew. Somebody’s going to try to
find you, and I want to minimize injuries in the dark. And if
they do find you, I want to tell them that I've made a bargain
with you, that neither you nor any of your crew is to be
injured.”

“They won’t find me, Captain,” came Arios’s voice. “And
I’ve already told them we’re not to be touched. It’s not that I
don’t trust your word. You had ... have . .. a reputation
for keeping it. But I know also you’d never let a bunch of
problematical space pirates make a landing on a protected
planet. ’'m sorry about this, but I really can’t take any
chances. And I mean any chances.”

“But you already have.”

Kirk startled and looked—illogically—over his shoulder
at where Spock’s voice had sounded suddenly close. He felt
the warmth of the Vulcan’s body brush his arm.

“From what I overheard of your conversation with
Rakshanes . . .” He used the polite Klingon honorific.
“. .. you have already refused to wipe out the crew of the
Enterprise, against her advice, although by doing so you
believe you would destroy a crew member who has . ..
wronged you. Injured you and your crew. This would
indicate that a compromise is possible.”
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There was long silence. Kirk wondered what it was that
Mr. Spock had overheard, for his own ears had brought him
only the dullest of muffled mumblings over the comm.
Faintly he heard a light male voice—Thad, he thought, that
curiously childlike young man—say anxiously, “But how
could he hear?”

“Spock’s a Vulcan, of course he could hear even though I
had my hand over the comm link. We knew they were in
Spock’s cabin. . . . ’'m sorry, Captain.” Arios’s voice came
back clearly again. “And Mr. Spock. I’ve taken enough
chances. I can’t afford to take any more. Some of us have our
own Prime Directives. You’ll need to . . .”

There was a sudden, scratching grate outside the office
door, the sharp click of a cover plate being put back, then
the grind of a manual release. A slit of yellow light, brilliant
after the long minutes of darkness, gashed Kirk’s sight,
broadening into the doorway. Behind the light could be seen
two forms, women, the dark-faced Raksha, her doublet
winking with metal and leather, and the graceful houri
Adajia.

Adajia had a phaser, and a horrific-looking weapon made
of razors. Raksha held a metal pry bar in one hand like a
club, and over the other shoulder hung a large tool kit
stamped with the Starfleet emblem and the serial number of
the Enterprise. Most such kits had the department they
came from written on the side—ENGINEERING Or GEO OT
whatever. Someone—probably Raksha—had put a couple
of strips of engine tape over this one.

Adajia’s phaser, Kirk noted, was Starfleet issue. That
meant they’d taken out one security officer, probably who-
ever had been on guard in the brig.

“Captain,” said Raksha, keeping a wary distance from the
door, “we’re going to need you along as a hostage for a short
time as well. Now, you can let me tape up your wrists . . .”
She held up a roll of silver engine tape. “. . . or I can have
Adajia hit you with a very mild stun charge and then I'll tape
up your wrists, which will waste time and give you a
headache for the rest of the day. If necessary, Adajia can
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take out both of you, but then I’d have to go find somebody
else to help me fix the Nautilus’s engines and computer.
Okay?”

“I’ve already offered to cooperate,” said Kirk, holding out
his hands, wrists together.

“Mr. Spock . . . far corner, please. Away from the desk.”

Spock retreated. Adajia remained in the doorway, keep-
ing an eye on both him and the darkness of the corridor
outside. Raksha turned Kirk roughly around, taped his
wrists behind him instead of in front.

“Do you have all the repair equipment you require from
Engineering?” inquired Spock politely. Beyond Adajia, the
corridor was black and utterly silent—Kirk had had the
impression of voices out there during the earlier minutes of
the darkness. He could still hear, if he listened, occasional
muttering from the library next door. Soundproofing, an
expensive luxury aboard any spacegoing vessel, had been
proven critical on starships with their long mission times
and weeks—sometimes months—of isolation, but it was far
from perfect.

