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The reactions were nearly comical. Kirk's eyeébrows rose mcreduiousty, Scom curseh unber nis
breath and McCoy rolled his eyes. Only the Vulcan did not react, standing quietly at Kirk’s side.

"Lt. Franco, we’ve just limped into the station, lucky just to have made it here. I have injured
crewman to worry about, and a ship that will practically require a major overhaul to get her back on line.
My crew is exhausted, as am I. I have po intention of becoming part of this circus. I want to see to my
ship and then relax. I’m sorry you made all these plans, but you’ll either have to cancel them or proceed
without me."” The voice was amazingly soft, but the hazel eyes that challenged hers were flashing with
repressed anger.

Akemi glanced at the rest of the officers and then brought them back to meet Kirk’s snapping
eyes. She remembered irrelevantly Kate saying Kirk would want to be treated as a returning hero, and
yet he seemed angry that they were honoring him. Well, whatever the cause of his anger, she was used
to dealing with prima donnas.

She kept her tone equally silky. "Captain Kirk, I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. You will
be at the banquet tonight or I'll have Admiral Ravel send a security team to escort you there."

Kirk blinked, and just for a moment his lips twitched. But if he was amused there was no hint
in his reply. "Are you threatening me?“

"No, explaining what your choices are. And they do not include your absence, Captain.” She
could not keep the coldness out of her voice.

"We'll see. Lieutenant." He gave her a short nod then turned on his heel and left the room.
His officers followed and Franco had a brief impression of a royal procession, the King and his loyal
court.

Akemi hid a smile, she was not surprised to find Kirk was going to be difficult to handle. She
was rather nonplused that he seemed displeased with the very idea of the ceremony, nor had any of his
officers seemed happy with the idea. It would be interesting to see what Kate Donar thought of their
reactions.

K>

Dr. Donar looked up from her computer terminal as the sound of laughter floated through her
office door. She stepped out, finding McCoy and Captain Kirk just inside the med-station doors. A
Vulcan stood behind them, face impassive, flanked by two security guards who were trying hard not to
smile.

She saw the Vulcan officer say something which resulted in both men straightening as they caught
sight of her. The attempt to restrain their amusement became impossible when Kirk glanced in McCoy’s
direction and another chuckle escaped.

"Well, Dr. McCoy, do you plan to camp on my doorstep?” Donar managed to keep the sarcasm
from her tone. McCoy had spent most of the afternoon supervising the transfer of the patients from the
Enterprise.

"Seems like it, doesn’t it?" McCoy said. "Dr. Donar, this is my Captain, James Kirk and our
First Officer, Mr. Spock. The captain wanted to see Cindi Jordan before we’re . . . uh, escorted to the
ball." He sent a wry glance at the guards.
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Donar lifted an eyebrow at the guards. "Rather an unusual escort for guests of honor, isn’t it?"

McCoy shrugged, glancing at Kirk. The Vulcan, Spock said in a dry, serious tone, "I believe
it is known as an honor escort."

Kirk looked back at Spock in disbelief while McCoy snorted. Donar stepped forward, extending
a hand. "Of course. Call me Kate. I'm glad to meet you and Mr. Spock."

Kirk’s hand was warm as he held hers firmly. His hazel eyes smiled at her, charming Kate
against her will. "I understand you were almost assigned to the Enterprise at one time. Your presence
would certainly have graced my ship."

The sincerity and warmth she felt radiating from the captain made Donar even more aware of
what she was missing.

Kate gestured down a corridor. "Dr. McCoy, I believe you know the way. I’'m also supposed
to be at the festivities tonight, but if I don’t get the paperwork straight with your transfers I’'m not going
anywhere."

She watched the three men leave the ward, and ordered the guards to wait for them at the door.
Donar slipped back into her office, curiously turning on her viewscreen, briefly glancing at the patient
in isolation before keying in on the officers from the Enterprise.

Cindi Jordan had been critically burned and was isolated to protect her from bacteria. Donar
watched as the captain properly observed the isolation procedures, and went to the patient’s side.
Impatiently, she returned her pickup to the two men outside the room.

McCoy was talking to Spock, gesturing as he did so. Kate increased her volume, catching the
middle of an intriguing sentence.

" . . . should be resting now. In fact, I'm close to demanding he bypass tonight, and keep him
under observation. If he'd only let me know earlier he was feeling like this, but I haven’t been able to
corner him all day."

The Vulcan seemed unmoved, although he did glance toward the room Kirk was in. "I have
never known you to keep silent before."

"I.. . well, I don’t want to take a chance he’ll end up here under Dr. Donar’s care."
Kate leaned forward, eyes narrowing. What did McCoy mean by that?
Spock ordered, "Explain.”

