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The Romulan had exhibited intelligence, strength and even humor at the end. Kirk had instantly x
been intrigued by the brief glimpse he had of the Commander before the Romulan had self-destructed his .
ship. Given the chance, Kirk felt sure the two of them could have talked, possibly started the beginning
of a relationship. It was what the Enterprise was all about, meeting new civilizations. Surely there was
something he could have done to prevent the Commander from taking his life so uselessly.

"Dammit!" the captain snapped. Trying to change the direction of his thoughts, he pressed a
panel on his desk. Immediately, the sound of ocean waves surrounded him, the temperatures of the room
automatically lowered, and the scent of salt water brushed his nostrils.

Kirk leaned back, closing his eyes, listening. He actively forced himself to see the ocean,
relaxing into the sounds. He could almost feel a light mist of water on his face as in his mind’s eye he
watched a wave crash against the rocks nearby. The cry of seagulls echoed above the sound of the wave.

Kirk’s thoughts drifted to Spock and he tried to imagine his first officer on a beach. Somehow
the picture he conjured in his mind of Spock, pant legs rolled up, running along the shore barefoot
seemed totally impossible. His lips curved into a faint smile as the thought was followed by an image
of the Vulcan kneeling in the sand, putting the finishing touches on a precisely built sand castle, complete
with turrets and a drawbridge across a moat.

Kirk chuckled softly at the incongruous picture. The gentle sounds of water filtering through the
rocks after each wave were beginning to work their magic. Kirk rolled his neck, chuckling again at the
barefoot image of Spock.

The door signal rang, the sound strident and disturbing.

The captain tensed, then forced himself to relax. McCoy. The doctor was the only one who
would interrupt his own official medical orders of uninterrupted rest for the captain.

Kirk blackened the computer viewscreen, released the door and waited for the doctor to enter,
knowing McCoy suspected him of the very thing he was doing. Working. His eyes closed in resignation
at the coming lecture.

"Captain? I regret..."
Kirk’s eyes snapped open. "Mr. Spock?" He straightened, "What’s happened?”

"There has been no change in status since you left sickbay. I came to inquire if you would join
me for dinner and perhaps a game of chess afterwards?"

The captain leaned back in his chair. "I’m surprised your memory has failed you so quickly.
I believe I've been restricted to my quarters for fifteen-ahm, fourteen point three more hours." Kirk
watched the Vulcan carefully, pleased when he saw Spock’s eyebrow lift just slightly in response to his
subtle teasing.

"Fourteen point three two hours.” Spock responded. "My memory is excellent, which is why

I’m here. You were also ordered, I believe, to cease working, to relax. I thought you might enjoy the
diversion."

Kirk rubbed his chin, studying the rather formal first officer before him. His eyes fell on the

pointed ears, immediately making the connection between the Romulan and this very special Vulcan.
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Considering the qualities of Vulcans, the possibilities of befriendin i i
Cons: : s g a unique race like the Romulans were
infinite. Each time he looked at Spock, he could not help but feel the Romulan’s loss even more deeply.

. Spogk was regarding him again with an unreadable expression in his eyes. Kirk had begun to
anticipate this particular reaction to his presence with a sense of dread. There was a nearly imperceptible
withdrawal, causing a barrier between the two men which Kirk did not understand and was finding
frustrating. The Romulan Commander had felt the 'y could have been friends. He wondered why the hell
Spock could not feel the same.

Spock shivered, not quite sure if it was due to the almost angry look in the hazel eyes or the cool
air in the cabin.

The captain shifted, immediately touching a panel on his desk and the room enhancer returned
to normal, the temperature increasing. With the cessation of sound, Kirk’s face altered slightly, assuming
the more tired, tight expression that he had been wearing lately. Spock noted the rapid, shallow breaths
but did not see any other evidence of distress caused by the accident.

"I appreciate the thought, Mr. Spock. I'm not very hungry, though, and I have plans for the
evening."

Without considering his action, Spock ordered the computer screen on, ignoring Kirk’s raised
eyebrows at his presumptuous action.

Spock barely glanced at the screen before looking up at Kirk, unable to keep from frowning in
concern. "And those plans are to work this evening,” he stated.

"It’s a perfect opportunity. It may be the only chance I’ll get to look at these schematics of Mr.
Scott’s." Kirk had the grace to look sheepish.

"This is his suggestion about the phasers?" Spock was unable to prevent his curiosity from
surfacing, responding again to Kirk’s flash of enthusiasm, something that seemed to happen more and
more often of late.

Kirk nodded, "As you know, he was concerned with the phaser overloads we’ve experienced.
As well he might be; it nearly cost us our lives."

The hazel eyes lost their focus and Spock wondered if he was remembering Tomlinson. Spock
waited patiently until the captain frowned, studying the screen again.