“Most of what we’ll need is on the Nautilus already,” said
Raksha, speaking past Kirk to the Vulcan. “We’re going to
need engine/computer interfacing work, which is why you
got elected and not Mr. Scott—aside from the fact that we
haven’t been able to locate Mr. Scott. Now you, Captain, out
the door. I think we’re going to use the starboard transporter
room instead of the one right next to Security. This way.”

Her soft boots made barely a sound on the metal laminate
of the deck. The glow of Adajia’s flashlight beam passed
briefly across the bodies of those unfortunate enough to be
in that corridor when the lights went out. Kirk saw Gilden
from Historical-—who had his quarters just around the
corner—move a little and moan as they went by, and
breathed easier. It was clear the two women had fired heavy
stun charges into every human being they’d met, and
looking at Raksha’s face, beautiful and utterly cold, Kirk
was only glad it had been no worse.

He was interested to note how familiar they were with the
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ship. True, their own was nearly identical, but the familiari-
ty in her voice as she spoke about Scotty flagged something
in his mind, gave him the uneasy sense that she’d been
briefed on the personnel of the ship.

“Here’s where we leave you.” Her voice echoed slightly in
the gallery between the two starboard transporter rooms.
“After we transport Mr. Spock back and bring the Master
and the others over, we’ll tell people where you are. I'm
sorry we have to do it this way.”

She might actually have been sorry, thought Kirk, but she
didn’t sound like she was going to stay up nights soaking her
pillow in tears over it.

“This may not be the only way you have to do it,” he said.
“Tell us who you are, and what you’re up to, and . . .”

She uttered a brief, barking laugh. “Captain,” she said,
“believe me, you don’t want to know.” Her eyes met his,
bitter and dark as Turkish coffee, haunted with old anger,
old pain. In a quieter voice she reiterated, “You truly don’t.”

A line of cargo holds lay just beyond the starboard
transporter rooms. She degaussed the magnetic catch on the
cover plate of the nearest door, worked the crank enough to
open the door a crack. As a final precaution, she tore a strip
of engine tape and affixed it over his mouth, then pushed
him through into darkness. His shoulder jarred bruisingly
against something—a box or carton—but by the time he’d
used whatever it was to work himself to his feet again the
door was shut.

Through the metal he heard the whine of a phaser as she
fused the mechanism.

Barely audible, her voice retreated down the gallery
toward the transporter room. ‘“That’s seven-one-twelve, Mr.
Spock. He’ll be fine in there till you get back.”

Kirk kicked the box behind him. God knew what was in
it. It could be anything from soil samples to archaeological
discoveries to unknown alien artifacts. Slowly, patiently, he
turned his back on it and began to explore the edge with his
fingers, seeking any sharp corner or projection that could be
used to pick at the tape in the hopes of freeing his wrists.

* * *
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“T’lana . ..”
Christine Chapel turned sharply at the sound of the
- chemical-scorched whisper from the bed. Station lights
- called a thread of illumination from the claustrophobic
- darkness. The orange glow of the illuminated markers on
the diagnostic board above the beds was barely strong
~ enough to outline the coarse brush of dark hair on the one
~ pillow, the thin, patrician features on the other. For
several hours now the Vulcan boy Sharnas had lain unmov-
ing, his features in repose like a statue’s. Now his breath-
ing quickened, lines of pain etched themselves into the
sides of the mouth, the bruised, sunken flesh below the
eyes. His hands, long and fine and uncallused, twitched and
trembled on the coarse, sparkly fabric of the coverlet,
and under it his feet jerked as if trying to escape red-hot
needles.

“T’lana,” murmured the boy again, desperation in his
tone. “Don’t let them. I don’t want to. They kill . . .”

His hand moved spasmodically, trying to accomplish
some dream task; as Chapel knelt beside the bed to take it
she saw the thin wrist, the pads of the palm and fingers
crossed and covered with pale green cuts and scars of
varying ages, some of them running right up under the
sleeve.

