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"Just bits and pieces. I'm fairly certain it involves the neutral zone and something to do with one
of the outposts there. I've heard a lot of rumors about Romulans but out here that’s standard stuff. 1
tend to disbelieve it. I do know a starship is being sent and I'm fairly certain it’s the Enterprise."

SF

A flicker of surprise followed by a quick look of anger crossed Donar’s face, before the doctor
composed it. Franco watched her curiously, wondering at her reaction.

The lift doors opened. It was only a few steps to the gym. The Lieutenant stopped in front of
the entrance, touching the doctor’s arm lightly. "What is it? You seem upset about something."
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¥ With a trace of bitterness in her voice, Kate replied, "I was supposed to be assigned as CMO on
the Enterprise but ended up here instead. The position was assigned to a Dr. Leonard McCoy."

Watching Kate’s face, Akemi could see how deeply her friend felt about losing the posting.
"Kate, I'm sorry."

Donar gave a tight smile, shrugging her shoulders. “Well, it’s a good ship, I’ve heard nothing
5 but high praise about it. They should be able to take care of the problem, whatever it is . . . even if I'm
5 not aboard her."

She laughed and Akemi smiled in response to Kate’s attempt to lighten the moment. Akemi was
grateful that she had finally found a friend she could trust.
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Together, the entered the gym.
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g "In a different reality, I could have called you friend."
Z The Romulan Commander’s words echoed in Kirk’s mind, the vision of the exploding alien ship

replacing the starfilled viewscreen in front of him.

"Captain?" Apparently, it was not the first time his name had been called. Uhura was at his
side, her hand hesitantly touching his shoulder.

"Yes?"

"Mr. Scott requests that you stop by the Auxiliary Bridge for a few minutes before
the . . . service." Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

Kirk nodded, trying to reassure her, hoping he kept the pain out of his own eyes. It had been
two days since their encounter with the Romulans; time now to send Tomlinson to a final resting place.

He looked up to find Spock watching him. He thought of the Romulan Commander again,
remembering the intelligence and humor he had sensed in the alien, wondering what more he could have
done to persuade the Romulan to negotiate. Not only would he have prevented Tomlinson’s death but
would have seen the beginning of an association with a new and different alien culture.

Unable to shake the heavy depression settling about him, Kirk left the bridge.
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Spock watched the lift doors close behind Kirk, then turned back to hiss console, automatically
continuing a systems check. The captain’s face remained foremost in his mind, the closed, hard loox
he’d given Spock just before he had abruptly left the bridge. There had been so little time since leaving
the neutral zone for them to talk. Numerous systems failures had kept them both occupied. And yet
several times he had noted Kirk reacting to his presence in this manner.
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D Once, he had spoken briefly to the captain, making a formal report about his error on the bridge
which had jeopardized lives. Kirk had dismissed the report. Perhaps, the captain had had time to
reconsider and now felt Spock was responsible for much of the ship’s damage and even Tomlinson’s
death.

" Spock considered the theory carefully and rejected it. There had to be some other reason for the
captain’s reaction to him.

The computer was chiming softly. A faulty coil was indicated in the navigation system. Spock

¢ considered notifying Lt. Sulu but knew Lt. Tomlinson had been a friend of Sulu’s. Spock left the bridge

immediately to retrieve the replacement part. If he utilized his time correctly, the problem could be

corrected with three minutes to spare before the ceremony. As second in command, his presence was

i expected, and Kirk had specifically requested that he come. It was a difficult concept to comprehend,
this business of mourning the dead.

The lift doors opening in Engineering put other problems aside in favor of the needed repair.
The first officer arrived at the torpedo bay with thirty seconds to spare. He remained discreetly

in the back to avoid disturbing the humans who had been close to Tomlinson. Kirk acknowledged his
arrival with a brief nod.
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The service was short but conducted with a sincerity that touched even the Vulcan. By the end,
it was difficult to remain in the press of grieving humans; the outpouring of emotion was almost
overwhelming.

The room emptied, leaving only Kirk and Spock. The captain stood quietly, his eyes focused on
the torpedo bay door. An air of loneliness surrounded him, his face controlled but somehow vulnerable.
Spock approached him, tempted to touch him despite his already overloaded senses.

