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Spock was beginning to come round. He was no physician, but Jim Kirk
could t=ll without the aid of scanners or a diagnostic bed that his friend
was showing signs of an imminent return to consciousness.

That he was relieved was just about the biggest understatement of the
century. The night's long wvigil had taken its toll of him, and he was very
tired, but he would have sat through a hundred such nights if by doing so
he could help the Vulcan.

Parhaps his pressnce had helped Spock. Certainly he hadn't been able
to do much else for him. Since the terrible encounter with the Morian the
aftternoon before, Kirk had in reality been able to do little else but
provide a place of shelter and relative warmth, where he could make Spock
romfortable then sit and wait for him to come round. The possibility that
the Vulcan might not come round had been one he had not dared to
contemplate, and row that he was sure Spock was out of danger, he felt
guite light-headed with relief.

He had spent much of the night cursing himself for his stupidity in
insisting that Spock should come with him on this shore leave. Truly,
Spock had been overworking as usual, but that never did seem to have any
sffect on the Vulcan: if Kirk was honest, he seemed to thrive on it. But
he, in his illogical Human way, had believed his friend needed a break, and
was determined that, this time, he was personally going to make sure Spock
got one.

Spock hadn't actually protested too much, and Kirk had been somewhat
surprised at the sase with which he had persuaded the Vulcan to agree to
come. Beta IX was highly prized as one of the best Federation shore leave
facilities in the guadrant; & beautiful, untamed world, whose inhabitants
preferrad to live mainly on one continent, thus leaving the cother two more
than ideal for restoring harassed and overstretched starship personnel to a
rested state of mind and body. A&fter all, the vast majority of the
Enterprise’'s crew were not Vulcans, and his anmouncement that he had
managed to get them shore leave there had been greeted with great
enthusiasa.

Tut he had allowed the wild beauty of the plangt to lull him into a
false sense of security, and he was angry with himself. When the
Enterprise had received orders to make a short diversion to the nearby.
Starbase to collect some cadets for transportation to a deep—space
rendezvous with their training vessel, Eirk had had no gualms about sending
the ship off under Scott's command. The Enterprise would be back within
two days, and the various shore leave parties scattered about the two
continents could manage guite well until them; Eeta IX was, after all,
that rarity of planets, a world with no indigenous plant or animal life
which could be consideresed remotely harmful.

Yet there were always those damned random factors that Spock was
always going on about; or, to put it another way, plain bad luck. Thesy
had beamed down to the larger of the two almost-deserted continents, at
lzast fifty miles away from any of the other landing parties, with camping
equipment and ample supplies for at least five days: the Enterprise would
be back with three davs of their shors leave to spare, and he intendsd that
this time both he and Spock were going to get a good rest. Then the ship
had left, and for a while at least they were on thair own.

The afternoon had been pleasant and very peaceful as they had made
their way along a meandering river bank, unhurriedly looking for a suitable

place to make camp. Their conversation had for once been of other things
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than ship's business; they had talked of past times, of aims yet to
achiesve; many things. Kirk had found he was enjoying himself very much
indeesd, and had decided that this particular shore leave had b&en an
extremely good idea.

Then Spock had suddenly halted, and stiffened. Kirk, walking ahead,
had stopped also, puzzied at his friend's action. The Vulcan had seemed to
be listening to something Kirk himself could not hear. Which was guite
probable.

"What is it, Spock?” he had asked, a sudden concern falling on him.

"Uncertain, Captain," the Vulcan had replied, still cocking his head
to one side as it to listen better. “I detect a telepathic presence, and I
can hear the cries of one in pain. Our aid is needed, Jim."

Spock had hurried forward then, Kirk close at his heels, as concerned
for the stranger’s pain as Spock obviously was, but still unable to keep
from wondering if they were ever going to get an uninterrupted shore leava.

Then they distance they had coveresd made the =zoundz audible to Human
g2arsy, and kKirk had wished that he still ecould net hear. The terrible cries
told of unbearahle pain and suffering, and sounded, not merely alien, but
not... sane.

Then they bhad seen it; a tall, wiry alien: bumanoid but of a race
Kirk had not seen in the flesh before. The way it thrashed uncontrollably
ocn the ground told Kirk that his supposition must surely be correct.

Thay had halted, and Kirk noticed the look of suppressed pain on his
friend's face. Clearly, Spock was still receiving disturbing telepathic
impressions from the alien.

A Morian, Spock?" Kirk bhad asked gquietly. Spock nodded wordlessly,
hi= dark eves fixed on the pathetic, helpless figure. The Morian people
were a nan—aligned race; secretive and isolated, although highly
intelligent and with advanced telepathic abilitiss. Kirk knew without
asking that Spock was thinking of how it must be for one of such a race o
be insane.

Bpock had taken a step forward and Kirk had halted him with a hand on
his arm. "What are you planning to do, Spock?' He had not needed to add,
Take care -~ you will be hurt I¥ you do noty Spock already knew he would be
thinking that.

"I must try to help, Jim," Spock had answered gently. "If I can get
close enoughee

"You're ret going to try and meld with him It was both an order,
and a plea from the heart. "I'm no telepath, but even I can see that that
Morian is out of his mind and probably dangerous: vyou carn'?t risk it,
Spockt

Spock had twned to Kirk and given one of his rare almost-smiles.
"That is not my intention, Jim. The danger in such an action is
unaceeptable when in all probability MeCoy can help him far betters than I,
with no risk to himself. It would be illogical. I merely wish to attempt
to apply the nerve pinch. Then we must restrain him until the Enterprise
returnsy  the tranquillisers in the emergency medical kit should be
effective,"

"Spack — use a phaser; stun him - itll be safer,” Kirk had pleaded,
a8 mramonition of disaster making him still hold on to Spock’s arm.

>
s



"Contra—indicated, Jdim; from what I do know of Moriani,
phaser—stunning can cause neuroclogical damage. In this one’'s state we
cannot risk it." He had turned then to look at Kirk with thoss fnear—black
aves., “Jdim, 1 wmill be careful.”

80 Firk had stood and watched helplessly as Spock had guiestly,
carsfully, made his way forward to the place where the stricken alien
thrashed in anguish and insanity on the ground.

He had watched in horror as his foreboding cames to pass, and stood
unable to help as the Morian had leaped without warning at the Vulecan, too
aquickly either for Kirk to do anything or for the agile Spock even to
dodges.

The wild-eyed Morian had taken Spock to the ground with himg that
race was reputed to have physical strength at least the egqual of Yulcans',
and with the added impetus of its affliction, Spock hadn't stood a chance
of resisting.

Firk knew that if Spock had gone down like that, then he stood no
chance at all, but the next moment had seen him running forward in
desperation, not even considering what that kind of uncontrollable strength
was likely to do toe him. He had teo help Spock, at whatever cost.

He saw as he ran that the Morian bad hold of Spock’s head, and
realised that the insane being was in the procsss of forcibly applying its
version of a meld, its expression both unknowing and horrifying. He had to
stop ity god knew what that kind of contact could do to his friend's mind.

Even as he was launching himself through the air in a desperate
attempt to knock the clinging alien from Spock’s back, the Morian suddenly
stood and howled wildly. The foree of Kirk's lunge uprooted him, and Human
and Morian landed in a crumpled heap. But the alien threw Kirk off as if
he wer= a rag doll, stared blindly arcund him, and began to run.

He had gone no more than a few yards when he had halted and screamsd.
Such a scream Eirk never wanted to hear again, nor did he ever want to
experience again the terror he felt when the Morian immediately fell
heavily, dead before he reached the ground, at exactly the same moment as
Spock uttered a low, painful cry. Hirk hardly dared look in case the
Yulcan was also dead.

But Spock was alive; the ridiculously fast pulse was there, and
almost as strong as ever, and Kirk didn't think he would ever forget the
sense of relief which came when he made that discovery. Yet the danger was
not over, nor was it likely to be for a while. Spock was deeply
unconscious: the cry wrought from bhim had come involuntarily. Kirk could
not bring him round, and the Vulcan's comatose state did not seem like a
healing trance. He was a starship captain, not a doctor, and he wished,
not for the last time, that McCoy had come with them. With a sigh and a
lump in his throat he had knelt by hiz unconscious friend, knowing that
there was little he could da for Spock sxcept stay with himy, and wait. And
hope.