"Anyway, this looks possible. I just can’t imagine where our engineer found the time. He’s been
on the job around the clock.”

"As have you." Spock studied the strained face before him. "I am certain Mr. Scott does not
expect this report back so soon. I believe you might be more efficient if you take a few hours off to
relax."”

Kirk rested his eyes on Spock’s face thoughtfully. "You usually take no for an answer. Do I
smell a ship’s doctor behind this request?”

Spock met his eyes evenly. "The good doctor did order me to encourage you to eat." The
Vulcan carefully avoided the fact he had also been ordered to eat. "But the suggestion for entertainment
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was mine. It has been ten point two days since our last match which you somehow managed to win.
I would like the opportunity for a rematch."

The tenseness on Kirk’s face faded and there was a brief sparkle in Kirk’s eyes that Spock
realized he had missed.
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"Did you ever stop to think I might just want to remain victorious for a little while longer? I'm
well aware that you’re downright vicious after having lost a match that you thought was yours."

“Vicious, Captain? A Vulcan abhors such behavior.”
"I notice you don’t claim you’re incapable of said behavior."

Spock did not reply. Could not. He was absorbed in subduing sudden disturbing flames that
flared through his mind. A Vulcan was quite capable of savage behavior. Their history, as he had
explained in the briefing room during the Romulan crisis, was still very much a part of each descendant.
It seemed lately, each time the captain’s life was endangered, those very flames would sear through his
thoughts once more. Control of his actions at those times was proving to require severe discipline.

Kirk was answering the intercom. "Yes, Mr. Scott. What is it?"

“I apologize for disturbing you, I was informed Mr. Spock was there, and this requires a
command decision."

Kirk understood Scott’s hesitancy. If he knew McCoy, the senior officers had been threatened
with some awful medical test if they disturbed him while he was recuperating. "It’s all right, Scotty.
Spock’s here. What’s the problem?"

“As I feared, we are experiencing a slight imbalance of the warp drive. 1 would suggest reducing
speed.”

The captain sighed. "At the rate we’re limping home, we’re going to be old men when we get
there. Go to warp two point five."

"Aye, sir. I’ll be glad to get her into space dock, so we can do proper repairs. The strain with
these juryrigs is telling.”

"I have to keep reminding myself that without those juryrigs, we’d be years away from help
instead of months. It sometimes helps."

"Aye," Scot grudgingly agreed.
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Kirk grinned at the tone. Spock was unsure what the exchange meant to the two men. It seemed
to be more than a discussion of repairs, but rather giving one another moral support.

"Take care of her Scotty. Kirk out.”

Kirk’s expression was neutral when he looked up. "I’m sorry, Mr. Spock. 1 must turn down
your invitation. The next free night, I'll give you a chance to win back your honor."

Spock inclined his head, uncertain if he had managed to hide the brief flash of disappointment
he had experienced at Kirk’s refusal and turned to go.
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"Mr. Spock?”

Kirk’s voice halted him at the door, and he wondered if the captain had changed his mind.
"Sir?"

“Please inform our CMO that I have a nutrient bar and vitamins so he won’t worry."

The irritation in the captain’s voice overrode the affection that was usually present when Kirk
spoke of McCoy. The doctor must have been overly solicitous of the captain’s condition and Spock
berated himself for becoming McCoy’s pawn.

"I will inform the doctor you do not wish to be disturbed."
Kirk frowned. "I doubt your Vulcan displeasure will impress him anymore than my stripes.”
Spock was uncertain how to respond. He said lamely, "Good evening, Captain."

The Vulcan headed for his own quarters, intending to shower and don a clean uniform. The
computer department needed a system four check and tonight would be an excellent opportunity to run
one uninterrupted. The Vulcan hoped to forestall some of the burnouts that had been occurring in
communications by running a thorough system program.

Spock paused in front of his mirror, not seeing his own image but instead Kirk’s white face just
before the explosion in auxiliary. The unaccustomed panic the Vulcan had felt had been quickly hidden
as Spock had carried the captain to sickbay. Kirk would have died if he had not been there. His
exposure time would have been too great and not even McCoy’s great skill could have saved him.

Spock finished his shower, his mind circling the troubling thought. The Vulcan was beginning
to understand the emotion of fear especially in relation to his impetuous young captain. What he did not
understand was the half second he stood frozen in panic before moving to rescue Kirk from the dangerous
fumes. The reaction was most illogical for him. And disturbing.

He eyed his meditation alcove almost wistfully but strode purposefully for the door. The need
to retreat and explore these emotions was strong, but could be sublimated for a while longer.

His even stride faltered as the image of Kirk in auxiliary rose up again to taunt him. Kirk could
have died.

