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The Vulcan was immersed in the intricate coils of the master computer when Kirk’s cry reached
out to him. He swayed at the unexpected emotional assault to his senses. The mask of his sterile suit
fogged with his sudden rasping breaths.

Nerveless hands dropped the tool he was holding. Spock reeled, fighting to retain consciousness.
He could not seem to get enough oxygen, the sudden overwhelming pressure in his chest forcing painful,
constricted breaths past his dry, irritated throat.

Pain . . . fear . . . Spock sobbed, the agony in his chest vying with the panic he was feeling.
Overwhelming . . . can’t breathe . . . drowning . . . burning pain . . .

‘Spock! Help me!” The cry pierced the Vulcan’s rolling confusion. Kirk was dying! It was his
panic he was feeling, Jim’s tears on his cheeks.

Knowing the source of his incapacitation did not relieve the continuing pain, the lack of oxygen
becoming even more acute. And if he was feeling Jim’s pain from this impossible distance, how much
more was Kirk enduring?

Blindly, he staggered out from behind the computer, feeling his way to the antechamber before
ripping away his facemask and gulping in lungfuls of air.

And just as suddenly, the contact was ripped from him, the emptiness more terrifying than the
pain. He crashed to his knees, hands crushing his temples.

"Jim!" He reached willingly for their shared rapport, unconcerned with the fear, the closeness
and the emotion such a contact intimated. For one eternal second he thought he’d succeeded, a faint
thread of Kirk’s essence brushing against his own. Spock embraced it eagerly, aware he could not live
without Kirk’s vibrant warmth,

Blackness filled his grasp, replacing his own soul with a dark gaping hole.

A harsh cry echoed out into the room beyond where tense technicians and planetary officials
shifted nervously, waiting for some word from the Vulcan. Surely the noise they had just heard could
not have issued from the computer center, only the formidable Vulcan was inside. The Starfleet Officer
had appeared nearly two hours before and immediately disappeared within the central core of the
computer system, working in silence. It was impossible to imagine this noise issuing from the impeccable
figure he had presented. The sound was like a nightmarish apparition out of childhood dreams, howling
out its misery.

Then the apparition appeared, pale, shaking, the Vulcan mask of non-emotion unable to hide the
great turmoil within.

Leaving brisk instructions for completing the repairs to the computer, Spock of Vulcan
commandeered a small ship, invoking his rank as privilege, and was gone.
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Akemi Franco paused outside the door to Kate Donar’s office and took a deep breath. Their last
encounter the day before had been less than friendly and Akemi wanted very much to set things right with
her friend. She felt that Kate was in deep trouble emotionally but would not admit it, and Akemi wanted
to help. She shivered at the remembered coldness that had overtaken Kate’s voice when they had parted.
It frightened her in a way she could not have explained to anyone else. It was as if a mask that Kate had
kept very carefully in place had slipped and revealed the scarred face underneath. Well, whatever was

wrong, she could offer Kate her friendship and a shoulder to cry on if that was what she needed. She
hoped that Kate would let her help.
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She entered the office to find it empty, not that she was surprised. She knew Kate was totally
involved with Kirk’s care, almost to the point of obsession. Akemi turned and headed out the door,
nearly colliding with the small figure of Ensign Tripp as she entered the office carrying some files.

"Sorry, Lieutenant!" Tripp laughed. "I didn’t see you there."

i “That’s all right, Dorothy. I’m looking for Kate. I suppose she’s with Captain Kirk?"

Dorothy’s face became serious and she leaned forward until her face was only inches away from
Franco’s, her large green eyes becoming misty. "Yes ma’am, and it’s just so sad."

Franco frowned. "Sad? I don’t understand.”

"Well, I mean their having been in love and all."”

Franco felt a small tingle begin in the small of her back. "In love?"

( Ensign Tripp took a step back. "Oh, I thought you knew. I mean, being friends and all. I
thought Dr. Donar would have told you about her and the captain having been in love all those years ago
and now she won’t trust anyone else to take care of him. It’s so romantic."

The tingle in Akemi’s back became a red alert with all klaxons sounding in her mind.

"Would you like me to go tell Dr. Donar that you’re here to see her?" Tripp laid the files on
Kate’s desk and started back toward the door.

Akemi grabbed her arm. “No! I mean, no thanks. I don’t want to bother her. It’s nothing
important. In fact, don’t even tell her I was here. She has so much on her mind and I don’t want to add
to her problems. Okay?"

Tripp nodded her gray head and smiled. "You're such a good friend, Lieutenant. I hope the
doctor knows just how good.”