"Captain?"

Kirk drew a breath, and turned to look at Spock. He frowned. "Spock, are you all right?"

The Vulcan raised an eyebrow.

“You looked disturbed . . . tired," Kirk offered, smiling slightly. "I guess that’s a stupid
question. We’re all tired."

The hazel eyes focused on him, questioning. Spock hesitated before deciding to answer
truthfully. "A Vulcan’s mental barriers are not easily breached, however, undisciplined, strong emotion
does affect me."

Kirk’s eyes widened fractionally, then a frown appeared as he digested the information. "I should

have realized — I wouldn’t have requested that you come . . . "
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The intercom whistled, interrupting Kirk. Engineer Scott was requesting the captain again on the
auxiliary bridge.

Kirk glanced down at his dress uniform, grimacing. "Spock, I know you have a meeting
scheduled but can you delay it a few minutes? Scotty is pushing to shut down auxiliary and I’'m close
to agreeing with him, as much as I dislike the idea."

"Of course, Captain.”
problem was this severe.”

Dismayed, Spock could not keep from frowning. "I had not realized the

"I know, our paths haven’t crossed much lately. I’d hoped Scotty could pull a miracle from his
hat," Kirk said thoughtfully.

"I was not aware of Mr. Scott wearing a hat."
"Well, from under his kilt then," Kirk grinned.

Kirk lifted a hand and Spock tensed imperceptibly for the gentle touch on his shoulder that he’d
come to expect. The hand was stopped in mid-motion as Kirk frowned again dropping it back to his side.
Spock was surprised by a distinct feeling of disappointment.

"Come on. TI'll explain on the way." Kirk started for the door, his steps rapid, but with a
heaviness Spock was not used to seeing. A tight feeling knotted his stomach as he followed the captain.
Kirk had been working practically nonstop, troubleshooting problems, encouraging crewmen and handling
command decisions with only brief rest periods since the Romulan battle. Spock had been working
equally hard without any rest periods, and for each problem they solved, it seemed that three more
cropped up in its place. Humans were not capable of as much continual stress as Vulcans were without
adequate rest and yet there was nothing Spock could do to help.

Lt. Scott was across the miniature bridge, working beside an ensign on the emergency life support
console. The captain glanced at the blank viewscreen and after a moment’s hesitation crossed to the
navigation console. Stars appeared on the screen and Spock was able to discern a barely visible release
of tension from his captain as he stared at the viewscreen.

Kirk turned away, calling out to Scott, only to find the chief engineer observing him with
: amusement. Spock watched in fascination as Kirk’s face colored slightly.

"Well, Mr. Scott, I'm assuming you have good news for me."
Scott snorted. "I wish. We had another energy flux in that same line. I don’t know what’s
caused the weakness there, but something has affected the lines specifically in this area. Until I can fully
investigate, it will be safer to shut the bairn down."

Spock looked over at the open console. "You do not feel sickbay will be affected?”

"No," Scott replied. "Fortunately, the stress factors I'm finding are confined to this section. I

have a theory that the Romulans’ energy bolt caused burnouts here, possibly a negative flux I havex}’t yet
located, resulting in this weakening. 1 can’t prove it, but it’s the only logical explanation 1 can give. "

Spock frowned. Auxiliary, in theory, was the best protected area of the ship. He followed §he
Engineer over to the open panel, immediately seeing the damage was severe. The young ens}gn, looking
grim-faced, stepped aside, as Scott gestured towards the faulty line containing a zenocite mixture.
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The Vulcan took the tricorder, peripherally aware of Kirk pausing to speak with the weary Ensign
Wauters. He studied the readings, glancing up just as the young black crewman smiled at the captain,
a gleam of pride shining in his dark eyes.

Kirk’s answering smile faded quickly as he met Spock’s sober gaze. The Vulcan wondered when
Kirk had learned to read him so easily.

"I take it you agree with Mr. Scott?"

Spock nodded, "As quickly as possible. If the zenocite line were unaffected, then I believe we
could work around the damage but it is too dangerous in this condition."

