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  James Blish    r 
(Blish is adapting an episode of the 60s TV show Star Trek into a short story, from the original television script written by Gene L Coon)
Captain James Kirk of the USS Enterprise was the absolute master of the largest and most modern vessel in the Starfleet Service, of all the complex apparatus and weaponry aboard her, and of the manifold talents of 430 highly trained crewmen.

And at the moment, he was stranded on a nearly barren artificial asteroid, location unknown, facing a tyrannosaur-like creature whose survival depended upon its killing Kirk, and equipped with absolutely nothing except a small translator/recorder useless as a weapon.

The situation had developed with bewildering rapidity. Originally, the Enterprise had received a call from the Earth outpost on Cestus Three, part of a planetary system on the very edge of an unexplored quadrant of the galaxy. The base commandant, an old soldier named Travers, had asked Kirk to beam down with the tactical staff of the Enterprise; and since things were quiet in this sector of space and Travers was famous in the Service for setting a good table, all six men had accepted cheerfully.

But the invitation had been a trap - a pre-recorded trap. They had found the settlement in smoking ruins, the personnel dead. Furthermore, within minutes after its arrival the landing party was also under attack - and so was the Enterprise.

Evidently, the enemy, whoever he was, did not have the transporter
 and had no idea of its capabilities; after five minutes’ inconclusive exchange of shots, the landing party was whisked away clean. The enemy ship broke off the engagement and fled, at fantastically high acceleration.

Kirk had no intention of letting it get away, however. It seemed obvious that any attempt to ambush the Enterprise’s tactical staff and captain, and then to destroy the starship itself, could only be a prelude to a full-scale invasion.

Furthermore, the unknown enemy was well armed - the damage its ship had suffered thus far had been minor, despite its flight - and peculiarly ruthless, as witness its having wiped out 512 helpless people at an inoffensive scientific outpost simply to bait its trap. As Science Officer Spock
 had pointed out, that ship could not be allowed to reach its home base; presumably, as long as that unknown world was kept in the dark about Federation strength, it would hold off its next attack-thus buying precious time for a defense buildup.

The enemy seemed equally anxious to avoid leading the Enterprise to its home planet. It took complex evasive action, again at incredibly high speed; the Enterprise had difficulty in closing with her even at warp eight, two factors above maximum safe speed.

And then, suddenly, everything stopped. It was absolutely impossible, but it happened. At one moment, both vessels were flashing through subspace at over a hundred times the speed of light-and in the next, both were, floating in normal space, motionless relative to a small, nearby solar system, engines inoperative, all weapons dead.

“Report!” Kirk snapped.

But there was no damage, nothing abnormal-except that the Enterprise could neither move nor fight, nor, apparently, could the enemy.

“We’re being scanned, sir,” Communications Officer Uhura said.

“From the alien ship?”

“No, sir,” she said. “From that solar system ahead. Nothing hostile - no tractors or weapon sensors, just scanners.”

“Stopping us like this might be considered hostile,” Kirk said drily.

“Getting something else, Captain - a modulation of the main frequency…”

Abruptly, the lights dimmed and there was a low hum from the main viewing screen. The starry scene from outside promptly dissolved into a twisting, confused mass of color and lines. At the same time a humanoid voice, strong and yet somehow youthful, shook the air of the bridge. The voice said:

“We are the Metrons.”

Kirk and Spock exchanged speculative glances. Then the Science Officer said, quite composedly: “How do you do?”

The voice’s owner paid no apparent attention. It continued: 
“You are one of two craft that have come into our space on a mission of violence. This is not permissible. Our analysis further shows that your violent tendencies are inherent. Hence we will resolve your conflict in the way most suited to your natures. Captain James Kirk!”

“This is Captain Kirk,” Kirk said, after a moment’s hesitation.

“We have prepared a planetoid with a suitable atmosphere, temperature and gravity. You will be taken there, as will the captain of the Gorn ship that you have been pursuing. You and your opponent will be provided with a translator-recorder. You can keep a record, or communicate with each other, should you feel the need. But not with your ships. You will each be totally alone, and will settle your dispute alone.”

“Just what makes you think you can interfere…” Kirk began angrily.