Akemi managed what she hoped passed for a smile and tried not to leave the office on a dead run.
She started towards Admiral Ravel’s office but stopped in mid-step. He would not listen to her without
tangible facts to back her suspicions of Kate. The Admiral had been extremely angry after witnessing
Dr. McCoy’s disrespectful attitude towards Dr. Donar in the Med-Center and was most likely totally
inapproachable on the subject of Kate’s competence. She could not go to him. Akemi glanced nervously
behind her, almost afraid Kate would be following her. No one was there.

She continued slowly down the hall, unsure of her destination. Franco had several friends here
who would be willing to help, but no one that could give her the sort of assistance she needed.
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There was only one person who could help. McCoy would not only help but he would
understand and believe her. She hoped that McCoy was in his quarters. Somehow, she felt there might
not be enough time to track him down.

<«

McCoy had slept in fits and starts through the long night. Images of Kirk, hallucinating, barely
able to breathe, kept pulling him out of whatever sleep he managed. Finally, he gave it up as a lost
cause, checked with Uhura for any reply from Starfleet, then took a shower and ordered coffee from the
food processor provided with the room. He was on his second cup when the door signal sounded.

He glanced at his chronometer, the time was early morning here on base. It was probably Scotty
or Uhura coming to give any assistance they could offer.

He did not want to consider the alternative reason someone would be knocking on his door at this
hour. News concerning Captain Kirk.

Setting the cup down, he walked to the door, saying "Come" at the same time. Akemi Franco
almost knocked him down as she came flying through it. Noting her fearful, distraught expression,
McCoy’s heart began to pound.

"Lieutenant, what’s wrong? Is it about Captain Kirk?"

She nodded. McCoy stared at her pale face and saw what he feared was true. Jim Kirk was
dead. He felt a numbness set in, his knees feeling unsteady. The doctor sat down on a nearby chair,
forcing himself to breathe. "All right. Tell me what you know, everything, Lieutenant."

Franco stared at him wildly for a moment and McCoy found himself cursing under his breath.
If they were going to send him official word of the captain’s death, Admiral Ravel should have come
instead of this flighty child.

"I’m so glad you’re here. There’s so little time. You’ve got to do something. I’ll help you in
any way that I can.”

She paused for breath while McCoy just stared at her.

"What are you talking about?" he demanded, hope starting to flare. "You didn’t come to tell me
the Captain’s dead?”

Franco’s blue eyes widened. "Oh no! No, he’s not. But he’s going to be if something’s not
done and quickly. It’s just that I don’t know what to do and that’s . . . "

With renewed energy, McCoy stood and grasped both of her shoulders and gave her a small
shake. "Calm down and sit down.” When she took the small chair he’d just vacated by the desk, he
perched himself on the corner of it and smiled encouragingly. "Now then, take three deep breaths and
tell me what’s going on."

Akemi did as he told her and then began again. "I went to see Kate a few minutes ago. She was
in with the captain but I had a most enlightening talk with Ensign Tripp, you know, the nurse?"

McCoy nodded his head. "So?"
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"She had a very interesting story to tell me. Actually, she thought I already knew but of course
Ididn’tand . . . "

"Will you please get to the point, Lieutenant?” McCoy tried to keep his voice relatively calm.

"Yes, of course. It’s just that I have no proof of anything, you understand, only Kate’s been
so . . . different. Considering what she told me before and then what Dorothy told me now, I.. . . "

"Lieutenant!" This time the calm voice became a decided bellow and he did not care in the least.
"Dorothy, ah Nurse Tripp, was telling me all about Kate and Captain Kirk’s love affair."

McCoy sat stunned for a split second as his brain tried to assimilate what Akemi had just said.
"Love affair?” He finally managed to squeak out. "Love affair? That’s the most ridiculous,
preposterous, out and out lie I have ever heard!" By now he was on his feet, pacing. For Donar to make
up such a story meant she was covering up something. Everything centered on her obsession with Kirk.
An image of Kirk’s pale face begging him to stay made McCoy’s chest squeeze painfully. He had been
concerned with Donar’s care, but he had not considered that she could be trying to hurt Kirk deliberately.
Jim had tried to tell him the truth and McCoy had not listened. He swung back around to Franco, his
voice harsh with self recrimination.

"What else did Dorothy say?"

"Only that it was because of all they had meant to each other that Kate wouldn’t let anyone else
care for him, that she felt she owed it to him somehow. I was so stunned that it was all I could do to
make some excuse and leave. I didn’t know who to tell who would understand how serious this is. You
do, don’t you?"

McCoy’s thoughts had been racing, only half listening to the Lieutenant’s answer. She was
staring at him, her eyes hesitant and watchful as if she did not know what to expect from him. The child
was frightened and confused, and needed reassurance. Kirk’s life could depend on her assistance.