So now he sat within the hastily—erected tent which had been meant to
house them both for the duration of a restful shore leave. Instead it had
become a shelter for a sick Vulecan, and Kirk had ignored the irony:s he had
beesn too thankful that he couwld provide Spock with shelter; and for the
mildness of Beta IX's climate.

Now that Spock was finally showing signs of wakening, Kirk was
beginning to feel that he could start breathing againi  vet he bknew he

wowld not be able to relax completely until it was proven to him beyond a
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doubt that Bpock really was all right. 6t least his decisions of the day
and night past seemed to have been the right ones; vet even of that he
could not be completely certain until Spock awoke. FPlease let him be all
right, was his silent plea. Flease dor’t Iet him have been harmed Iirn any
may — especially Hiz mind. He knew he could not have stopped Spock from
attempting to help the Morian; knew he would have tried it himseld had he
possessed the abillity. He bknew it was illogical to blame himself for what
had happened without Spock having to tell him so. Yet understanding that
did nothing to prevent him from doing so.

The nightmare of the day before, and the long vigil of the night, had
passed in a hazy dream, as if those events were happening to two others,
not to him and Spock. He had guickly blasted a grave with his phaser, and
the memory of burying the dead alien under a mound of gathered stones
seemed distant, as if it had happened toc another. Destroying the body with
phazser fire would have been easietr, but the chances were that McCoy would
need to perform an autopsy; the knowledge he might gain could very well be
vital to Spock’'s recovery. Without bothering to search further, hs had
hastily erected the tent and had carefully moved the Vulcan inside. Spock
was indeed deeply unconscigus, and Firk had not liked the look af it at
all. The emergency medikit they had carried at McCoy's insistence was very
welcome to him then; the portable scamner had at least teld him that the
Vulcan's life signs were stable, and not deteriorating. A&t least, not at
that moment; there was nothing to say that they would not do so later. It
would be at least forty hours until the Enterprise was in communicator
range, and somehow he had to keep Spock alive until the ship, and McCoy,
arrived. Facesd with the prospect of wusing a stimulant which might
aggravate the Vulcan's condition, with unknown conseguences, Kirk had
averntually decided to do nothing but keep his friend as comfortable as
possible and watsh over him for any change which might force hinm to start
taking chances. The stimulant he had then used on himself; it had been
one night when he could not risk falling aslesp.

Bo he had sat and kept watch throughout the hours of darkness,
checking every few minutes to make swure that Spock was still holding his
own. The long night had seemed endless, and when a pale dawn had finally
come, the first rays of light found the Yulcan still in a coma, unmoving
and silent.

It had been several more long hows before the first small signs of
waking had come, and Eirk found that he could hardly believe it. He had
begun o think that Spock was never going to wake until McCoy came and
found some answer. Maybe not even then... He had not dared to consider
the thought that his friend might never come round at all.

Mow the unacknowleged fears seemed to be groundlessy; Spock would
surely live, at the very least. He had to. Refusing to belisve that his
friend was damaged pesrmanently in any way, Eirk nevertheless could not deny
the nagging ache he had made himself suppress. Time enpough for that if
Spack’s return to consciousness proved that the Vulcan's brilliant mind was
not as it had been. That, for Spock, would surely be the worst fate there
could be, and hw wasn't at all sure that he could stand to see it.

Then as he watched, the miracle he had been waiting for happened.
Spock’s dark eves flickered open, and fastened on Kirk with recognition.

"Jim?" asked Spock quistly. “Where.. are we? My menory seems
impaired.  l.. "

The WVulcan sat suddenly upright, before Kirk could say anything abowt
taking it easy. Same old stubborn Spocé, Kirk thought with infinite
thankfulness. Yat there waz something; not exractly disorientation, but..
Had he imagined that his friend seemad... mors confused than he would have
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expected?

"l do remember — the Morian., He died — I felt his death in my mind.
It was not — plzamant.” Spock had twned to look Kirk in the eves, and
this time Kirk was sure. There was zomething; some subtle difference.
Spock had never been able to hide from James Kirk the things he concealed
trom other people. And now Kirk knew, without any doubt, that Spock was
hurting, and hurting badly, and he didn't thimk it was physical.

"What is it, Spock? What's wrong?' he asked without preamble. "Are
you inn any pain? The medikit’'s here; I'll get it. Thers must be
something in it that’ll help." He moved to get ity knowing already -—

Spock was going to say that nothing in the medikit could help him. So why
did he do it? Was it that he dida't want to see the look in the Vulcan's
eyps?

"That won't be necessary, Jim," Spock said as Firk had sipected. "I
am in no pain."

The look of naked anguish belied the calm words, and Kirk thought that
his Friend had been about to say something else but had stopped himselds.
Damn yvou, Speck’/ he thought in sorrow. I wmant to help you, but I car't it
vou wmor't let wme In. Let this be ore of the times when yvou do +ell me
what's wrong’

Yeat it was SBpock himself who broke the empty silence; as if he
understond only too well the hurt Kirk was feeling.

"Jim - something has happesned to me,” he said gently, almost
unwillingly, as if for once he found he could not face the truth. "The
mind contact with the Morian; not his fault, his mind was so deranged he
could not help it. Morian criminals left him here, Jdim. 1 don't know why
they did it to him, only that they did. A forced mind-probe, far worse
than the mind-sifter. How they could do such a thinge. ”

Kirk barely suppressed the urge to reach out and touch the Vulcan's
hand. Epock seemed distraught, if such a thing could be possible. Aalmost
as if he was on the verge of breaking down. It was a terrible thing to
see, and James Firk found that he didn't know what to do.

"The contact with the Morian?’ he asked as evenly as he could. "Youw
sensed that?" The horror Spock would feel at such an invasion of privacy,
Kirk understood very well. Even now, when he was trying te tell Kirk what
was wrong with him, first he was talking about the Morian's affliction.

Then Kirk noticed a sight which practically made his heart stop; the
near—black Yulcan eyes were clouding with moisture. Firk couldn't believe
it.

"There was — some small part of his mind which retained the memory of
what he had been. 1 did feel that. Alsg the pain as he tried in his
madnes= to steal my sanity +for himself. He could not do that.. " Spock

stopped, desperately trying to control himself, and finding that the
technigues he had used all his life were rfo longer working. He turned
quickly away before HKirk realised what was wrong with him, knowing at the
same time that s friend already knew, and would understand. But he did
not want Kirk to see him like that.

"What 414 he do, Spock?” came the Human's gentle voice from behind
him. Th& pain in James Kirk's tone almost made Spock lose the last shreds

aof control he had.

"He couldn't steal my mind.” He somehow managed to get out the reply.
"But he did take something.” Spock tuwrned again, this time to face Kirk,
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not able to hide what he was feeling any longer.
"Jim —~ the Vulcan half of me. It is no longer theres."

James Kirk iust sat and looked at him in disbelief, then realised with
absolute insight that sverything Spock had said was frue. That was the
subtle difference all right. Spock still looked the same, and sounded
almost the samg, but from the instant he had ocpened his eves Kirk had &nowmn
there was something different. Whether or not the damage was permanent
seemned strangely irrelevant at that moment; what was important was that he
find a way to stop Spock hurting like that. So many, many times McCoy, and
even himself on cccasion, had wished that the Vulcan could be made to open
up, just a little, and show at least part of the Human he kept hidden from
the outside world. MNow it had happened with a vengeance, and Kirk didm't
think even McCoy would be glad it had happened. Or mavbhe it had been
samething like this that Bones had been afraid of?

“Are you swre, Spock™ This time Kirk did reach out and momentarily
touched his friend's hand. What else could he do? Spock would know
already that he would support him in anything, through anything.

"l can — barely maintain control,” came the low reply, "and then not
in the way I have always done. The Vulcan techniques will no longer worlk,
and I do not know the Human ways. He did not add Help me, Jim. He didn't
need to. That help would be there without his asking.

"What do you need to maintain control against, Spock? What do you
feel?" FKirk asked the inevitable guesstion.