“It is you who are doing the interfering. We are simply putting a stop to it-within your own violent frame of reference. The place we have prepared for you contains sufficient resources for either of you to construct weapons lethal to the other. The winner of the ordeal will be permitted to go on his way unharmed. The loser, along with his ship, will be destroyed in the interests of peace. The contest will be one of ingenuity against ingenuity, brute strength against brute strength. The outcome will be final.”

With that, silently, the ship around Kirk vanished.
The first thing he saw was the Gorn.

It was a biped, a reptile, a lizard that walked like a man. It stood about six feet four, with tremendous musculature, dully gleaming skin, a ridge of hard plate running down its back, and a strong, thick tail. The tail did not look prehensile; rather, it seemed to be a balancing organ, suggesting that the creature could run very fast indeed if it wished. The head was equipped with two tiny ear holes and a wide mouth full of sharp teeth.

This, then, was the enemy, the raider, the destroyer of Cestus Three. It was wearing a garment like a short robe, belted; at the belt hung a small electronic device. It wore no shoes; clawed feet dug deeply into the ground, indicating considerable weight. Shooting a wary glance down at himself, Kirk discovered that his own clothing and equipment were identical.

Kirk and the Gorn stared at each other. All around them was a rocky, barren terrain, with a peculiar graygreen sky and occasional clumps of vegetation, some of it fairly tall, but none of it familiar. The air was cold and dry.

Kirk wondered if the Gorn was as uncomfortable as he was. Probably, but for different reasons. The meddling Metrons would surely have allowed neither of them an advantage in environment; after all, this planetoid was artificial-deliberately constructed to be an arena for a trial of champions, and for nothing else.

The Gorn moved. It was closing in on Kirk. It looked quite capable of killing him with its bare hands. Kirk moved sidewise, warily. The Gorn did not appear to want to take any chances. As it too circled, it passed close to a gnarled object like a small tree, perhaps eight to ten inches through the trunk, and about ten feet high. With a quick look at Kirk, the Gorn hissed softly, reached out, and broke off a thick branch. The move seemed to cost it very little effort, whereas Kirk doubted that he could have done it at all.

Then, suddenly, holding the branch aloft like a club, the Gorn was charging him.

Kirk sprang aside barely in time. As the Gorn passed, somewhat offbalance, Kirk swung a killing blow into its midriff. The impact nearly broke his hand, but it seemed to have no other effect. The club lashed back, knocking Kirk sprawling against the rocks.

The Gorn wheeled around, clumsily but swiftly, and pounced. Kirk, dazed, tried to counter with a forearm blow to the throat, but it was like hitting an elephant. Then the creature was gripping him like a grizzly.

Kirk’s arm just managed to keep the teeth away, but that grip was going to break his back.

Freeing his arms with a sudden twist, Kirk boxed the Gorn’s earholes with cupped hands. The Gorn screamed and staggered back, shaking its huge head. Springing to his feet, Kirk picked up a boulder as big as his head and hurled it at the Gorn with all his strength.

It struck the Gorn fair on the chest. The creature lurched slightly, but it did not seem to be hurt. Hissing shrilly, it bent to pick up a boulder of its own. The thing must have weighed a thousand pounds, but the Gorn got it aloft in one titanic jerk.

Kirk ran.

The rock hit behind him with an explosive crack, and flying splinters cut into the calf of one leg like shrapnel. Still hobbling as fast as he could, Kirk looked back over his shoulder.

The Gorn was not following. Instead, it was heaving up another rock. Then, as if realizing that Kirk was now out of range, it let the huge mass drop. It seemed to be grinning, although as far as Kirk had been able to see, it never wore any other expression.

Kirk looked around, panting. He seemed to be in a gully, though there was no sign that water had ever run in it-after all, there hadn’t even been such a planet many hours ago. There were rocks everywhere, some of them brilliantly colored, and an occasional outcropping of quartzlike crystals. Here and there were patches of scrubby, tough-looking brush, some of it resembling cacti, some mesquite, and even an occasional stand of a large, bamboo-like growth. There was nothing that looked as though it could possibly be converted into a weapon, no matter what the Metron had said.