McCoy hesitated, "She’s an excellent doctor, Spock, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that . . . Jim’s
condition could be misinterpreted.”

Kate felt her pulse quicken. Something was going on here, something important.

The Vulcan’s eyes were riveted on McCoy. His voice was entirely flat. "Doctor, would you
please get to the point?”

.
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"If the captain’s lung capacity were strictly interpreted he could be grounded and until it
improves . . . "

“Bones," Kirk’s voice made both McCoy and Donar jump. “Let’s get this party over with."

Donar stared at the screen, her mind racing. She had noticed Kirk’s pallor when she had first
seen him, but had not automatically suspected he was ill; there were many races aboard the Starbase, she
had become somewhat used to startlingly pale skin on a health individual.

The three men were slowly making their way back to their escort, taking time to visit some of
the Enterprise crewmen on the way. Donar could not see any signs of distress in Kirk. Of course up
to now, she had not known she was supposed to be watching for signs of anything.

Kate’s nail tapped insistently on the desk as she considered the information she had just
overheard. Touching a stud, Donar pulled up Kirk’s medical reports which McCoy had filed. She felt
a smile of wicked joy tug at her lips. Perhaps she was going to have that opportunity to make McCoy
understand how it felt to lose.

The doctor stood, ordering off the viewscreen. Donar glanced briefly at her uniform and smiled.
First, she would make a stop in her quarters. If she intended to get to know the captain of the Enterprise
better tonight, she would need to look the part. And she knew just the dress.

The Enterprise officers were just passing her office. Kate waited until they were gone and then
slipped out a separate exist. Heading for her quarters, Kate was unable to keep from smiling as she

strode down the corridor.
«<>

Kirk wiped a layer of sweat from his face, tiredly resting his head against the tree behind him.
The party in celebration of his defeat of the Romulans was in full swing. Strains of music and laughter
floated from behind him, reminding the captain of his duty to return and play the part of triumphant hero.

The captain sighed, unable to fully appreciate the beauty of the huge meandering garden
surrounding him. He had managed to slip away from the almost smothering crowds. Everyone seemed
to want something from him. All Kirk knew was with each smile he bestowed, a piece of his soul
seemed to slip away. He was weary of being congratulated on the destruction of living beings.

Suddenly, the image of the Romulan Commander loomed in front of him, the soot and burns
visible on his face. His voice was direct, concise, ‘We each have our duty . . . ° The vision faded,
replaced by Spock’s impassive features. He shivered, not sure if the sudden chill was from the artificial
scented breeze he felt or due to his confusion at Spock’s behavior. He reminded himself he was
exhausted, and more sensitive to the abrupt Vulcan demeanor. He needed Spock’s friendship right now
and was not entirely sure the Vulcan was capable of such a relationship. It was possible Kirk was
expecting entirely too much from his first officer. Spock was constantly reminding his human shipmates,

especially Dr. McCoy, that he was incapable of emotion.

Kirk rubbed a hand over his face, frowning. He forced the troubling thoughts away. He had
retreated to this unexpected haven to seek the peace and tranquility of the garden. The architect who
designed this starbase had to have been a romantic. The garden was strategically placed next to the

banquet hall.
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return soon to the party before he was hunted down by Franco’s security regiment. Kirk grinned,
shaking his head as he remembered the sight of the petite Lieutenant flanked by security men two times
her size meeting him at the shuttlebay. He had been angry then, because she would not let him return
to the Enterprise to confer with Scotty before the party. Instead he had been forced to return to his
temporary quarters to dress and review the speech she had prepared for him. Now, with McCoy’s
helpful badgering, he had begun to develop a sense of humor about the incident.

Kirk leaned forward, stealing a last breath filled with the fresh scent of pine. He knew he should §
B

Hearing voices nearby, Kirk stood, steadying himself against an unexpected dizziness. He
blinked, attempting to clear his blurring vision, the room spinning around him. Sitting back down on
the edge of the bench, Kirk tried to slow down his breathing. Gradually, the room steadied, and he
leaned back carefully. Sweat was pouring off him now, and he felt almost nauseatingly warm. Opening
his tunic, he slumped against the tree beside the bench.

"Captain?” The voice called, repeating softly, "Captain Kirk?"

Kirk opened his eyes, disoriented for a moment. Spock was leaning over him, the brown eyes
soft with concern.

The captain straightened, embarrassed. "I must have dozed off."
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Spock nodded, pulling his arms behind him in a more military manner. "You have been ;

understandably tired.” He glanced around at the sound of voices. "Your absence however has been
noted. "
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Kirk grimaced. "Meaning Lt. Franco is looking for me."