For reasons of her own Christine had, for three years,
studied the complex tonalities of the Vulcan language. This
was the first time she’d spoken it to something other than
the teaching computer. “It’s all right,” she said, hoping her
pronunciation of the simple phrase was correct. She col-
lected the clutchmg fingers in her own, held them still.
“You’re safe.”

Safe from what? Was T’lana a clan matriarch? The boy’s
mother?

Sharnas thrashed his head back and forth hectically, a
thin noise of pain dying in his throat. “Don’t let them,” he
begged, all logic, all Vulcan calm drowning in terror. “Don’t
let them do it, T’Iana, I don’t wantto .. .”

“You’re safe,” said Christine again, wondering if that was
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true. The lights had been out for just over thirty minutes.
After that single exchange of voices between Dylan Arios
and Captain Kirk, audible over the comm to everyone-on
the ship, the security ward had been utterly silent. The
waiting room, an office, and a good stretch of corridor
separated the ward from McCoy’s office or any of the
labs, and strain her ears as she might, she had heard nothing
save, early on, stumbling feet passing in the corridor,
and the thump of a body against the wall, which had
told her that the rest of the deck, at least, was as blind as
she.

She wondered how long the batteries on the station lights
would last, or whether desperation would, in fact, prompt
Arios to make good his threat about shutting down life-
support. She wasn’t sure—her glimpses of him last night
and this morning had been brief, and under adverse condi-
tions, certainly as far as he was concerned. She had not had
the impression of a cruel man, but it did not take cruelty,
she knew, to kill large numbers of people.

Only a sense of duty.

Sharnas twisted under her touch, struggling against some
unknown foe. “Please,” he whispered. “It will . . . devour.
Don’t make me . . .”

There was a sedative, overdue; at her duty station behind
the sealed and unresponsive door, naturally. She stroked the
beardless cheeks, clammy with sweat, brushed back the
raven wings of hair from his temples. “It’s all right,” she
said, aching with pity for the boy, trying desperately to
reach him, to make him understand, to ease his fear.
“Nobody will make you do anything you don’t want to do.”
The sentence was a complicated one in Vulcan, and she
wasn’t sure if she’d said it correctly, or if he heard.

A nightmare rising out of the black ocean trenches of
inner fear? Or the replay of some event that had actually
happened?

His voice came out twisted, a violin string of horror.
“I’lana ..”

Then he sat bolt upright, throwing her hands off him with
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the frightening strength of Vulcans, his black eyes an abyss
of terror, staring into the dark. “It’s in my mind!” he
screamed, wrenching, clutching at his head, bending his
body forward and gripping his temples as if he sought to
crush his own skull. “IT’S IN MY MIND!”

And his voice scaled up into a despairing scream.
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Chapter Six

THE FIRST THING Spock noticed, in the Nautilus’s engineering
hull, was the smell.

It was perceptible over the faint sweetness of leftover
rhodon gas, drifting through the cavernous darkness of the
shuttlecraft bay, the stench of burned insulation and smoke:
a slight fishiness, with an underbite that even through the
filters of the mask lifted the hair on his nape. He checked his
tricorder automatically, but the life-form readings every-
where were thick. Fungus and cirvoid growths blotched the
pipes and conduits high overhead, and the sprinkling of
dying reddish power lights showed him the furtive move-
ments of rats and boreglunches in the corners of that vast
chamber. Many bulk cruisers picked up that sort of small
vermin from their cargoes if they weren’t kept properly
swept; Starfleet quarantine procedures precluded them al-
most automatically, but most of the crews on the indepen-
dents weren’t large enough to do proper maintenance, and
frequently the transport filters on shoestring vessels were
allowed to slip out of perfect repair. Free traders throughout
the Federation and along its borders were frequently filthy
with such things, and worse. It was one reason the Federa-
tion frowned upon free traders.

66



CROSSROAD

“I’m telling you this for your own good, Mr. Spock,” said
Raksha softly, and her voice echoed in the vaulted spaces
above them. “Don’t separate from Adajia and me. Don’t try
to overpower us and explore the ship. Don’t get out of our
sight.”