Kirk sat down, rubbing his injured leg but taking great care to watch the now-distant Gorn, and looked over the device at his belt. It looked quite like a tricorder
, but both smaller and simple - though simpler, at least, it doubtless was not. Kirk turned it on with the obvious switch.

“Calling the Enterprise. Captain James Kirk calling the Enterprise.”

For a moment, there was no answer.

Then the instrument said, in good but rather stilted English:

“You forget, Captain. We cannot reach our ships. We are alone here, you and I-just one against the other.”

He looked back the way he had come. Sure enough, the Gorn seemed to be speaking behind one raised hand.

Kirk had not, of course, forgotten that he had been told he could not raise the Enterprise; he had simply wanted to test the statement. What he had forgotten was that the small instrument had been said to be a translator, as well as a recorder. He would have to be very careful not to mutter to himself after this.

After a moment, he said tentatively, “Look here, Gorn, this is insane. Can’t we patch up some kind of truce?”

“Out of the question,” the translator said promptly. “That would result only in our staying here until we starved. I cannot speak for you, but I see no water here, nor anything I could eat-with the possible exception of you.”

“Neither do I,” Kirk admitted.

“Then let us not waste time in sentimental hopes. The rules are what they are: One of us must kill the other.”

Kirk hung the device back on his belt. The Gorn was right, and that was most definitely that.

He scrambled over to look at the bamboo-like stuff. Each stalk was perhaps three to four inches in diameter -and, as he discovered by trying to break a section loose, it was as hard as iron. Hitting it with a rock even produced a distinctly metallic clank. Perhaps it picked up iron from the soil, as horsetails pick up calcium oxalate, or some prairie grasses pick up selenium. Useless.

He moved on up the gully, which got steadily deeper; he lost sight of the Gorn almost at once. Well, the risk had to be taken; staying where he was had gotten him no-where. 
Earthen banks, rather like bluish clay, reared on both sides of him now. One was steep, but the slope of the other was gentle enough to permit him to clamber up it if he had to. Sticking out of the clay were the pyramidal points of a number of large crystals. Hopefully, Kirk pried one of them out. It was about the size of a hen’s egg, and glittered brilliantly even under this sunless sky. The shape and the brilliancy were unmistakable: It was a diamond, and one that would have made the Kohinoor look like a mail-order zircon. And not only were there more of them imbedded in the clay, but the floor of the gully, he now saw, was a litter of them, in all sizes down, to fine sand.

An incredible fortune - and again, utterly useless. None of the gems was sharp enough to be used as a weapon point, and he had no way to cut them. Their only use was to show that this planet was indeed an artificial construction-but Kirk had never doubted that, anyhow. He would have traded the whole wealth of them for a hand phaser
, or even a medieval crossbow and a quiver of bolts
 for it.

The gully turned just ahead. Throwing the diamond away, Kirk went around the bend. The Metron had said that there were the raw materials of weapons here somewhere, if only he...

At the next step, his ankle struck a taut vine, and he went sprawling. At the same moment there was a sharp crack! as of wood splitting, and then one whole side of the gully seemed to be roaring down upon him.

He rolled frantically in the other direction, but not fast enough to prevent one rock from slamming into his chest. He felt a rib break. Staggering to his feet, he ran for the nearest cover, a sculptured overhang almost deep enough in back to be called a cave. There he stopped, breathing hard and nursing his rib cage - his whole body seemed to be one enormous bruise - and inspected the snare that had almost killed him through the gradually settling dust.

It was very simple and highly ingenious: a length of stretched vine to serve as a trigger, a broken branch, a heap of carefully stacked boulders that had been freed when the branch had been pulled loose.

Above him, Kirk heard the tick of large claws on rock, and then a sharp hiss of what could only have been disappointment. Kirk grinned mirthlessly. It had been near enough. 

He peered cautiously out of his hole and upward, just in time to see the Gorn on the lip of the gully on the other side, moving away. The creature was carrying something long and shiny in one hand. Kirk could not tell exactly what it was, but the fact that the Gorn had a torn scrap of his tunic wrapped around that hand was clue enough. It was a dagger-like blade, evidently chipped out of obsidian glass.