“Yes," Spock agreed. “And several officers from here on base who wish to commend you for
your speech. They have asked me to convey their congratulations. There also seem to be a number of
young ladies requesting your presence."

I
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Kirk glanced at Spock out of the corner of his eye. He wondered if it was his imagination that
a hint of a smile was on the unemotional face.

"Yes, well, it feels more like a circus with me in the center ring.” Kirk ran a hand quickly over
his face, wishing he could splash the cobwebs away in his brain with some cold water. Actually he could
use a shower, he was reeking with sweat. His shirt was damp and it made him shiver. The captain
frowned, irritated. As a Vulcan, Spock must be thoroughly annoyed with his captain’s malingering.
Because of Kirk’s slow recovery, Spock had been forced to work twice as hard and yet here he was,
appearing dignified and resplendent in his dress uniform, no hint of his own fatigue.
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Frustrated with his continuing weakness, Kirk pulled his tunic into place, closing the collar snugly
around his neck. "McCoy’s right, these are damned uncomfortable."

attempted some of the activities the doctor engages in while wearing it." Spock cocked his head slightly,
as if daring Kirk to reply.
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"Are you suggesting, Science Officer, that we experience discomfort because we enjoy
practicing . . . ahm mating rituals while in dress uniform?” Kirk challenged, managing to keep a straight
face as he cocked an eyebrow back at the Vulcan.
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"I have experienced no discomfort such as the doctor has described. Of course, I have not g
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Again, there was a hint of a smile, although Spock remained at his parade rest stance. "Based
upon scientific observation, Captain.”

FaF

Kirk met his eyes, a smile quirking the corners of his lips. "I see. Too bad I have no interest
in that particular activity tonight, it sounds like you need more opportunity to gather more for your
analysis." He paused, catching his breath, managing to arrest his automatic move to loosen his tunic
collar again. It not only was uncomfortable, but also restricted his breathing.

PN AT VT S WY AR SRS

Instead of feeling better after his unplanned rest, Kirk was becoming more aware of his growing
discomfort. He was curiously light-headed, his hand shaking slightly. And despite his sweating earlier,
now he was feeling progressively colder. He had to fight the urge to breathe faster, his chest was tight
and felt strangely out of synch with each breath.

"Captain . . . " Spock started.

Kirk glanced up, embarrassed again by his weakness. There was no reason for him to be feeling
like this so long after his injury.

"I imagine we’d better get back before I find myself in the brig for disobeying orders.” Kirk
smiled, not only in an effort to reassure Spock but himself as well. He reached down, pulling a hidden
communicator out of his boot. "But, first I wanted to check in with Scotty."

Spock frowned, but didn’t comment. He moved a few feet away to wait, turning to examine an
unusual budding plant.

Kirk flipped the grid open. "Mr. Scott?"
"Captain Kirk?" The familiar burr answered, "I thought you were captive participants.”
"Mr. Spock and I put our heads together and gave them the slip. As a team we’re unbeatable.”

"Aye, I'll give you that, but I don’t want to be around when that pretty lassie takes your head
off, beggin’ your pardon sair. You’ll be wantin’ to know how the repairs are coming along."”

"Aye. Good news or bad?" Kirk imitated the Scotsman’s accent, grinning at Spock’s raised
eyebrows.

"You’ll be happy to hear it’s good. Lt. Franco may have the personality of a Tellerite, but she
is as good as her word. The repairs are further along than even I could expect. I estimate at this rate
two weeks . . . possibly ten days for repair time."

"You’re serious?" Kirk stared at the communicator then turned disbelieving eyes toward the
Vulcan, a smile lighting his face. "Scotty, how are the transporters coming along? Could you . . . "
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Kirk stopped, catching sight of Lt. Franco coming down the path towards them, her metallic blue
gown shimmering gracefully around her. Her hair was caught up with a simple gold clasp, the long
strands falling below her shoulders, and Kirk had to admit the effect of her blond curls against the
sparkling blue of her dress was very beguiling.

Scott was completing his thought and it was obvious the Lieutenant could hear the engineer’s
words by the frown that appeared.
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"Tis sorry that I am to be putting a burr in your escape plans but the transporters are still
inoperative."

Franco nodded to Spock as she passed him, coming to stand in front of Kirk. She held out her
hand. "Captain, I think that may be safer in my possession."

Kirk shook his head resignedly. He held the grid closer, his eyes never leaving her face. "Mr.
Scott, code green. The pretty lass has discovered us. Kirk out.”

The engineer’s laugh was clear. "Aye, code green it is."