He remembered the incident with Van Gelder, when, in his near frantic worry for Kirk he had
voluntarily mind-melded with the madman. Spock had only served Kirk for a few short months before
that incident and yet had never offered to utilized this special Vulcan skill in all the long years he had
served with Captain Pike. It had not been necessary. But he was not entirely sure his decision to
perform the mind meld with Van Gelder had been a logical one now that he considered it. His choices
concerning Kirk were rapidly becoming more ‘emotional’ than logical.

Spock arrived at the nearly deserted computer section, his thoughts still struggling with his
growing dilemma. The Vulcan had never experienced the type of relationship that was developing
between them.

He fed in a series of formula to the computer, closing his eyes with a heavy sigh as he waited
for the response. The console in front of him flashed several times, indicating he had entered the wrong
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code. Frowning, he keyed in the proper numbers, at the same time clampi i
turning his full attention to his work. ping down on his thoughts,

<>

' Dr. Kate Donar looked around the crowded lounge in exasperation. A crewman rushed past,
Jostling her elbow as he excitedly grabbed a young ensign nearby. Half her attention was on the
enthusiastic reunion and she almost did not notice Lt. Franco’s frantic wave several tables away. Donar
made her way through the throngs of crewmen.

“Kate, sit here. I was afraid I'd miss you." Akemi Franco smiled. "This is incredible, I’ve
never seen this place so crowded."”

Donar surveyed the room. This was the largest lounge area on the Starbase. She estimated it
had a capacity for over fifteen hundred people. "There must be over a thousand in here. Where did they
all come from? The Lydia Sutherland isn’t that big.”

“The USS Constellation just arrived. They were called for the conflict, but now that it’s over,
Captain Decker has agreed to be part of the welcome home ceremony for the Enterprise. "

“I’ve been so busy preparing for the injured I haven’t heard all the details. The crisis is officially
over? How can they be so sure?"

"From what I’ve heard, there was only one Romulan ship testing our defenses, and the Enterprise
destroyed it. That’s why I invited you here. Admiral Ravel is going to announce the details in a few
minutes. He seemed quite impressed with the report he received from Captain Kirk. He wants us to go
all out in a ‘Hail Caesar’ ceremony for the returning conqueror."

Kate rolled her eyes. “I can imagine how the egotistical Captain Kirk is going to eat that up.
He always manages to be in the right place at the right time, doesn’t he?"

Lt. Franco frowned, her blue eyes sobering. "I wonder. All I know is what I've heard, and he
does seem to make the galactic news frequently. Is that because he deserves it, or does he just know how
to make himself look good?"

Kate Donar nodded, "I don’t know him personally, but I had a friend he hurt quite badly while
he was in the Academy. Led her on, then dropped her when he got his first assignment, said he didn’t
have time for her. Janice has retreated from everyone since then. She lives on a remote science station

now. [ have the feeling he doesn’t care who he runs over to get his way."

Akemi shrugged, brushing her hair back over her shoulder. "Maybe. Either way, I’m to prepare
a ceremony to match the victory. He did defeat the Romulans, and I for one am grateful.”

Kate stopped herself from reacting. She enjoyed her new-found relationship with the young
Lieutenant, but sometimes Akemi tended to be so naive.

Akemi continued, "Starfleet is presenting Captain Kirk with the Palm Leaf with Cluster, and
Medals of Honor to his senior officers, Commander Spock, Lt. Commander Scott, Lt. Uhura, Lt. Sulu

and also Commander McCoy, Chief Medical . . . "
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"I know who he is, remember?" Donar interrupted flatly. The noise in the room was becoming
irritating. She had no desire to listen to Akemi prattle on about the Enterprise, especially Dr. McCoy.
"When is John supposed to be here?"
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Franco smiled uncertainly, her blue eyes reflecting her hurt at Kate’s harsh words. Aware of
several crewman in their vicinity taking notice of the Lieutenant, unabashedly listening in, Donar felt her
annoyance increasing. It was nothing new, Akemi attracted attention wherever she went. Her petite
features, long shining blond hair, and bright personality attracted people constantly. Her intense interest
in people kept her the center of attention. She and Kate had hit it off immediately when Donar had
treated Akemi in sickbay for a virus. The doctor never quite understood what brought them together.
Akemi was a real Pollyana, always looking on the bright side, almost irritatingly cheerful. Kate knew
that she herself tended to be more serious and introspective. Still, they had seemed to complement each
other. Lately, though, Kate found the constant attention showered on Akemi was beginning to grate on
her nerves.
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Akemi reached across, touching her shoulder. "If you want, we can leave. We can watch from
your office."
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Donar mentally sighed with relief. That was one of the reasons she did enjoy Akemi’s friendship,
she seemed to understand Kate’s needs and defer to them when possible. "Could we? You wouldn’t
mind?"
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Franco shook her head, rising instantly. "Not at all."