“The emotions I have denied all my life. All closicg in on me, Jim.
I don't know what to do with them. Jdim - how can I function like thizs? I
will be useless to you as First Officer. What if I find there is no longer
a plac= for me on the Enterprige?’

The sorrow in the VYuelcan's voice was overpowering. Then Speck turned
away again, but not before Kirk had seen his eyes clouding over again.

"Spock,” Kirk said gently, trying to sound confident, "has it escaped
yowr notice that many of the officers on the Enterprise are Human already?
We do manage to function, despite our drawbacks. Besides, you haven't been
ezamined yet. How can you know the damage is permanent? McCoy might be
able to - "

"dim, I krnow!” the Vulcan interrupted with uncharacteristic anguish.
There iz nothing McCoy will be able to do at all. You don't understand.”
He turned again to Kirk and reached put and grasped him by the shoulders,
with strength that was still more than Human.

"As a Vulcan,” Epock continued painfully, no longer caring that Kirk
saw the state he was in, or able to do anything about it, "I was alwavys
aware, not only of my thought processes, but of every small corner of my
consciousness, and perhaps some parts of my subcanscious, too. Belisve me
when I say that I 4mew that that part of me has been destroyed. Perhaps
forever. Jdim, I do not know how to live as a Human.

"I could teach youw." The simple answer. Let me help - as always.

Spock releassd Hirk's shoulders then and smiled self-consciously. "I
might have expected yvou to say something like that,” he managed to get out.
Me was still dangerously close to losing the small fragment of control he
had found from somewhare.

Wou should smile more often,” Kirk stated with a grin, knowing with a
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sudden insight that the moment of horror for Spock was past — this moment,
at least.

"I do not think that the sight of me grinning on the bridge will
exactly inspire confidence,” Spock answered with a sigh. "The crew will
think I have gorne mad." He was close to laughter now; hysterical
laughter, and he didn't think he was going to have any more sucecess in
supprassing it tham he had had in dealing with the pain he had felt ~ was
still feeling. He was a mass of previously-denied, seething emotions. How
did Humans cope?

"No, they won't,” insisted Kirk reasonably. "Not when it has been
explained to them. The crew respects you too much, Spock. A1l it will
mean is that they’ll have a fully Human First Officer instead of the
half—Human ane they had before. You may have lost that part which makes
you react as a Vulcan, but I'm damned sure you haven't lost any of vour
abilities. Even if you don't see it yourself yet. But you willy and
believe me, Spock, the crew will still accept you for what you are, as they
always have done. They will still have the same Spock they have come to
know and respect, VYulcan or Human.®

Spock nodded, understanding that James Kirk would never tell him
anything else but the truth, sven when he needed reassuring as badly as he
did now. FKirk was too much his friend for that, and for that reason his
words had done much to take hizs worst fears awavy.

"And you, Jim — what will you have? The tremor would not - guite -
stay out of his voice, no matter how hard he tried not to lst Kirk see how
important that answer was to him

"I'11 still have the same friend I've always had,” Kirk replied
simply, sensing the depth of feeling behind his friend's guestion. He felt
mildly surprised that Spock had sven felt he had to ask that. It
underlined how badly the Vulecan had been affected. ond Kirk refused
pointblamk to think of Spock as anything other tham the Vulcan he had heen,
and wanted to be again; any Spock, Human or Vulcan or both, would be the
same to Kirk, and as valued. But at that particular moment, all Kirk
wanted was for Spock to bhe again as he wanted ~ needed - to be.

Spock had turned away again. Eirk's answer, albeit the one he had
desperately wanted to hear, had touched him so deeply that he found he
could not look his friend in the eye again. Not without breaking down, at
least.

"Listen, Spock,” said Kirk gently in his most confident tone. "How
can I help you when you won't even look me in the face? I'm not that bad,
am I

He was rewarded by a sound that was somsthing between a laugh and a
=0ob.

"Learning to laugh iz the first thing, my friend,” he added with a
smile, his hand reaching cut to grasp the Vulcan's shoulder reasswringly.
"The rest will come. And there is always hope that it isn't permanent.
That's enough for now, Spock, and even if it is permanent, you're still my
First Officer and my friend, and that's the way it's going to stay.”

The rest of that day proved, if nothing else, that it hadn't been the
Yulean in him who was selely responsible for Spock’'s determined nature. OF
courze, Firk had reflected as he had watched his friend doggedly going
about the everyday tasks of the campsite, determination and sheer oprdinary
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ztubbornness are not purely Vulcan characileristics, although most of thenm
have plenty of it — he knew many Humans with more than their fair share of
stubbormness, himselfd included.

After the first hours of disorientation, Spock had evidently decided
that hz2 was not going to let it beat him; and as he went through tha davy,
refusing to allow it to get on top of him, more than once Kirk had to force
back a lump forming in his throat, as he saw the way his friend was
fighting back. Epock was in many ways the same as he had always bheens
immovable in bhis dedication to a task, dependable and thoughtful. Yet
there had been moments, many of them throughout the course of the day, when
Firk had seen him stop, and bite his lip against the emcotions which
threatened to overcome him. At those times KHirk had been there, guiestly
supportive, but respecting Spock’s wish, so typical of him, to find his own
way. But Spock accepted the mostly unspoken aidy FKirk's presence and
support was esnough for him, and their friendship would surely see both of
them through.

The next night pazssed uneventfully: FKirk slept heavily — the vigil of
the previous night had caught up on himy, and he vyielded to Spock's
suggestion that he should get a good rest. Early the following afterncon
the Enterprise would be within communicator range, and soon aftier that they
would pe beaming up to the starship.

fs Spock had sat and thought, silently watching his sleeping friend,
the unacoustomed fears h2 felt simply refused to go away. He knew that, as
Firk had said, the crew would accept him for what he was, as they had
always dong. That was not his chief fear. Ths thing that preyed the most
on his mind, so vulnerable in its new, unprotected Humanness, was the idea
that perhaps he might not be able to function successfully as First
Officer. It was true, as Kirk had said, that the majority of the
Enterprise’'s officers were Humans, and managed perfectly well to carry out
their dutiesi; the ship was widely known as the best in the Fleet, after
all. And her very Human Captain was undoubtedly the best starship Captain
in thes galaxy. The best Captain - and the best friend. I+ it became clear
that he, Spock, could no longer be an efficient and viable member of Kirk's
crew, what then? He could not bear to think abeut it, and would not.

How unlite hiszs former self that was, he mused wryly: refusing to face
factsz., The irony was, some things about the new s21f he had becoms wersa
worth discovering. The emotions he had denied for so long now had full
rein, and he could not in all honesty say they wersa all bad.

And he still had friends, whatever he had become — how many could say
that? The crew, and Mcloy, and of course Jim. I+ anything could get him
through the trials of the next few days and weeks, their special friendship
could. Friendship he could now put a name tp without shame.

Az he +inally lay down to sleep, Spock made a firm decision. When he
had finalily mastered the flood of emotions assailing him, then he would
+ind the right moment to tell Jim just what his friendship meant to him -
nhad always meant to him.

The following morning dawned bright and clear; a beautiful day on a
beautiful planet. FKirk woks to find Spock gone from the tent.  Guickly he
went outs=ide, then relared. There was Spock, coocking the breakfast. He
obvicusly did not notice Kirk watgching him, for he stood and turned his
face to the distant mountainzs, a smile of pleasure lighting the VYulcan
features. The view was indeed imprassive, and if Spock had alwavys
appreciated beauty, well, now he had no trouble in showing his appreciation
either.



His smile did not fade as he saw Kirk looking at bim. "Good morning,
Jim. I trust you slept well?

"“Yeg, I did, thank you." Kirk smiled a reply. "It's good to see you
looking so cheerfull

Spock nodded in acknowledgement. "There are some aspects of my
condition which are easier to accept than others. Some are guite
beneficial, I must concede. The ability to recognise feelings I have long
known, but whose presence 1 always denied, even to @myself)”

ou never did need to be ashamed aof your feelings, vou know,"” Kirk
recponded gently. He had a good idea of what Spock was trying to tell him.

"It was never the Vulcan side of my nature that felt shame, Jim."
Spock shrugged slightly. "And I always knew there was no reason. But 1
could not help it. 1 am still not able to say all I fsel. Do you
understand?”