With that thought, McCoy stopped pacing and reseated himself on the corner of the desk at her
side. He held her blue eyes with his own. "Yes, honey, I believe you. You did the right thing by
coming here.” He smiled, waiting until she gave a weak imitation of his own smile. "Now, you can
help by telling me what you know of Dr. Donar. I have the distinct impression that this is upsetting to
you because she is also your friend."

Akemi nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. "That’s what makes this so hard to understand."
She looked down.

McCoy waited, reining in his impatience. Finally, he rested a hand lightly on her shoulder. "I
know it must be difficult and I’'m sorry. But I need some help if we are to save Captain Kirk. It would
help to know something about Dr. Donar. If I can understand what her gain is in this, then I may be able
to talk to her."

Franco lifted her head, smiling apologetically. She wiped a solitary tear from her cheek. "I'm
not usually like this, you know. Haven’t cried since . . . anyway, I’ll help any way I can. Exactly what
do you want to know about her?"

McCoy gave her a nod of approval. The Lieutenant had been upset when she had arrived, but
she was recovering nicely.
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"Tell me how long you’ve been friends, what type of personality she is, and any changes in that
personality that you’ve noticed."

"Kate and T met a few months ago, and have spent a lot of off duty time together. Her
personality, well, she’s intelligent, has a wickedly sarcastic wit. Has a tremendous respect for life . . . "
Franco frowned, "Had I guess. But that was one of the first things I learned about her. I was a patient,
extremely ill with a virus and she was my lifeline throughout those frightening days. What’s happened
that she could change like this? I mean the one person I knew who revered life so highly and now I
suspect her of trying to hurt and maybe even kill the captain?"

G2525252525252525252525252526262526252¢

c“n’h:'_‘;db:'_‘;ﬁ(ji’)db&[’_‘:é&&&&ﬂhdﬁd&dﬁ(‘b&q‘

“I don’t know. There are different reasons for mental imbalance, and unfortunately out here in
space, it’s much easier to lose that balance. If we pin down what the problem is maybe we can help her.
Did you notice any changes in her behavior recently?”

“I’ve tried to remember anything she said that I should have picked up on . . . She started acting
a little strange ever since the Enterprise was first mentioned. Something about losing her position to you.
And she also has a lot of bitterness about a good friend that Captain Kirk apparently had a relationship
with in the Academy and he hurt. She brought it up again when we argued yesterday in her office. That
was right after you had talked with her.” Akemi stood, frowning at McCoy. "None of this really proves
anything. Admiral Ravel would say we were raving like wildmen. But, there’s a feeling in the pit of
my stomach that says my friend is . . . sick and your friend is in grave danger. And the only way we
can get into see if our suspicions are true is to get the Admiral to listen to us."

"The hell with Admiral Ravel," McCoy snapped angrily. "I’ve waited too long as it is for Ravel
or Starfleet or Spock, damn his Vulcan soul, to do something. It’s up to you and me honey. Somehow,
we have to get her away from Jim so I can get him up to the ship and find out what she’s done to him.
You’re right, it’s not real evidence, but darlin’, as far as I’m concerned, it’s all the evidence I need. I've
known Jim for a lot of years and trust me, he’d never met Kate Donar before we got here. I introduced
them to each other. For her to claim that they had some kind of affair in order to keep the medical staff
from intruding means she’s hiding something.”" McCoy felt a strong foreboding chill run through him.
Akemi had given several good reasons for a person on the edge of sanity to rationally decide to take
revenge. "There’s no reason for such a lie unless she is doing something to Jim that she doesn’t want

anyone else to know."

Franco turned away from him, her voice breaking, "This is like a bad nightmare. 1 keep thinking
I’m going to wake up soon and everything will be just fine."

McCoy went to her side, letting her lean her head on his shoulder, holding her securely for a
moment. He said softly, "Akemi, I haven’t given up yet. We have to save Jim Kirk and then we can
see about getting your friend the help she needs. Don’t blame yourself for not seeing this problem
before, it doesn’t sound like there was anything for you to see. There could be many causes for her
behavior, and we can’t discount physical illness as one of those causes. It may be easily corrected.” He
paused, pulling away to grip her shoulders. "But now, I need your help. We have to get into sickbay.
I'll call Mr. Scott on the way, so he’ll be standing by with the transporters and on my signal can beam
us directly out of here. Thank god, they’re back on line.”

Franco nodded solemnly.

"Good." McCoy smiled and then went to the desk retrieving first his communicator and then his
phaser. "You must be prepared though. No matter what it takes, we must get Jim Kirk out of there.”
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Akemi frowned, eyeing the weapon he was tucking inside his tunic. "I understand. But you
won’t hurt her, will you?"