Then the creature was gone, but Kirk did not feel the least bit reassured. So far, the Gorn was way ahead, not only on strength, but on ingenuity. First a snare - now a dagger. Well, then, back to the Stone Age with a vengeance. If Kirk could find a flint point, another length of vine, a sufficiently long stick, he might make a spear. That would give him the advantage of reach against the Gorn’s dagger. On the other hand, would a spear penetrate that hide? There was only one way to find out.

A sufficiently large chip of flint, however, obstinately failed to turn up. All that was visible on the floor of the overhang was a wash of brilliant yellow powder.

The stuff looked familiar, and on a hunch, Kirk picked up a small handful of it and breathed on it. It gave out the faint crackle characteristic of flowers of sulfur when moistened.

Kirk grimaced. What a maddening planet. Sand of high-purity sulfur, veritable beaches of diamonds, iron-concentrating bamboos; and at the back of the cave here, outcroppings of rocks covered with a yellowish-white effluvium, like saltpeter. The only way he could make any sort of weapon out of a melange like that would be with a smelter and a forge -

Wait a minute. Just a minute, now. There was something at the back of his mind - something very ancient…

With a gulp of hope, he ran back toward the growth of bamboo-like stuff. With a sharp rock, he managed to break off about a three-foot length of one tube, at one of its joints. The tube was closed at one end, open at the other. Ideal.

Now, the diamonds. He took up only the smallest, the most sand-like, measuring them by handfuls into the tube. He could only hope that his memory of the proportions – seventy-five, fifteen, ten - was correct; in any event, he could only approximate the measures under these conditions.

Now, one of the large egg-shaped diamonds; this he put into his mouth, since the tunic did not come equipped with pockets.

Back up the gully, down and around the bend to the overhang. Into the tube went sulfur, saltpeter. Covering the end, he shook the tube until a little of the mixture poured out into his palm showed an even color, though certainly not the color it should have been.

A stone point penetrated the bamboo at the base, though it was hard work. A bit of torn tunic for a patch, and ram it all home with a stick. Then the egg-shaped diamond; then another patch, and ram again. Finally, a piece of flint; it did not have to be large, not any more.

“Captain,” the translator at his belt said. 
He did not answer.

“Captain, be reasonable,” the translator said. “Hiding will do you no good. If it is a matter of competitive starvation, I think my endurance is greater than yours. Why not come out, and die like a warrior?”

Kirk ignored it. Shredding another piece of cloth from the tunic, he began to strike the piece of flint over it, using the translator-at last it had a use!-as the steel. Sparks flew, but the cloth would not catch. If it was non-inflammable...

“You cannot destroy me,” the translator said. “Let us be done with it. I shall be merciful and quick.”

“Like you were at Cestus Three?” Kirk said.

“You were intruding,” the translator said. “You established an outpost in our space. Naturally we destroyed it”

Kirk did not stop striking sparks, but he was at the same time thoughtful. What the Gorn said was perhaps reasonable, from its point of view. Very little was known about that arm of the galaxy; perhaps the Gorn had a right to regard it as theirs-and to be alarmed at the setting up of a base there, and by the advent of a ship the size of the Enterprise.

Nevertheless…

Smoke rose from the shredded cloth.

He raised it to his lips, blowing gently. It was catching. “All right, Gorn,” he told the translator. “Come and get me if you think you can. I’m under the overhang just past where you set your snare.”

There was a sharp hiss, and then the clear sound of the Gorn’s claws, coming at a run up the gully. Kirk had miscalculated. The creature was closer than he had thought - and faster.

Frantically he struggled to align the clumsy bamboo tube.

The Gorn leapt into view, its obsidian knife raised. Kirk slapped the burning piece of clothes against the touchhole, and the makeshift cannon went off with a splintering roar. The concussion knocked Kirk down; the semi-cave was filled with acrid smoke.

He groped to his feet again. As the smoke cleared, he saw the Gorn, slumped against the other wall of the gully. The diamond egg had smashed its right shoulder; but it was bleeding from half a dozen other places too, where diamond chips had flown out of the cannon instead of igniting.

The knife lay between them. Leaping forward, Kirk snatched it up, hurled himself on the downed alien. The knife’s point found one of the wounds.