"You know I doy, my friend," came the simple reply. "I always have
done."

One day, Kirk knew, Spock would get round to telling him what he
really meant; but it was true, he did understand, and that was enough.

The morning drew on, and early atternoon finally arrived. They had
apent most of the morning talking; mainly about things Kirk had thought he
would never need to advise the Vulcan about. Yet Kirk was convinced that
Spock’s worries were unfounded, in the main. The half-VYulcan Spock had
never had that much difficulty in relating to the Humans aboard the
Enterprise - and Kirk had often suspected that his First officer knew a
great deal mors about Human behaviowr and the motives behind 1t than the
Humans usually did themselves.

Mo — Spock would manage, he was certain of that. He had ssen the way
hi= friend had handled the thing that had happened to him, and now he was
certain. Human or Vulcan, Spock possessed the will and determination to
succeed, and although he no longer had his telepathis abilities, he still
had a1l bis gther ones. He was more than sure that his friend had no need
to doubt his competence; sometimes he thought he knew Spock better than he
knew himseldf.

Finally they heard the =mall noise they had been waiting fory a
besping communicator. The Enterprise, right on time. Hirk grinned at the
anxious Yulcan, and flipped the small machine open, to be greeted by
Montgomery Scott’'s cheerful tones.

"Enterprice tp Captain Hirk — are ye there, Captain?

"z certain are, Scotty, and we're very glad te hear vou. How did the
mission go?"

"Everything went according to plan, Cap'n, and without a hitch. No
problems at alls! The Engineer sounded more relieved than pleased with
himself and Kirk had to chuckle; Scoit’'s antipathy to sitting in the
centre seat was well known.

"Well, don't worry, Scotty,” he replied, equally cheerfully. "You'll
be able to gzt back to your engines sooner than you expected. Mr. Spock

and I will be beaming up immediately. Hawve Dr. McCoy standing byl

"Captain?"



"It's okay, Scotty — nobody's at death’'s door this time - it's not
that serious. Kirk outd”

He turned to see the Yaulcan's evebrow on the rize; Spock might have
le=t his Yulcan control, but he hadn't lost his mannerisms. And that
look...

"Spock,” said Kirk sischievously, "I've just realised something. Tve
just realised that the VYulcan halfd of yvou never was responsible for all
vour actions. Don't demny it

"Captain,” replied the Vulcan seriously; if he didn't feel serious,
he could still fake it. "There is no nesed to be insulting.”

"This does have its advantages, you know,” Kirk said, breaking up.
"ot lzast now I Arnem when you're Jjoking!™

Jim might know when he was joking, SBpock reflected soberly as they
walted to beam up, but he wasn't sure he knew himself. What was the crew
going to think of him, including McCovy? Especially McCoy. Another chance
+or him to say things he should have said a long time ago? He =still hadn't
told Eirk — not properly. And could he really still be the First Ufficer
he had been?

The transporisr effect began. It seemsd he was about to find out.

As Spock materialised on the transporter platform he felt a certain
disappointment at having had to leave the planet, the beauty of which he
had only just begun to notice and appreciate. He could still see clearly
the rising of the sun in his mind's evye, that same sunrise that he had
purposely risan early to witness. He had often shared that early moment
with Kirk on prior shore leaves, but he had naver besen able to appreciate
fully the dawning of a new day before. But now? Yes, now he could. There
wnaere advantages to his new self. And he was content. The same had applied
wh2n he had seen the distant mountains and he remembhered the gentle smile
which had 1it his face at the spectacular sight of them. But apart from
all this, there was also somesthing =lse; it felt... good.. to know that
whatever ogccurred around him or to him, Jim Kirk would always be at his
side, helping, guiding, supporting...

Spock pulled himself bhack to awareness and itried desperately to scheol
s featurss into some kind of narmality’ as he had always been able to do
-~ bhefore, as he saw the blue—clad figure of Dr. Leonard Meloy wailting for
them. But he was helples=s now, as if controlled by the emoticons now
rampant within him, and he could not prevent a smile from spreading over
his face. As casually as he could, he raised his hand to cover his
hetraying mouth, but was too late: McCoy had noticed, and his mouth was
now agape in pure astonishment. Wha?t wmas happening here?

Spock remained where he was, unmoving, as it afraid to lsave the
imagined safe haven of the transporter chamber. Ferceptive as alwavs, Kirk
ook one look at his friend, surreptitiously =sgueezed his arm in support,
and descendsd the steps, saving, "Lieutenant, yow may go," and indicated
the door.

The transporter operator nodded and laft hurriedly, leaving Mcloy
=till standing, with his hands at his sides and his eyes staring, all
thoughts of an smergency having gone from his mind, for it was guite
obvious that npeither Jim nor Spock was injured. McCov finally found his
volce.
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"JiMe.. What the devil... 7 Spock swiled/"
"Bones - have any of the other parties beamed abgard yet?"
McCoy managed to shake his head in negation,

"Good. Then let’'s find somewhers quist and privats to talk, eh?
Somewhere nearbve.. "

McCoy +inally prized his ayves away from the YVulcan who had now left
the transporter platform and moved to stand behind his Captain. The Dactor
loogked at Kirk, a frown on his face. "We could go to the briefing room
just down the corridor."

In answer, Kirk took McCoy's arm and steered him from the transporisr

roomy Spock close behind. As soon as they had left, the transporter chief
re—entered, trvying to figure out what the hell was going o

i1



Kirk sat opposite Mcloy and recounted what had happensd on Beta IX,
leaving out none of the details, bul keeping to the bare facts, as Spock
paced the rpom, unable to relax, fearful of what McCov's reaction would be.
Would there be ridicule - or acceptance? He knew the answer in his heart,
but his emotional self was so untamiliar to bim that he felt a great deal
of self doubt and fear for the future. Felt... ves... The wmord Fits npowm.
IT iz not wrong for I do, now, teel. I car fTeel pain and guilt and F0Y...
and love — for Jim. And there has not been much time vet to adapt to such
fTeelingz., I must give mysel¥ time...

Kirk was speaking, but Spock did not hear him. McCoy reached out and
grasped his arm, effectively halting the nervous pacing. The deep, dark
eyes loocked down at McCoy and the Doctor saw the pain of not knowing within
them and his breath cawught in his throat. Spock had never before allowed
s0. much to show in those eyes... It was disconcerting to see it nows.

"Spock — pleare sit down.” At first McCoy thought that the Yulcan
would pull away, but instead Spock moved to sit beside him.

“De. McCoy, 1 seem to have presented vou with yvet anothesr problem.
But at least this time yvou should have less trouble calibrating your
instruments,” he added, almost to himself.

Mcloy winced. "Spock, I'm going to do sy damndest to help, and if
there's anything I can do about it we will find your Yualcan hald again.”

"But, Doctor,” Spock intoned, with mock severity, "I thought the
‘country doctor’ in vou despaired of ay Vulcan heritage; too many problems
for your beads and rattles." And Spock smiled openly, widely, directly at
McCoy — a smile never to be forgotten. The last time Spock had smiled like
that it had been directed at Firk aftter their trial on Vulcan during
Spock’'s pon farr. This time it was directed straight at him, and he felt
honoured and awed and very humble,

"Spock, I may have joked that I'd rather have you more Human - but I
respacted and cared for you just the way you were, and I wouldn't want to
change vou. If, by some chance, I can't help you, youll still be Spock,
=stiil First Officer; still my friend and respected collsague. IFf vou don't
find your YVulcan half again it won't be for the lack of trying on my part
ar my department’s.)”

Spock reached over and placed his hand over MeCoy's in thankzs. Mcloy
had said what he'd wanted to hear, just as Kirk had, and with botih his
friends beside him, supporting him, he was confident that he coewld carry
on. He logked over at Kirk, and it was his Captain who saw the tears in
the dark syes. Firk nodded in understanding, then turned to McCoy and
asked what had tpo be asked.