He studied the two women for a moment, the Klingon in
her metal-studded doublet with the pry bar over her shoul-
der like a bindle stiff’s, the Orion swinging her razor weapon
in one delicate hand. Did the threat come from them, he
wondered, or from the booby traps that Raksha claimed
riddled the ship?

If the latter was the case, with most of the power gone,
how dangerous would such traps be?

The smell troubled him, half-familiar and repugnant as
the smells of alien enzyme systems frequently were. He
looked around him at the hangar again, noting all signs of
long disuse. Dark streamers of leaks wept from every air
vent, and the coarse purplish fuzz of St. John’s lichen was
slowly corroding the decks where oil patches had been. The
Enterprise’s sensors had showed widely varying zones of
cold and heat—a sign of malfunctioning life-support
systems—and here in the deeps of the engineering hull the
very air seemed to drip with a gluey, jungly heat that stuck
his shirt to his back and made stringy points of the women’s
long black hair.

Residual power fluttered at minimal efficiency in walls,
pipes, hatchways. Oxygen levels were low, and he felt the
queasiness brought on by fluctuation in the main gravity
coil. Without the heavy throb of the engine, the ship seemed
horribly silent.

His fingers moved a tricorder dial, and the alien colors of
the mu spectrum blossomed across the small screen, throb-
bing like a sleeping heart.

“This way.” Raksha’s cat-paw step made no sound on the
pitted and filthy deck. She twisted her black hair up in a
knot, pulled a sheathed stiletto from her boot to fix it in
place. “We’ll need to get the pumps fixed and oxygen back in
production before anything else. Adajia, keep an eye on

67




Barbara Hambly

him. I'll be up in the computer room, reestablishing the
link-throughs as you get the wiring repaired.”

She paused in the open doorway—all the doors on the
ship seemed to have jammed permanently open, or perhaps
there had been so many malfunctions that the Master and
his crew had simply left them that way. Her eyes gleamed in
the glow of Adajia’s flashlight, under the knife-slices of
reflection from the steel in her hair.

“And, Mr. Spock,” she said quietly, “I wasn’t lying
about . . . defenses on this ship. You wouldn’t make it to the
transporter room. And even if there are only the . . . three
of us . . .” He wondered why she hesitated on the number.
“. .. aboard, believe me, you wouldn’t be able to hide.”

Spock raised an eyebrow as Raksha strode away into the
dark. “Interesting.”

“Sharnas says that,” remarked Adajia, leading the way
along the opposite corridor and down a gangway whose
walls seemed crusted with a green-gold resin that gleamed
stickily in the flashlight’s tiny glare. “Do you quote odds and
tell people what they’re doing isn’t logical, too?”’

“Should the situation warrant it.” The smell on the deck
below was stronger, perhaps because of the increased heat,
and the magenta glare of the mu-spectrum markers glowed
up from his tricorder so strongly as to stain the fouled walls.
He was interested to note that the engine chambers of the
auxiliary hull had been moved down to these lower levels,
and wondered why. Structurally the arrangement bore all
the appearance of a makeshift job, jury-rigged a long time
ago.

Interesting, too, that Raksha had taken the computer end
of the job of relinking the engine systems. If she was the
computer officer of the crew—and therefore the one who
had created such havoc in the systems of the Enterprise—it
was no surprise that she’d want to keep him out of contact
with the Nautilus’s . . . but he wondered if there was anoth-
er reason. Something about the computer systems them-
selves that she did not want him to see.

He reached out to touch the wall again, theory that
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bordered upon certainty forming in his mind, and he
murmured again, “Most interesting.”

It did not take long to repair the oxygen feeds and pumps,
and to realign the interface with the ship’s central computer,
which Spock guessed to be also in the auxiliary hull. Over
the communicators, which did temporary duty for the silent
comm link, Raksha reported clean air coming through
within minutes, and by the time Mr. Spock reached the
engine room the air there was sufficiently breathable to
permit him to remove his filter mask.