Kirk closed the communicator, and ignoring her outheld hand, slid it back into his boot. He
stood, casually leaning on the tree beside him against the dizziness the movement caused.

Franco arched an eyebrow prettily at him. The blue eyes were laughing, in spite of her sober
expression. "And what exactly is code green? Not some mystery sequence that beams you out of here
I hope."

"No," Kirk shook his head. "It means my goose is cooked but leave me in the soup.”

"I doubt your goose is ever cooked but yes, you are in the soup.” She glanced back towards the
entrance. "Your presence is being missed, especially after your speech. Everyone is anxious to meet
a genuine hero."

Kirk flinched. He wished this nightmare would end. Another shiver worked its way through
him, leaving him trembling and weak-kneed. Kirk held on firmly to the tree, thankful for its support but
not entirely sure he was going to remain standing.

Kirk looked up in time to see Spock start towards him. He held up a hand, forcing himself to
straighten.

Franco was also watching him, concern on her face. She touched his arm. "Captain, are you
all right? You’re pale as a ghost!"

Kirk shook his head, snapping irritably, "I'm fine." The chill was gone and the shakiness was
also easing. He straightened, glaring when Franco touched his forehead.

"You're ill! You’ve got a fever. Why didn’t you tell me? [I'll get Dr. Donar, she should be
nearby."

Kirk gritted his teeth. The last thing he needed was two women fussing over him. "Lieutenant.”
He caught her arm as she turned to go in search of Donar. "I’'m all right. I’'m tired and looking forward
to a long period of uninterrupted sleep. And once this party is over, that is what I intend to do.”

"But you're . . . " At his continued glare, Franco stopped. Kirk shifted his gaze to Spock. The
Vulcan’s expression was impenetrable. Kirk fought against another chill, forcing himself away from the
tree. With determination, he started down the path.

Step by step, he felt steadier. It couldn’t be much longer before this was over. Franco had
indicated the official part of the ceremony was complete. All he had to do was charm a few more stuffed
shirts — he amended that to diplomats and their wives. Something he could do in his sleep.
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2 He made it to the Vulcan’s side. Dark eyes met his evenly, the anger flashing in the black depths
surprising Kirk. He hesitated, "Spock?"

A

' "Why do you humans insist on denying your frailties?"

Kirk closed his eyes against the angry words even though they were spoken too softly for Lt.
Franco to overhear.

250Se

"I’'m tired, Spock. As you must be too. I’m afraid my human stamina isn’t up to your . . . "
He broke off, the tickle in his throat causing him to cough.

He fought it, trying to make it light. Still, the cough seared the left side of his chest, the sharp
burning pain causing tears to sting his eyes. His instinctive gasp for air brought on a fresh bout of
coughing that would not stop. He was aware of holding on to someone, but his whole world narrowed
quickly down to his struggle to get air into his lungs.

A hand touched his face and he leaned into the warmth, his fight to breathe easing suddenly.
Cautiously, he took several slow breaths. Kirk felt better, relaxed and safe. Floating, he basked in the
sensation of total well-being. Then the warmth withdrew, leaving Kirk empty, strangely alone.

"Captain?”

Kirk opened his eyes. His hands were clutching Spock’s arms. He dropped them but was
relieved when Spock shifted, placing his arm around Kirk to support him. Silently, Spock guided him
back towards the bench. Kirk remained quiet, concentrating on the effort to make his trembling legs
move.
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As soon as he was back on the bench, Spock ordered firmly, "Captain, I will bring Dr. McCoy.
You will remain here with Lt. Franco."

Franco hovered uncertainly at Kirk’s side, watching Spock’s dignified exit. She glanced at the
captain. He still sat hunched over on the bench, one hand massaging his forehead. She sensed by his
response earlier that he would not appreciate her sympathy.

Kirk straightened, a light sigh escaping. Akemi stole a glance at his face and decided some of
his color had returned.

"I haven’t quite decided if this isn’t some elaborate escape plan by you and your first officer."
She allowed a smile to dimple her cheeks as Kirk looked up at her.

The smile that was returned was a mixture of relief and gratitude. "Is it working?" he responded.
"A little too well." She went to his side, tugging loose the end of her gown that slid over Kirk’s

knee as she sat down. "Guess I'll have to give up my hope to dance with you tonight. I would have
been the envy of the base tomorrow."
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Kirk grinned again, his eyes sparkling for a moment. "I was afraid you were going to make me
dance with security.” He glanced back down the path, his eyes sobering. "Mr. Scott tells me you have
worked miracles with repairs to my ship. Having had some experience with the amount of red tape that
involves, I am in your debt."