"What can you do, Bones™"

tncomfor-tably, McCoy replied, "To be perfectly honestkt, Jim, I'm not
tono suwre whers to start. There's no precedent to follow. We'll begin by
beaming the Morian's body aboard so that I can carry out a full autopsy and
hegin to run tests." Thoughtfully, he rubbed his chin. "Therell be tests
tar you, too, Spock, and.a. M

"Doctor, what will you test for? I'm a Human in a Vulcan body. 1
have Vulcan metabolism, green blood;, pointed ears — but I'm a Human...
soul, trapped.. " This time his emotions did overflow, shouting for
ralease, as the tension, apprehension, pain, fear, all came to a head and
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srupted. The tesare fell, to bs followed by beavy sobs which wracked his
whole body. Kirk raced round the table, turning Spock’s chair to face him,
and enfolded him in gentle, supportive, protective arms. Neither Kirk nor
McCoy said anything as Spock cried himself outls it took a long time.
Finally, Spock raised his head from Kirk's shoulder and looked directly
into the bhazel eves, so understanding, which locked at him,

"Jim - thank you. You too, Bones.” There, he'd said it. "It 15 true
what they say — teatrs do help — sometimes. 1 do feel... better. But it
also hurts

Firk looked at his friend and remembered the time they had encountered
the Flatonians. What had Spock said then? The healthy release of emotion
iz oftern urnhealthy *or those around them. He'd been all too right. Kirk
knew that he hurt, too. For Spock — and for himself. He sgueezed Spock's
shoulder.

“Are you going to be okay now? 1 need you on the bridge.”

Spock made a visible sffort to pull himself together, and rose to his
fewt rather unsteadily, pulling his shirt down. His featurss bhad calmed,
the sobs had subsided.

"I+ you would allow me a fe2w moments to.. change, I shall join you on
the bridge in 1035 minutes.

Kirk nodded. "0+ course.”
Spock took his leave, his back proudly straight, his head erect.

On their own, Kirk and McCoy exchanged glances. “Jdim, I'll have to
see him soon. There are testgs I can do to determine just how much of a
Human he's become.

"Bones, do you really think there’'s any hope?”

"There's always hope - remember that! His Yulcan half may have been
pushed so deeply into his subconscicus that he doesn’'t sense it. That
‘invasion” into his mind by that damned Morian... It may have been that
his Yulcan half couldn't cope so it ran, escaped, hid away. Luckily for
him h2 had a Human half which coeuld cope. A full Vulcan would probably
have died.”

"You don't think it has besen fully destroved, do you? Spock is
convinced that it has. He said he &rnows that that part of him was
destroyed. No chance’, he said. He was convinced that you couldn't help
him."

McCoy knew that Kirk was looking for a miracle, but he just didn't
have one up his slesve — not this time. Just the truth.

“I¥ he was that adamant, then there’s a good chance that he's right,
Jim. He knows himseld better than anyone else does. We may just have to
hope that we can help him reconstruct his Yulcan halt somehow, some time in
the future.”

"The future?"

"A bhody and soul isn't a house, Jdim. You can't juszt stick a few
bricks together to repair it. It takes time and patience and support — and
a lot of love. We'll help him togesther.” He sighed. "I've got to go.
Arrangements to be made, a plan to be worked out... of how to help himea.
Moy hurried out.
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Eirk =at still a moment longer then left, wanting to be on the bridge
when Spock reported for duty.

s Kirk sat in the command chair waiting for Spock’s arrival he
couldn't help but rethink what his priorities were, exactly what meant most
to him — Starfleet or Spock - for he had to face the fact that Spock might
never regain his Vulgan half, might never be able to functien fully as
First OFficer again. In that event, Kirk knew that Spock would force
himeelf to lsave the Enterprise rather than let Kirk down. And KEirk knew
that if that occwred then he would never let Spock go alone. They
belonged together, in whatever capacity was possible, and he knew, in the
instant before the turbolift doors opened, somehow sensing that Spock would
come treough them, that he could never leave Spock’s side, not even for the
Enterprise.

The turbolift halted and in the split second before the doors opened,
Spock used all hiz willpower to recall the ingrained technigques of mental
control. They had worked on suppressed Yalcan emotions;  but on Human ones
thay didn't seem to be so effective. But they were all he had +or the
moment, and somehow he had to try and carry on as before. Or if not as
hefore, he had at least to make himself function efficiently. The thought
of heing unable to continue as First Ofticer was a terrible one, and it
made the fear begin to rise even as he thought it.

He did not think h=2 could bear to lesave the Enterprise, his home — or
Kirk.

And Kirk needed him on the bridge.

When Spock stepped put, the bridge personnel saw the dignified form of
their First Officer make his way towards the science station, the same as
BYEr.

Only the man in the command chair knew the full ftruth of the illness
which had made it necessary for McCoy to see Spock on the Vulcan's return
fram the shore leave planet. The Enterprise’s grapevine being what it was,
her Captain had no doubt that practically everyone would know soon, if they
didn’'t know already, that their First Officer had been ‘unwell’. But James
Wirk felt he owed it to his frisnd not to allow the truith to become
commonplace knowledge; certainly not without Spock’s comsent. It might
help to make things easier for him, at least a little; bDut Spock wouldn't
want it that way. He might be Human now, and might well remain that wayj
but he still had a VYulcan's inherent need for personal privacy, and Kirk
would respect that at all costs.

He could almost feel Spock’'s presence nearby, could almost see the
ratlike stealth of Spock’'s walk, but he resisted tuwning, resisted being
the cause of the VYulcan's precaripus control breabking, but it was hard,
vary hard. Instead, he turned as nonchalantly as possible, a good few
mifutes atter Spock had arrived at his station.

What he saw was Spock trying desperately to appear as normal, and
almost, almost succeeding., Only anyvone who knew him well could have teld,
could have noticed the increased tension, the tog-cold Vulecan facade. Hirk
had seen Spock react that way at other times when he'd been hurt, and had
refused to admit it even to himseldf.

But this time was different; this time Spock wasn't drawing on the
Vulcan side of his natwre for strength; this time Spock was acting.

Kirk's heart went out to him, and he didrn't know what he could do to
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help.

Uhura sat at her consols, handling all the routine work, hardly having
to think about ity the communications console was so much a part of her
that she really did most of the day to day work at an almost subconscious
level. And that was how it was supposed to be.

Look at Spock: look at the way he handlad the library computer:; now
there truly was a perfect working partnership if ever she saw one. But she
couwldn't guite get out of her mind how he’'d looked at the computer when
he'd come onto the bridge at the beginning of that shifty he'd touched it
with a sense of — awe, almost. Uhura knew Spock was a pretty difficult
person to read: but she'd got pretty good at it over the years. When you
worked with someone a lot it stood to reason you got to know them prethy
well, and she was certain that that was what he'd bheen feeling when he’'d
first sat at that computer of his a little while ago.

And look at his reaction when she’'d greeted hiz arrival on the hridge
with the customary smile she kept for him. She was sure he'd almost smiled
back. Then his face had closzed gover, and she’'d looked after him im
surprise, and a certain amount of concern; it hadn't been a closing over
as if he'd been offended at her greeting; heavens, when had Spock sver
taken offence at her smile? It was more as if he was in danger of breaking
down, and couldn't allaw even one of his little half-smiles out, for fear
of letting go.

She'd watched him at odd times since, and she was sure there really
was something wrong. He was too Yulcan. And yet, it seemed inexplicably
out of place that she should use those words to describe him to herself.
0f course she'd heard that he hadn't been well when he and the Captain had
been on shore leave, but she'd assumed that his arrival on the bridge meant
there was nothing wrong now. Well, looking at him, she wasn't too swre
about that. And from the way the Captain kept sneaking glances at him from
time to time, he wasn't too sure either. It was an established fact of
nature that James Kirk knew his First Officer better than anyone else in
the cosmos; if he was worried about Spock, then so was Ubura.

Mever one to let another suffer if shes could do anything, anything at
all, to help, Uhura determined that she was going to take direct action.
Ask Spock himself what was wrong. He might deny that there was, of courses
but she didn't think so. Spock was never lsss than honest with anyone,
least of all somecne he regarded as a friend and colleague, and Uhura was
certain that the Vulcan did regard her as that. and whatever was WEOHG, 10
all probability it would be somsthing she couldn't do anything about
anyway; but if she didn't ask, she'd never find out. Ferhaps he just
needed someone to talk to; she could certainly provide that.