This was fortunate, since the engines themselves were
configured very differently, cramped and stacked and much
smaller and less powerful than those of the Enterprise—a
curious situation, considering the Nautilus’s more advanced
design. Dark tanks and coils of unknown use clustered
where the main warp-drive amplification units should have
been, and in place of Mr. Scott’s monitor console, there
stood instead a sort of egg-shaped plex bubble, once crystal-
clear but stained with yellows and greens and browns, and
dribbled all over with the resin that seemed so stickily
ubiquitous on walls, floors, tanks, railings. The fishy, alien
smell was thick about it; thick, too, in the intense shadows
among the tanks, the cavernous darkness beyond them.
Spock found himself listening intently to the silent ship as
he stripped and patched the great, dead, burned-out coils of
the main generator, listening for some sound other than his
own breathing and Adajia’s, and the small, tinny voice of
Raksha coming from the communicator on the floor at his
side.

“You showing any light in the guidance system?” she
asked. “That unit on the left,” she added, as if she could see
his momentary puzzlement. “With the tubes around it and
the domed top.”

It took him a moment to deduce the systems with which
he was familiar from the mass of dark rhodon tubes and the
sleek ranks of serial-racked wafers on the left, and his eyes
narrowed as he glanced across at Adajia again, perched
cross-legged on a rusted-out signal modulator with the
phaser held loosely in one hand.
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“I see no light anywhere,” he reported into the communi-
cator.

“There’s a row of hatches along the bottom. Check inside
for charring on the ports.”

Spock obeyed and found a short in the line. While Raksha
was running an interval check he removed his blue pullover,
pushed up the sleeves of the thin black undertunic he wore
for warmth on the Enterprise, which like all primarily
Earth-human vessels was uncomfortably cold by Vulcan
standards. Except for the humidity, which he considered
excessive, this portion of the hull was more comfortable for
him than he’d been in years, and he wondered if Adajia—
the child of another desert world—felt the same.

And while he worked he listened still, straining his
ears—wondering what was wrong. It took him a moment to
realize that down at this level he had heard no scutter of
rodent claws on the metal of the pipes, no scrape of
boreglunches slipping under the floor.

Chance? The effects of the rhodon gas?

“Your captain said he also acted as engineer?” he asked at
last, running a sequence check to align the impulse power
with the channels Raksha had reestablished.

Adajia nodded. “He was trained at the Academy, after he
got out of the Institute; he’s kept this vessel together for
many years. Myself, I know little of it. My clan lord only
presented me to him last year, after the uprising at the Feast
of Bulls, but I know he met Sharnas in the Institute, and Phil
at the Academy.”

Spock nodded, logging unfamiliar terms in his mind and
noting that no uprising had occurred in the Orion systems
for at least fifteen standard years. He wondered what service
the Master had done for an Orion clan chief;, to be presented
with what was obviously an expensive concubine, but was
aware that his curiosity was frivolous at best.

“And Mr. Cooper was trained as an astrogator?”

He was head and shoulders in one of the repair hatches;
he heard her walk closer to him to be heard.

“Yes. The Consilium thought the Master should be
trained as an astrogator, too, though he’s a better engineer;
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anyway, that’s where he met Phil. They ran together, then
went back for Thad. Thad helped get Sharnas out, which I
guess surprised the hell out of McKennon.”

“McKennon?”

She shivered. “Somebody you don’t want to meet.” She
settled her back against the tank behind her; Spock could see
the long, green curve of her leg from where he worked, the
phaser on her belt and the gleaming razors of her makeshift
mace lying like a long-stemmed rose in her hand.

“One of the Masters at the Institute,” she went on after a
moment. “They were going tq kill Thaddy,” she added
softly, with a combination of wonder and loathing in her
voice. “A chuulak—just for dereliction of duty.”

“Who were?” He worked himself out from under the
burned-out heat filter. Power had returned to some of the
lamps, though they were still far from full. Those in the
engine room had been quite visibly wired to augment their
brightness, for it was obvious that those in the rest of the
ship never got brighter than the murky, brownish
semiblindness through which they had come to the engine
room from the hangar. It was quite clear from Raksha’s
rerouting of the signal links that whole lines of power
transmission had had to be abandoned.