They wound their way out of the mass of people, and eventually ended up in Kate’s office. Even
the corridors had been crowded. Donar poured them an icy fruit drink.
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Akemi lifted the glass, taking a sip. "Delicious.” She leaned forward, catching Kate’s eyes.
"Do you know Dr. McCoy personally? It sounded like you were angry with him."
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“Not really. We went through some Starfleet training courses together. It’s just that all my
professional life he’s been my competition.”" Donar paused, and smiled when she saw Franco still
watching her. "Every time I won some acclaim or made a new discovery, he managed to discover
something more exciting. When I contributed to the cure of an Andorian fungal illness, he found the
vaccine for that horrible plague on Pentos 3 several years ago. Don’t get me wrong, I'm glad he
discovered it, but it just seems every time I have something newsworthy happen, his successes always
seemed to push me into the background. It’s rather funny when I look back, but it’s frustrating too. I
was first on the list to be assigned to the Enterprise but then McCoy decided he wanted a deep space

assignment so I lost to him again." She was aware of the anger in her voice and tried to soften her words
with a forced smile.

Franco returned the smile affectionately, relaxing back in her chair. "And you do deserve the
acclaim. I imagine it is frustrating."
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Kate Donar nodded, palming a panel on her intercom. "So, even though I know it’s childish,
it rankles when I hear McCoy’s name. I can’t help but think it should be me there, getting the chance
to discover new cures, having the glory and excitement of being on a starship meeting new worlds.” She
paused, turning her viewscreen towards Akemi. "Here, John’s starting his speech."
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The two women stopped talking and watched as Admiral Ravel explained the conflict in the
neutral zone then displayed a tape of Captain Kirk’s defeat of the enemy.
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The clips were inspiring, and even though Dr. Donar knew nothing of tactics, it was clear the
Federation was lucky that it was Captain Kirk who had engaged the enemy. Otherwise, they would
probably be facing a Romulan invasion now.

Her admiration faded suddenly as a quick clip showed Kirk on the bridge, giving an order to fire,
McCoy at his side. Donar clenched her first, long nails digging into her palm. She was supposed to be
there, not Leonard McCoy. It would be her returning home to gain her share of the glory. Instead, she
would take on McCoy’s wounded, do the dirty work and again be relegated to second place.

Donar ached illogically to throw something, and only Franco’s presence kept her quiet. She took
several breaths trying to force back the surge of anger, and was relieved when her friend was summoned
to Ravel’s office at the end of his speech.

Snapping off the viewscreen, Kate pulled out a mirror, automatically checking her makeup before
her inspection of her department. She paused, her angry black eyes staring back at her. She was forty
years old. McCoy had stolen probably her last chance at Starship duty. Her future was mostly downhill
from here and it seemed hard work and dedicated effort were getting her nowhere fast. It was McCoy’s
fault she was stuck here.

Kate made a promise to herself that some day, somehow, she would make him pay for all that
he had cheated her out of. The promise was cold comfort but better than no comfort at all.

<>

Captain Kirk silently piloted the Galileo into the shuttlebay at the spacestation. His thoughts were
still on the Enterprise, thankful that they had finally arrived, and anxious to get started on their repairs.

"Landing pad four, Captain,” Spock supplied, taking care of communications. Kirk nodded,
gliding into a smooth landing.

McCoy stood, "I'll take your piloting over Scotty’s scrambling of my atoms any day.” He rested
a hand on Kirk’s shoulder. "I plan to find a sociable companion and enjoy myself so don’t hunt me up
tonight." He smiled at Kirk, increasing the pressure on the captain’s shoulder. "You do plan to relax
this evening, don’t you Jim?"

"As soon as I’m sure my ship is being taken care of, Bones.” He stood, peering out the window.

"Just don’t forget that checkup you promised me tomorrow morning." Kirk didn’t answer and
sensed McCoy move up to stand beside him. The doctor gestured toward a large group of crewman
gathered at the front of the bay. "What the hell is that mob doing?"

Kirk grimaced. "The base is going to be crowded. For some reason the USS Constellation is
here. The Commander didn’t explain why." He caught Scott’s eye. “We may have trouble getting the
Enterprise repaired as quickly as we’d like. You go ahead and see what you can do while I wade through
the red tape they’re sure to throw at us.”

Scotty’s smile was grim. "Aye."
Kirk returned the smile, feeling that only this man completely understood the degree of hurt he

felt at his lady’s disgraceful entry into port. Being towed for the last day had eased the crew’s work, but
for Scott and Kirk it was a humiliation they would have preferred not to have suffered.
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