That thought struck her as odd; if Spock wanted to talk to Someona,
it would be tp the Captain, or, maybe, Leonard McCoy. Hut she still had to
find out if there was something she could do to help; it worried her that
she should even think that the calm, collected Spock should need someone to
talk to in that way. But thers was something wrong, unmistakably.

Remembering all the times when Spock had picked her up off the floor
after some skirmish or other had thrown them all out of their chairs, she
tirmed her resolve. He hadn't needed to do it, and they both knew she was
perfactly capable of picking herself up. But it was a gesture of
friendship and respect zhe was determined fo repay, if she could.

Her opportunity came fairly soon. As it happened, she and Spock were
due to go off duty at the same time; he hadn't been on the bridge as long
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as she had, but apparently he had some business in the labs to attend to.
So when they both handed over their stations to the duty personnel, and
Spock passed her on his way to the turbolift with much the same closed
gxprassion on his fage, Uhurza decided that it was times to act. aAnrd the
privacy of the turbeolift was as good a place as any.

"Mi-. Spock, is there anything wrong?" she asked bluntly as soon as the
turbolitt had moved off. No point in beating about the bush.

The Vulran tuwrned slightly, and looked at her with what appeared to be
open astonishment. Whatever mask he'd been wearing, it had slipped badly
at her words.

"SpockT What is it?" she asked gently. Now she really was worried.

He paused for a few moments before answering, as if gathering his
control togethsr. When he did speak, the pain in his eyves was
unmistakeable.

"You must forgive me, Lisutenant. 1 apologise for my distasteful
dizaplay of smotion. I had not realised that 1 was that transparemnt. I
hope I have not offended youl”

"Uffended? What should I be offended about? And vour bshaviour is
never distasteful, Mr. Spock. But I've been watching vou; I'm saorry, but
I was worrised, It was the way you walked past when vou came onto the
bridge. And I can seese there’'s something wrong Uhura was graping for
words, trying to say it in & way which wouldn't make him retreat into his
Vulcan armoury she had to get through, so, sven if he wouldn't allow her
to help, at least she'd be able to find out what was troubling him.

"Lisutenant, l.. " Spock seemed to be at a loss for words. Uhura
had never seen him at a loss for words.

Suppreszsing a terrible urge to grab hold of his hand, she instead
tried to put all the concern she felt into her syes. She f=1t cut to the
hone at the state he was in. To see Spock like that...

"Mr. Spock, I don't know what's wrong, but something is. If there's
anything st all I can do to help, vou know you only have to ask. If vou
really don't want to talk abowt it, then I won't make vyou. But I think
that maybe vou should.”

Spock nodded slowly. He didn't know where to begin, but suddenly he
found that he did want to tell Uhura.

"It was an accident; when the Captain and I were on shore leave," hg
started through lips tight with forced control.

"An accident?! Uhura asked gently. She could hardly hear him, he was
epgaking so qguistly.

Spock nodded again. "There was an - inadvertent mental contact with =
Marian: the resultant trauma has caussd some neurological damage

The tuwrbolitt stopped and Spock got out. Uhura followed him. She
couldn't just leave it like that. What neurological damage?

Spock realised that she'd fellowed him, and turned to her. Somehow he
managed a small smile. Ubhura's supression became one of utter
bewilderment.

"You ses, Uhura," the VYulcan said as gently as he could, Y"the Morian
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was insane, and the contact almost killed me. When I came round, I
discovered 1t had actually destroyed part of me; the Vulcan half. I am
Human now, mentally though not physically, and I have to learn to function
in a different way from that im which I have always done. Ferhaps the only
way you can help me is by acceptance of my somewhat uncharacteristic
behavioury and youwr understanding. Your friendship, I have always

valusd."

Uhura hardly krnew what to say. She understood the way he'd been
acting perfectly now. It all fitted. Poor Spock, to have to live with
this.

"Thank you, Spock," she said when she found the words. "I have always
valued your friendship, too. But you know, all of us wiil give you what
you ask for; you must know how much the crew respects yvou. Vulcan or
Human, it doesn't matter. You're still the same Commander Spock, and
that's what matters."

With a smile, she stepped back into the lift. Spock watched the
closed doors with a strange expression. It was most unsxpected, but her
words really had made him feel a little easier. He was glad he'd told her
how he felt.

Firk had forced himself to remain in his command chair throughout the
entire watch. He'd desperately wanted to go to Spock’s side, talk with
him, tell him that he was there, give him support, but he knew that it was
the worst thing he could do. Spock was performing his duty as well as any
other day. Admittedly, he was quiet, had remained clued to his scanners
and monitors and switches and had flatly refused to acknowledge anvong slse
oy the bridge — out of necessity, knowing that if someone slse were to
smile in kindness, as Uhura had, he would find himself responding, and he
would not, could not allow that., Hirk knew that if he broke that
concentration of Spock’'s then... something cowld happen which neither of
them could cope with., He hadn't even made his customary tour of the
varinus bridge stations, and he could tell that the crew had noticed. Sulu
and Chekov were euchanging surreptitious glances and whispered words -~ but
what couwld he do?

Wher the shift had ended, Spock had left accompanied by Uhura, but
Firkt had found himself remaining within the centre seat for several more
thought—filled minutes after he needed to, uwnwilling to face the problem
directly himself. He hoped that Uhura would use her uncanny sixth sense
and give Spock some cheering and encouraging words — and help that neither
he nor Mcloy cowld provide.

Spock spent the next few days trying to act normally in fromt of the
crew, to perform his duties efficiently, and, above all, not to let Kirk
down. He often felt that he needed to talk to Kirk, but resisted the
impulse on more than one occasion, afraid to use his Captain and friend as
a crutch, sure that he had to face it all entirely alone if he could. He
krew that both Firk and Meloy were there iF they were needed, and they gave
their support in ways other than words; that was all he really needed to
know.

He had actually bequn to think that he was succeeding in his aims when
pne day he literally ran into Murse Chapel. It was so uncharacteristic of
Spock not to look where he was going that Chapel at firset remained sitting
orn the floor where she'd fallen, somewhat shocked and not a little
surprised. Bhe was even more shocked when Spock gently placed his strong
hands beneath he2r arms and lifted her to her feet, a position which
resulted in their faces being scant inches aparit. Just as she'd always
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imagined in her dreams. Her mind raced onwards, remembering the snippets
of information she'd gleaned through the sickbay grapevine. She knew D
McCoy was running regular tests on the Vulcan, that he was being constantly
monitored, that no—orne, except McCoy, was allowed to ses the results of
those tests, that there was... something wrong. But she hadn't been ahle

to discover what, although this ocouwrrance was surely corroboration that
something very strange was going on concerning the VYulcan. Thiz was not
the Spock she knew who was looking at her with open concern in his eves,
his hands still resting lightly on her arms.

She finally emerged from her reverie and reluctantly pulled away from
the welcome grasp, adjusting her crumpled uniform.

"Murse Chapel, I must apologise for my carelessness. I was not...
looking where 1 was going”

She looked at him again, still acutely conscious of his nearness to
her; bul she was a professional, and did not stay flustered for long.

"No need to worry, Mr. Spock ~ there's no harm done.”
"I am relieved to hear it, NMurse."

She turned to go, but stopped when Spock stammered, "Would yvou care to
join me for... coffee?™ he finally blurted out, subconsciously glancing
arogund the corridor to sees that they were uncbserved.

Deeply touched, Chapel nodded in affirmation, and Spock, his hands
clasped bebind his back, walked slowly along beside her.

The rec. room was almost deserted yet they still chose a table away
from everyone and, coffee cup in hand, Chapel broached the subject
concerning her. "Mr. Spock — there’'s nothing wrong, is theres™

"Wrong?" His eyebrows ros=2, and Chapel had to subdus a smile. He
naver changed.

"Wag, l.a. Ul.. I know you've been visiting sickbay a lot recently.”