“McKennon,” said Adajia. “And the Masters. The Mas-
ters of the Consilium, but they do what McKennon says.”

Upon a number of occasions over the past five years,
Spock had seen Captain Kirk utilize a maneuver that he
had, at the time, admired for its usefulness, though his own
attempts at it had been less than convincing and he doubted
he would ever attain his commander’s smooth facility at the
nonverbal lie. Still, he judged the time to be right. He looked
up with what he hoped was convincing suddenness at the
doorway of the engine room, which lay beyond Adajia’s line
of sight where she sat with her back to the tanks. The Orion
girl quite gratifyingly spun around, phaser at the ready, to
meet whatever threat she considered likely to be roving the
corridors of this lightless and near-derelict ship.

Mr. Spock reached out and pressurized the brachial nerve
plexus. He caught her as she fell, the phaser ringing noisily
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on the metal deck, causing him to wince though he knew

that the hearing of Klingons was far less acute than that of
Vulcans and there was little more than a ten-percent chance
of Raksha hearing it over the renewed rumble of the engine.

His first impulse was to tie Adajia, to prevent too swift a
pursuit from impeding his investigation of the black ship’s
final secrets. But as the rhodon gas dispersed the sweetish,
dirty-clothes smell of rodents, the filthy stench of
boreglunches emerged more strongly. On other derelicts
Spock had seen some of the latter nearly the size of his hand.
Instead he simply lifted her onto the old signal-modulator
console, where the vermin would be unable to reach her,
and left her lying unconscious, like a sacrificed virgin, with
her hair coil of sable silk trailing almost to the floor.

Chuulak, she had said. If he recalled his Orion
backcountry dialect correctly, the word referred to public
. execution by torture for the purpose of discouraging other
possible miscreants.

A somewhat severe penalty for dereliction of duty, partic-
ularly for a young man of Thaddeus Smith’s obviously
limited capabilities.

Readjusting the tricorder to home on the mu-spectrum
energy source, Spock set off in swift silence through the
gloom, his mind burgeoning with speculation concerning
who these people were, and how they had, in fact, come by
the black ruin of a starship of the very newest design.

Two turnings had branched off to the right, neat black
holes in the wan flashlight gleam. Ensign Lao wondered if
he’d actually seen two branches on the schematic, or three.
It all reminded him very strongly of the survival and
intelligence tests they’d run them through at the Academy
—that, or the more demanding type of fun houses he’d gone
to at carnivals. He wondered also what there was about the
circumstance of being trapped in a position wherein it was
impossible to scratch one’s feet—for instance, crawling
with one’s hands straight forward in a conduit barely the
width of one’s shoulders—that automatically triggered in-
human itching in that part of the body.
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He’d have to ask Dr. McCoy about that, he thought, with
a wry inner grin. Possibly it had a scientific name.

He was speculating about it when the first wave of
suffocating dizziness struck.

It took Kirk ten minutes of patient rubbing, scraping, and
twisting at the edge of the crate behind him to work loose a
corner of the tape that bound his wrists. It seemed like much

~ longer. All the while he was listening, straining his ears in

the direction of the unseen doorway—or the direction that
he had mentally marked as the doorway before Raksha had
shut him into darkness—seeking the smallest sound of
voices or movement outside.

There was none. The blast doors designed to confine
pressure loss had sealed one section of corridor off from
another, and Raksha and Adajia had been quite thorough
with their phaser fire. He worked slowly, trying to still the
rage of impatience in his heart at the knowledge that his
crew would be at large in the blacked-out Sh]p, looking for
him, or for Dylan Arios. Looking despite the fact that, with
only a few exceptions, they were less familiar with its layout
than he was, and more likely to run into open gangways or
whatever obstructions Arios himself had arranged.