The captain sighed. "All right, Scotty. It’ll mean our primary life support system is our only
means of survival. This has priority over the engines. Assign the appropriate detail. Shut her down."
he paused, his face tight.

"Aye, Captain." Scott nodded, crossing over to the communications console.

"Spock, take care of rationing life support suits and life belts, just in case. Set up a class one
emergency drill. I want them to be prepared.”

"Yes, Captain.”" Spock felt an unaccustomed chill sweep over him. It would mean reporting to
life support and leaving the captain here. He glanced back at Kirk now working at the ensign’s side to
replace the panels on the console.

Spock knew his steps were dragging as he approached the doors. He glanced back at Kirk again
as he stepped into the entryway, almost jumping when McCoy spoke behind him.

"Mr. Spock, I’ve been trying to locate Jim. I had to desert him at the services earlier.” The blue
eyes lifted to meet his, an appeal for his understanding in them. "I’m glad you were there. He needed
your support.”

Spock remained in the open doorway, refusing to respond to McCoy’s unspoken demand. "I was
there according to the protocol of Starfleet Command, Doctor, although I do not comprehend the purpose
of such proceedings. It appears to be a needless outpouring of emotion and only serves to disturb
everyone present."

The calmly spoken words served their purpose, distracting McCoy from his favorite one-track
idea concerning Vulcans and emotion.

McCoy rolled his eyes, his voice loud with sarcasm. "Wonderful Spock, you probably told that
to the captain, too. Lot of help you are . . . "

"Bones, missed you earlier,"” Kirk’s voice interrupted firmly, from inside. "We’re going to a
priority four alert. If you have a problem, I'll drop by later. Right now we’re trying . . . " He broke
off, grunting softly.

Spock reentered, McCoy at his heels. Kirk and the ensign were lifting the top panel into place,
struggling to align it. Finally it slid into place and Kirk brushed his hands together. "As I was saying,
we’re too busy . . . "
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McCoy interrupted, “I left my cloak and dagger book on earth, what the hell is a code four
alert?"

Kirk ignored him, leaning close to the panel. Sensing his sudden tension, Spock started toward
the lower level of the bridge. Kirk, face white, grabbed Ensign Wauters, propelling him towards Spock,
shouting, "Get out, it’s going to blow!"

Spock could not seem to move fast enough. In slow motion he watched the ensign trip and fall,
impeding Kirk’s escape on his heels. He was aware of Kirk’s shouting, and he pulled Wauters to his
feet, shoving him and McCoy out of harm’s way. In the eternal second it took for him to turn back to
Kirk a muffled explosion rocked the tiny bridge, knocking him off his feet, debris flying all around him.
Ignoring a sharp pain in his right shoulder, he scrambled back to his feet. Billowing white smoke
obscured the space where Kirk had been. Panic clamped a tight band around his throat and he called out
in a voice that was hoarse with unaccustomed fear.

ll]im!ll

There was no answer. The Vulcan drew a deep breath and holding it, plunged into the thick
white smoke. With eyes closed, Spock dropped to his knees and searched frantically for Kirk.

He found a hand, and followed quickly to the captain’s sprawled body. Without pausing to check
for injuries, he lifted Kirk in both arms and ran to the exit.

Suited figures were already entering the area, one stepping into his path. The figure held up a
mask and quickly placed it on Kirk’s face and then another on Spock. The Vulcan inhaled the oxygen
as he continued moving toward the door and out into the corridor.

"Spock! Thank god!" McCoy was at his side, his scanner pointed at Kirk. "He’s breathing,
barely. Can you carry him to sickbay?"

Spock nodded numbly. It was an illogical question, since he was already carrying his captain.
He glanced down at the dusky face, fear against twisting something deep inside him. Spock took off at
a run, leaving McCoy behind.

Sickbay efficiently responded to the emergency. At least ten people surrounded Kirk as soon as
Spock lay him on the bed. They performed specific tasks with a calm that the Vulcan wished he could
copy. He backed away, feeling his knees tremble.

"Spock!" McCoy called from the middle of the controlled confusion. "How long was he
exposed?”