Spock clasped his hands on the table and began to study them intently.
When he spoke his voice was low. '"Dr. McCoy and I have been engaged in
E0ME.. rassarch."” Mo, he couldn't tell her what was... wrong, not as he
had done =zo cpenly to Uhura. There was not the same affinity heres
teeling from Chapel, ves, even a certain amount of understanding, but ro
real affinity, and he could not tell her. "I am.. well" It was not the
whale truth, but.. "You have no need to concern yourseld," His voice was
kind, gentle and Chapel toock no offence at the rebuke, but she turnsd her
attention to her coffee and waited for Spock to say more.

"Nurse Chapel, I would like to thamk you for all yvouwr help, your
concern, and yowr... intersst, in the past. I have always admired your
skill and dedication - and consider it an honouwr to have made your
acguaintance."

Chapel looked up at that, aghast. After all this time, an admission
and an acknowledgement. It meant so much to her. She didrn't know why
Spock had suddenly found himself able to say what he'd just said, but it
meant more to her than anyithing, and she almost reached over to touch his
hand in symbolic gratitude, but instead placed it on the table and pushed
herssld back into her seat, her eyes mesting the Yulcan's.
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"Thank you, Mr. Spock.”

The Yulcan nodded, then rose guickly and left the room.

Days later, Spack was on the bridge when an emergency call came in
from Starbase ¥ a Code One call. He found himself rising from his seat
as the shock permeated his system, registered upon his memory. Not again.
MNO...

Eirk had acknowledged the message, given orders as to the course
changes necessary, then had turned hurriedly towards Spock, knowing =xactly
what the message would mean to the Yulgcan, knowing the pain it would cause.

Firk moved to Spock's side, his voice quiet. "I think yvouwr research
might be completed in your gquarters, Mr. Spock.”

Spock faced Kirk, gratitude wupon his +ace, in his eves.
"Would you like me to come with you?" Kirk asked.

"MOe. 0y Jiffle.. Please... I will be all right.” His eves held
Kirk's far a long moment, and Firk managed a weak smile of encouragement;
then Spock left the bridge with an srect back. The eves, which had been so
expressive and pain—filled moments before, were empty now, and his steps
ware hesitant. A11 Firk could do was watch helplessly.

Spock =ztared at the firepot, hardly seeing it; and totally unable to
concentrate on the mental technigues for meditation which ought to have
worked for Vulcans or Humans. He couldn't get their new orders out of his
mind.

Just when he had thought that perhaps in time he might be able to
acdjust, at least enough to ensuwre that he was still capable of performing
his duties as SBcience (Officer efficiently, this had to happen

He hadn't sxpected the shock that followed the communication from
Starbase 9. There'd been some kind of an accident on Colony M—-ZB843
Starfleet didn't have any details, but medical assistance was required
urgently, and the Enterprise was the ship nearest M-284. The planet where
they'd left the colonists from Omicron Cesii III. Leila. In all
probahility she'd be there, and he'd see her again. He wasn't at all surs
that he wanted to.

Or did he?

Where had that rock-sure Vulcan certainty gone -~ or had it ever truly
existed? And the colonizts had asked for medical assistance; whatever had
prompted that plea, it was most likely serious. He didn't like to think of
Leila in danger. EBut did that mean anything?

The firepot's red glow seemed to have no power to bring him peace any
more. Hut perhaps that was hardly surprising. FPerhaps he ought to stop
tryving to deal with it all as if he were still the same as he had been; in
all logiec, it might be mare sensible to try and deal with it as a Human
would.

Wasn't that what he was, now?
A Human needed others to talk to:; friends to share sorrows withs
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Spock knew he really wanted to go and find Jim Kirk — Spock knew that he
was only next door, in his cabin. But somehow he couldn't bring himseld to
burden his friend with the way he felt; Firk had enough problems; and
hadn’'t he been doing hi=z best te let his mixed-up friend sort out his new
feelings ~ were they really all new? — on his own, as he'd ssemed Lo want?

Nowhere would he find a friend like Jim Kirk:; but Spock didn't want
to do it on his own any more.  Dido't think he couwld.

Spock wanted to go to Eirk, but be couldn't.

With a heavy =sigh, he stespled his fingers in front af himy, and tried
not to think.

Kirk had lett the bridge as soon after Spock as he could, proceeding
to hiz cabin, knowing that Spock, if he couldn't actually accept the help
that Kirk wanted so badly to give, would want to know that he was near.
Onece in his cabin, howewver, he could settle to nothing, knowing that Spock
was agonising over the message about the Omicron settlers, and knowing he
couldn't help. He ended up pacing back and forth, trving to figure out
just what he could do to help his friend. Spock seemed to have been coping
well with his ‘problem’; 1if anything, it had affected Kirk more than
Spock, who had adiusted fairly well up to this point, but Hirk feared what
the thought of seeing Leila again would do to the Vulcan.

Firk halted in $ront of his desk, slapping his hand down on the top of
it. Dampn the woman/. FHirk remembered what had happened the last time
they'd met Leila Kalomi. The entire episode had been painful for Hirk, not
just because of the fact that he'd almost lost his ship, but because of
what he'd learned about his friend. Spock had almost begged him to join
them in their ocwn ‘paradise’, as it Spock had found what he'd always wanted
but needed Kirk with him to make it complete for him. Hirk had not been
able to respond in any way, and that had hurt him badly, The spores had
affected Spock immediately — as far as Kirk had surmised, for the Vulcan
had mever been able to discuss any aspect of it with him afterwards; he
had succumbed rather than fight as Eirk himself had done, so it zeemed that
he had not been as contented on board the Enterprise as Firk had thought.
And had thers always been some feeling, hidden deep within that Yulcan
breast, for Leila from that time six ysgars before, for him te have
responded so gquickly and so profoundly to her?

Hirk sank inte a chair, his head cradled in one hand, the pain of the
fight he had forced upon his friend still vivid in his memory — he'd never
bean able to forget what he'd said in order to goad Spock into an angry
frenzy, sven though he bhad meant nene of it. Wouwld Spock remsmber those
words? The pain? And would his Human half be able to forgive the memory?
The Yulcan Spock had understood, had accepted the necessity for Kirk's
actions — but wounld the Human Spock accept and understand when he
remembered what had happened? Kirk felt a shiver of fear run up his
SPing...

"well, Spock; 2311 I can say is that vou're physically okay — if those
mixed-up readings are telling the truth, that is." Mcloy resisted the
sudden impul=e to help Spock up off the couch: instead, he contented
himself with handing him his uniform shirt. Now wasn't the time to play
mother hen; Soock woulds't appreciate ity at l=ast, he might he glad of
the concern, but it wouldn't make things any easier. McCoy knew how hard
Bpock was trving to carry on as normal. IF oanyone had asked him before how
he'd react to this situaticn, he'd have thought the thing to do would be Lo
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treat Spock as the Human he was nows make him start acting like one.
Pammit, he wasn't indestructable; never had been, for that matter. But
now that it was real? Spock was still Spochk, and wanted to be treated
accordingly.

"Your weight's down a little, though," McCoy continued in his usual
mannar. "Try to do something about it, bhm?"

Spock lopoked at him levelly for a moment, as i+ there was something he
warnted to say. Whatever it was, evidently he couldr't make himself say it.

“Thank you, Doctor,” he replied eventually. "I will attempt to follow
yvour instructions.”

With that he turned and left. McCoy watched him go, shaking his head
sadly. That was not the Spock he knew.

"Doctor?’ It was Christine Chapel. Worried about the Vulcan as she
had been, she had probed and probed - =ubtly, it was true — until at last
McCoy had given in and told her what was wrong. &ftzr all, she was his
chief nurse, and the most obvious person to give him the medical assistance
that he really did need if he was to help Spock the way he wanted to. Now
she had come to find out the results of Spock’'s latest physical. orly fo
be expected, thought McCoy. Jim and I arent the ornly ones who're worried
about him. He was gratsful that she had reacted as a nurse, rather than as
a woman in love.

"There's na sign of real deterioration, Christine,” McCoy replied as
i+ she had already asked the guestion. "It's not his physical cendition
I'm really worried apout;y it's what's going on inside that bothers me.
It's a nell of an adjustment for him to have to make."