"I hope it doesn’t come to that but I will do whatever she forces me to do."
Franco bit her lip. "I’'m ready. I may be able to help get her to come into the office and you
can overpower her without using the phaser. She still trusts me, I think, at least enough to talk to me

if I ask her to."

McCoy nodded. "Good girl. Let’s go. Ican talk to Scotty on the way and let him know what’s
going on."

And say a few prayers along the way. It couldn’t hurt, McCoy thought to himself. It couldn’t
hurt.

«K>D>

Kate’s office was empty when they arrived but within moments, Ensign Tripp came bustling into
the room.

“Lieutenant, Doctor. I’m afraid Captain Kirk isn’t up to visitors today."

McCoy carefully kept his back to the wall. A communicator and phaser under one’s shirt tended
to make quite a bulge.

Akemi spoke up. "We’d really like to see Kate. Could you tell her we’re here and we’ll only
take a few minutes of her time?"

Dorothy looked doubtful but finally nodded. "I'll ask."

McCoy watched her leave and exchanged a bleak smile with Akemi. His gaze was drawn back
to the door, worrying, wishing he could simply blaze his way through the walls that blocked his way with
Kirk. Until he saw Jim, checked the captain over himself, McCoy only had his worst scenario
possibilities running a continuous loop in his imaginings.

Still watching the door, McCoy spoke quietly, almost to himself. "Maybe she’ll cooperate. 1
hope we’ll be able to reason with her. I'd hate to have to use force but I will if that’s what it takes. She
must be mad as a hatter.”

Akemi sighed. "I don’t want to believe that, Doctor."”

Within just a few minutes, Kate entered the office. Smiling benignly, she moved behind the desk
and seated herself. Folding her hands demurely in front of her, she looked from Akemi to McCoy.

"Well, what can I do for you both?" Her voice was calm and it made the hair on the back of
McCoy’s neck stand on end.

"You can relinquish Captain Kirk to my care and turn yourself over to the base psychiatrist for
treatment,” he said softly.
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Her laugh was short and bitter. "I have no intention of doing either, Doctor. And I must say
your obsession with my treating Captain Kirk would seem to qualify you for psychiatric care. Wouldn’t
you agree, Akemi?"

A flash of pain crossed Akemi’s face. McCoy wondered if she had the strength to stand up to
her friend. Donar would use her weakness in any way she could.

"No, Kate, I don’t agree. I think Dr. McCoy is right. You need help. Please listen to him."

McCoy watched Donar carefully, the signs of anger at Franco’s response were evident in her
body posture and hands, but she very carefully kept any of it from her face. Instead she cocked her head
slightly, her dark eyes holding Franco’s captive.

"Akemi, you can’t be serious. What has Dr. McCoy told you? I know I’ve been a little short
with you, but I can’t believe you’d say I'm crazy." The black eyes were almost liquid, the expression
of hurt on her face believable.

Franco closed her eyes, unable to hide her own anguish. McCoy watched her anxiously. It
would be difficult to confront a friend with this. If Akemi gave in now, McCoy would find himself
escorted out by security.

The Lieutenant straightened, and he saw a new look of determination on her face. There was
a strength in her that he had not suspected. McCoy allowed himself to relax. A little.

"Kate," she began. "We’ve been short with one another before, but not like this. You’ve
exhibited behavior that I can’t explain. You’re not crazy and neither of us said that, but you do need
help. And so does Captain Kirk."

Donar’s eyes narrowed in anger. She allowed one scathing look at Akemi. Just as quickly, she
composed her face, the same enigmatic smile reappearing. She was good, he had to give her that, damn
good.

"Well, it seems you’ve chosen sides, Lieutenant. It makes things much easier."

The statement was part of the pattern McCoy was beginning to piece together. Her paranoia had
reached a state where soon she would no longer be able to function. But that breakdown would come
days too late for Kirk. At least he had some idea of how to talk to her.

Donar had turned to face McCoy, dismissing Akemi as if she did not exist. Her coldness was
a palpable thing.

"Did you think you could just walk in here, make you demands, and I'd turn my patient over to
you? Well, you were wrong, Doctor.” Her voice dropped to a low hiss. "Now, get out of here while
you still can.”

McCoy considered simply using the phaser, but one look at Franco’s stricken face made him try
once more to reason with Donar.

"Kate, I didn’t mean for you to think I was trying to take your patient away from you. I've
admired your work for years. To have the chance to observe your techniques with treating Captain Kirk
would help me tremendously. Would you show me?"
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