"Thirty-three point two seconds.” Spock was amazed to realize such a short time had passed.

"Damn, it probably exploded all his alveoli." Spock’s sensitive hearing picked up McCoy’s
muttered words.

He backed up against a wall, letting it take some of his weight. As first officer, he, not Mr. Scott
should be overseeing the emergency procedures in auxiliary, but Spock could not bring himself to leave
until he had some assurance Kirk would live. Zenocite was vital to the life support system, and yet it
was ironic that it was also a deadly gas in its pure form. It was extremely caustic to the lungs.
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Minutes passed as he watched McCoy giving Kirk injections, nurses attached the life support
system and adjusted intravenous solutions. Two younger doctors were feeding McCoy a continuous
stream of information from medical scanners they held. The Vulcan was so frequently at odds with the
illogical human doctor, it usually fascinated him the few times he had watched the purely professional
McCoy in action. Now he was unable to detach himself from the figure they were so frantically working
on, unashamedly thankful it was McCoy in charge.

There was a sudden silence in the room. A cold panicky fear swept through him. He stared at
the huddled group, unable to move, waiting for a glimpse of the captain.

A nurse moved, allowing him to see a pale hand gripping McCoy’s arm. Spock stepped closer,
in time to hear Kirk’s faint whisper.

"Wauters? Spock?”

Somehow he had expected this to be Kirk’s first concern. Spock came to his side as McCoy
answered, "Everyone made it out fine except you."

Kirk’s eyes found his and an almost-smile crossed his lips before his eyes closed and the hand
slid off McCoy’s arm.

Without thought, Spock grasped the limp hand and lifted it back to the bed. It was so cold.

McCoy touched his shoulder. "His oxygen level is increasing. He’s out of danger but I'm going
to keep him on life support until his lungs start functioning better on their own. He’s going to be weak
for a while, but with proper rest and treatment, he’ll recover."

Spock nodded, placing his hands behind his back, resisting the notion that he could warm Kirk’s
cold hands with his own. "I will be in auxiliary, if you need me."

McCoy shook his head. "Not before Dr. M’Benga checks you for any zenocite contamination. "
"Not necessary. I did not inhale while I was exposed.”

"Well, you can’t tell me you don’t need that shoulder taken care of. Mr. Scott would have a fit
if you dropped green spots all over his handiwork."

Spock, confused, looked at his shoulder, surprised to find his shirt was covered with green blood,
a gash showing under the torn uniform.

The Vulcan followed a nurse from the room, letting her treat him in silence. M’Benga appeared
and briefly ran scanners over him, pronouncing him "fit as a fiddle". Spock did not comment; the phrase
had the distinct sound of what he was learning to label a "McCoyism". He had no desire to find out its
exact meaning and an even stronger desire to retreat from sickbay and his emotional display.

Taking the fatigue crewshirt M’Benga handed him, Spock headed for auxiliary without a word.
He attempted to close off all conscious thought except what was necessary to assist Mr. Scott. But the
image of Kirk’s face as he carried him to sickbay and the touch of that limp hand kept intruding on his
orderly thoughts. It was illogical, these uncontrolled emotions of fear and concern, and he clamped down
again, repressing the emotion. Still, he could not repress the shiver that ran through him.

The hand he had touched had been as cold as death.
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McCoy entered Kirk’s quarters a few hours after releasing him from sickbay. The captain,
against orders, was not in bed but sitting at his desk.

“Don’t you believe in knocking?" Kirk’s voice was husky.

McCoy edged forward, not missing the red, tearing eyes or his forced shallow breaths. It was
possible the medicine was not controlling his cough, and the captain would be too stubborn right now to
call for help.

“I’'m just checking. I was hoping you’d be asleep. How are you feeling?"
Kirk grimaced. "Lousy. Worried. I'd feel a lot better if you’d turn me loose."

"Jim, I don’t give unnecessary medical orders. You need the rest. You should be asleep now
and you certainly don’t need to be running around all over this ship."