“Now,” Kirk said hoarsely, “now let’s see how tough your hide is!”

The Gorn did not answer. Though conscious, it seemed to be in shock.

It was all over. All Kirk had to do was shove.

He could not do it. He rose, slowly. “No,” he said. “We’re in the same pickle. You’re trying to save your ship, the same as I am. I won’t kill you for that.”

Suddenly furious, Kirk looked up at the greenish, over-cast sky.

“Do you hear?” he shouted. “I won’t kill him! You’ll have to get your entertainment someplace else!”

There was a long pause. Kirk stared down at the wounded alien; the Gorn stared back. Its translator had been shattered by the impact; it could not know what Kirk had said. But it did not seem to be afraid.

Then it vanished.

Kirk sat down, dejected and suddenly, utterly weary. Right or wrong, he had lost his opportunity now. The Metron had snatched the Gorn away.

Then there was a humming, much like that he had heard so long ago aboard ship, when the screen had been scrambled. He turned.

A figure was materializing under the overhang. It was not very formidable - certainly nothing so ominous, so awe-inspiring as its voice had suggested. Also, it was very beautiful. 
It looked like a boy of perhaps eighteen.

“You’re a Metron,” Kirk said listlessly.

“True,” said the figure. “And you have surprised us, Captain.”

“How?” Kirk said, not much interested. “By winning?”

“No. We had no preconceptions as to which of you would win. You surprised us by refusing to kill, although you had pursued the Gorn craft into our space with the intention of destroying it.”

“That was different,” Kirk said. “That was necessary.”

“Perhaps it was. It is a new thought. Under the circumstances, it is only fair to tell you that we lied to you.”

“In what way?”

“We said that the ship of the loser of this personal combat would be destroyed,” said the Metron. “After all, it would be the winner - the stronger, the more resourceful race who would pose the greatest threat to us. It was the winner we planned to destroy.”

Kirk lurched to his feet. “Not my ship,” he said dangerously.

“No, Captain. We have changed our minds. By sparing your helpless enemy-who would surely have killed you in like circumstances - you demonstrated the advanced trait of mercy. This we hardly expected - and it leaves us with no clear winner.”

“What did you do with the Gorn, then?”

“We sent him back to his ship. And in your case, we misinterpreted your motives. You sincerely believed that you would be destroying the Gorn ship to keep the peace, not break it. If you like, we shall destroy it for you.”

“No!” Kirk said hastily. “That’s not necessary. It was a… a misunderstanding. Now that we’ve made contact, we’ll be able to talk to the Gorn - reach an agreement.”

“Very good,” said the Metron. “Perhaps we too shall meet again - in a few thousand years. In any event, there is hope for you.”

And abruptly, the Enterprise sprang into being around Kirk.
Turmoil broke out on the bridge. Ship’s Surgeon McCoy was the first to reach Kirk’s side.

“Jim! Are you all right?”

“To be quite honest with you,” Kirk said dazedly, “I don’t know. I just wish the world would stop popping in and out at me.”

“I gather you won,” Spock said. “How did you do it?”

“Yes… I guess so. I’m not quite sure. I thought I did it by reinventing gunpowder-with diamond dust for charcoal. But the Metrons say I won by being a sucker. I don’t know which explanation is truer. All the Metrons would tell me is that we’re a most promising species-as predators go.”

“I could not have put the matter more neatly myself,” Spock said. “But, Captain, I would be interested to know what it is you’re talking about when you feel ready, of course.”

“Yes, indeed,” Kirk said. “In the meantime, posts, everybody. It’s time we got back down to business. And, Mr. Spock, about that explanation…”

“Yes, sir?”

“I suggest you raise the question again, in, say, a few thousand years.”

“Yes, sir.”

And the odd thing about Spock, the captain reflected, was that he would wait that long too, if only he could figure out a way to live through it-and when the time had all passed, Spock would remember to ask the question again.

Kirk hoped he would have an answer.

� In Star Trek, people can “beam down” (teleport) down to planets with a machine.


� Spock is the alien science officer who is very intelligent, but emotionless.


� Star Trek device that was decades ahead of using having invented the iPad


� Star Trek ray pistol


� Bolts: little arrows for crossbows