As he worked, he ran over in his mind every word Arios
and his crew had spoken, every detail of their clothing, their
behavior, their speech. There had to be a clue there some-
where, something to tell him who these people were and
what it was they wanted.

Why Tau Lyra III—called Yoondri by those who lived
there, and by all accounts a harmless world of peaceful
farms and city-states that hadn’t had a major war in
decades, perhaps centuries?

Raksha and Adajia had taken Spock, presumably over to
the Nautilus; according to Dr. McCoy, Sharnas of Vulcan
was far beyond being able to stand and Phil Cooper was
heavily sedated.

That left only Arios himself at large, and Thad Smith—if
Smith was his real name. What was that round-eyed, rather
sweet-faced young man—clearly mentally impaired in some
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fashion—doing with that pack of pirates? Or the Vulcan
boy, either?

Why was there no record of the Antelope, of the mysteri-

ous black starship, of Arios himself? A half-caste, like
Spock, but half-human, half...what? McCoy hadn’t
known.
- Ships had disappeared, of course, in the early days of
deep-space exploration, even as they disappeared now. A
mating with some still-unknown race wasn’t unlikely.
Still . . .

It took some backbreaking maneuvering to kneel and get
his boot toe on the corner of the tape, slowly working and
wrenching until a few inches of tape were pulled free,
enough to catch and wedge on the corner of the crate. Once
his hands were free it took another patient, groping search of
the wall to locate the half-open cover plate of the fused door
mechanism. From there he used the tape like Ariadne’s
thread, sticking one end to the cover plate and holding the
other in hand while he explored along the walls of the hold
in both directions, until he found what he sought: a cargo
dolly of the manual type, with detachable handles.

The handles were metal, sections of hollow pipe. The
diameter was large enough to fit on the dogged plastic wheel
of the door crank and force it over, against the fused mess of
machinery and wire on the other side of the wall. With the
aid of the lever he managed to push the door open eight
inches before it jammed hard.

Cursing—and thanking his lucky stars he’d been diligent
in the gym—Kirk slipped through into the blackness of the
corridor. “Can anyone hear me?” he called into the silence.
“This is your captain.”

Descending via the gangways was slower and more trou-
blesome than via the turbolift shaft. But, reflected Mr. Sulu
as he degaussed the third cover plate and laboriously
cranked the protective blast door aside, probably far safer. If
nothing else, there were the turbolifts themselves to be
considered. The power might return at any time, as unex-
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- pectedly as it had been cut, and then the cars would come

whizzing back up the narrow shafts at speeds no one could

~ avoid.

“Of course there was no degausser available in the lab,”
flustered Lieutenant Bergdahl, the Anthro/Geo lab chief,
trotting down the gangway in Sulu’s wake. In the dim glow
of the flashlight Sulu carried, the lab chief’s balding fore-
head was rimmed with a glittering line of sweat, and his eyes
flashed silvery as he glanced repeatedly behind him in the
utter dark. Not, reflected Sulu, that there was any possibility

- of unknown assailants on the two decks above them. Deck

Two contained precisely three labs, Deck One nothing more
than the bridge. “We keep such things very properly under
hatches, unless of course Ensign Adams has been careless
again.” He glared back at his diminutive clerk, one of the
group Sulu had collected in the Deck Two labs.

“I was trying to link into Central Computer,” added
Lieutenant Maynooth, shambling anxiously in the rear as
they descended the next gangway. The yellow glow of the
lamps they bore bobbed and swayed eerily, monster shad-
ows crowding behind them: Sulu had taken the battery-
operated emergency lamp from the helm console, to which
floodlights had been added from the lab emergency stores.

“There are some quite startlingly sophisticated program
locks in place,” the physicist went on approvingly. “Truly
beautiful programming; I must admit I kept getting dis-
tracted, taking handwritten notes . . .”

“Does it look like Arios and his crew are in Central?”’

“They could well be.” Maynooth pushed up the thick-
iensed spectacles onto his birdlike nose. He’d had four
operations already to slow the deterioration of his eyes and
had long ago become allergic to retinox; in the half-
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