Kirk’s eyes narrowed. "I do a hell of a lot more than run around. We’re in serious trouble, one
step ahead of disaster, and you think . . . " He broke off, muffling a cough. His other hand gripped
the edge of the desk as he fought the spasm.

McCoy waited until Kirk’s breathing eased then stepped closer. "Jim, I'm well aware of the
ship’s status, but if you don’t take it easy now, you’ll end up back in sickbay. Let Spock and Scotty
handle it. It’s just for a day."

"

"Dammit, Bones! Don’t you understand . . . * An explosive cough cut him off. Kirk again
clutched the desk for support, wheezing and gasping for breath as the cough tore at his throat and lungs.

McCoy reached for the hypo he had ready and injected it quickly. He supported Kirk’s shoulders
until the medication began to work.

Kirk gradually relaxed, rubbing a hand across his tearing eyes. McCoy squeezed his shoulder
and then straightened.

"Better?"
The captain nodded, his jaw tightening again in his frustration.

"Jim, I want you to sleep. Rest is extremely important for the healing process. Activity causes
irritation resulting in coughing, which in turn damages more of those little air sacs I told you about."

As Kirk started to open his mouth, McCoy interrupted. "Don’t talk! Dammit, when are you
going to get it through your thick head that you don’t have the lung capacity right now to pace your
cabin, much less this ship! With the growth enhancer, I’'m hoping by the morning you will have
improved enough for half duty. That’s with rest. Without rest you could end up with a list of
complications that will keep you flat on your back for a month."

Kirk wasn’t listening. The hazel eyes smoldered in his continued anger at McCoy. He finally
gave a short nod that he understood and gestured McCoy to the door.
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McCoy tried to keep his amusement hidden. If the captain thought it was that easy to get rid of
him, he would have to work harder. "Wrong. I'm tucking you in, Captain. You go get in your PJ’s.
I’ll be waiting." He held up a hypo meaningfully.

Kirk glared at him, then closed his eyes in exasperation. Finally he stood, heading for the
fresher, but whirled in the doorway as McCoy leaned over his desk, "Computer off."

"Bones!" Kirk rasped.

McCoy snapped, "I’m ordering you not to work until I see you in the morning. Leave this
terminal off or I’ll haul you back to sickbay where you should be."

Kirk opened his mouth but then snapped it shut and disappeared into the fresher.

The doctor had to wait nearly thirty minutes for Kirk. The captain appeared finally in a set of
silvery blue silk pajamas. He looked more refreshed after his shower, his hair tousled and clean, his face
less tense. But he was weaker, fighting for air, shakily crossing the room to his bed.

McCoy waited until Kirk’s struggled for oxygen lessened. The increased level of oxygen in the
room per the doctor’s instruction helped, the captain’s labored breaths easing as he sat on the edge of the
bed.

McCoy approached him, hypo in hand. However, he couldn’t resist teasing Kirk, "I could have
your yeoman tuck you in if you’d like Captain. I'm sure . . . "

A strong arm snaked out grabbing McCoy, as he moved purposefully towards the desk. Kirk
whispered, "Don’t you dare."

McCoy didn’t miss the glimmer of amusement in Kirk’s eyes. Teasing the captain about the
shapely Rand usually succeeded in getting some response from Kirk.

McCoy injected Kirk and helped him to turn over on his stomach. He began a gentle massage,
waiting until the sedative took effect before working on the tense neck and shoulder muscles.

After several minutes, Kirk sighed softly.

“Jim?" McCoy questioned softly. "Still mad at me?"

The answer was muffled in his pillow. "Yes."

"I do understand your ship is in trouble, Jim. And the crew needs you. We wouldn’t have made
it this far without them giving their all and it’s you who inspire them to keep trying. You scared at least
seven lives out of me yesterday. For a few minutes, I thought we’d lost you. And I’ve never seen Spock
frightened before but he was. Indulge us. We need to know you’re all right. That’s why I’m doing this.
The rate you’re healing, I’m fairly certain you can go on limited duty in the morning."

Kirk grunted. "It’s nine lives, Bones. A cat has nine lives."

McCoy grinned, patting a shoulder lightly. "So who said I was a cat? I thought I was more like
a grumpy bear."
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