"Remember that transporter malfunction, Doctor?' Chapel looked him

gtraight in the eye. "The Captain couldrn't live without his ‘other half,
What if..
"T krow, Christine) McCoy cut her off. "It worried me, too. But in

this case it doesn't seem to be happening. It's not guite the same thing,
atter all. And you never know how that crazy Vulcan constitution’s going
to react to anything!™ MeCoy shook his head worriedly. '"Mo, Chris -
phy=sically he is okay. 1 Jjust hope he can find some way to adjust before
something crachks.”

"Doesn't he nesd help to adjust™ Chapel asked guietly.

McCoy looked at her. "Maybe. Frobably. But I camn't just push in
where I'm not wanted, Chris. It could do even more damage. Spock knows
that if he needs my help, I'll be here. I just wish he'd talk to Jim mors:
apparently he wasn't so close about it on that damned planet. But once he
got here he seemsd to feel he had to try and be super—Vulcan again. Foor
Spock,” MeCoy sighed. "What are we going to do with vou?!

The doctor left for his office; worries or no worries, starship
captains werent the only ones who had paperwork mount wup on their desks.

Chapel watched him go. She stared at his office door for a minute,
then she left too. Time for her to go off duty. Bhe wasn't sure she
wanted tor a2t least when she was working, she didn't have fto think.

Once in her quarters, she began to read; but there was no way she
could concentrate. Her thoughts kept returning to Spock. As always, to
Spock and what had happened to him. It was odd, really, the factors, often
hidden, that made one person care about another. And she had cared about
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the half-Yulcan First Officer for so long, Now... She'd always known there
wasn't really any hope; knew it could only ever be a dream. But this had
brought it all home to her, hard. Chapel wasn't finding it =asy to accept.
His attitude towards her hadn't changed at all. 0Oh, he was still polite as
always: still as kind. But being Human hadn't, cowldrn’t make him have
feelings that had never been therea,

Chapel had once thought that it was the Vulcan part of him that made
him unable to respond to hetr. Mow she knew...

It wasn't the Vulcan - or the Human - half of himg; 1t was Jjust Spock
himself.

He couldn't love her, gver; and the knowledge hurt..

But it did help to know that he appreciated her ability as a
professional and as a person. He couldn't love her but he could appreciate
her. It wasn't what she wanted or what she had hoped and dreamed of, but
it was something, and it did help.

Zpock sank into a chair behind his desk and steepled his fingers
before him. What was be to do now? How could he cope? He knew that he
had adiusted guite admirably to his situation and that he was still
functioning adequately as First Officer and Science Officer of the
Erterprise. He was alseo beginning actually to enjoy the research that he
and McCoy had begun to do together the day after he had returned to the
Enterprise after the ill-fated shore leave on Beta IX. RBut he also knew
that he had failed in his friendship towards Kirk even though what he most
wantzd was to be able to respond to the Human and show him how much his
friendship really meant while he could. He hadn't been able to go to Kirk
and discuss how he was re2ally feeling: instead, he had run away from the
onffered help and support, had retrsated from the outstretched hand of
friendship — it was almost as if he was afraid of what Kirk's open and
natural emotionalism would do to him.

Now, of all times, he needed Kirk more than ever, and when his Captain
had offered his outstretched hand vet againy, he had so wanted to take it
ang hold on tight and never let go ~ but instead he had retreated once
again, leaving the hurt—filled hazel eyes staring out from a pain—+illed
tarp. HMe had known that Kirk would follow, knew instinctively that he
would now be next door in his own cabin. Why couldn't he go to him?

Oh, Jim — I meed vou/ He suppressed a sob as his head fell upon the
desk top in utter dejection.

Mext door, Kirk's head turned sharply, half expecting to see Spock in
the: doorway — but there was no-one there. He had heard something, though
or rather, he had sersed something. He could have sworn he'd heard Spock
calling for NiMa..

Shaking his head he resumed his pacing but then halted once more, his
hands clasped tightly before him. He couldn't leave Spock alone,
especially at a time like this. Perhaps his friend wanted teo confide in
him, but couldn't — or was afraid to.. Taking a deep breath he left his
cabin and walked the few steps to Spock’s, but even then he was afraid,
himself, to make his praesence known. Just befors he was about to return
enee more to his cabin to resume his restless pacing, Spock’s cabin door
slid aside and Spock himself stood thers, a small smile lighting the
usnally austere featurazs.
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"l knew you were hers, Jim. Tharnk you for c¢oming.” He stepped aside,
and Kirk entered, making his way to the room divider, hands clasped behind
his back. :

"1 had to do something, Spock. I couldn't lsave you alons 2t a Zime
like this." He turned then and met Spock's eyes. "Please talk, tell me

BowW Dt Faa He stopped, smbarrassed. .
"Feel? You want me to tell vou how I feel? I don't know... I can’'t
arplain. I've never... felt like this befors."

Epock collapsed onto the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. Eirk
moved closs to enable him to hear Spock’s muffled words, but he refrained
from touching him.

"I'm atraid, Jim. I'm rot sure how I can ever face Leila again. She
zees too much, she could sse throwugh my outer facade sven tHen.. wWhat
will she be able to see now?"

Firk couldn't be sure whether Spock meant their fFirst encounter on
Earth or their meeting on Omicron Ceti III, but he thought he could s=e
that there was something special about the womam he hardly knew. He could
also tell from the little Spock said that meeting Leila couldn't mean so
vary much to the Vaican - surely ons would never feel fear when meeting
again the woman one loved? Somehow Eirk felt relisved tp dizcover that it
was only the spores which had dictated Spock's actions armd not real love,
forr he had remeabesred Spock’s pain—Filled words as they had lo+t Omicron
Ceti III and bad felt a certain amount of guilt for depriving Spock of his
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happiness.

Kirk knelt down in front of the Vualcan, but still did not touch him.
"Spock — you have nothing to fear from her. &She loves you.. " He took a
deep breath. "She wouldn't hurt the man she loves and even it she deoes see
that you are not as you us=zed to be, she will do nothing, say little, of
that I'm certain

It waszs then that Kirk did reach up to pull Spock’'s hands from in front
of his +face, to look searchingly into the dark eyes. "My friend, no matter
what happens, there is nothing to fear. I will be at your side — I won't
let you +ace this alons.

The silent sobs calmed and Spock took a deep breath, attemptirg to
achieve some meBasure of control.

"Thank vou, Jim. I... I needed to hear that, but was afraid to... o
saek you ouit." He stood then, arnd Kirk {followed, still holding on to
Spock’s arms. "Obviowsly I am not as secuwre as I thought I was... How do
vou always appear so confident, Jimy with all these emotions constantly
tearing at your soul?"

Firk smiled his special smile. "Time has taught me how to live, my
friend: together, time and I will help you to cope, too."

Thay fell into silent companionship then and the night had slipped by
before either bhad noticsd. Morning found them heading for the bridge to
face what was to come — together.

The planet loomed large upon the viewscreen, very similar in
appearance to Omicron Ceti ITI. Naturally everything possible had been
done tn relocate the colonists on another Earth-like planet so that they
could start their lives over again, fresh and new and free {from any
external influences.

Firk glanced up to see McCoy leaving the turbolift,

"Wall, Jim, my medical section is all ready for beamdown. We'rz all
s2t to face whatever has happened down there. Any news yet?"

"Mo. Spock’s scanning again now, but we've had no success with the
communications system yet., It can't have been a Klingon raid this far out,
and thero've been no reporis of renegades or pirates in this sector, so it
can only be 2 natural disaster. He turned towards Spock’s station, his
gaze becoming softer and more affectionate as he saw the tensensss in the
blue—clad back. "Anything, Spock?”

The VYulcan turned towards his Captain, the expression in his own eves
acknowledging Eirk's concern, although he said nothing. "There is soms
avidenre of seismic activity during the last few days, Captainy there
s@ems to have been volcanic activity causing earthquakes, and flooding dus
to shock wave reaction at zea. I would say that medical help will have to
be immedizte."”

8 frown crossed Hirk’'s face as he realised what that statement must
have cost Spock, and he noted the exceptional control that the Yulcan was
maintaining -~ he feared what would happen when that tenuous control failed.
Me sxchanged glances with McCoy as he thought of what had happened betw=aen
Leila and Spock an Gmicrom Cehti 1II;  then as he watzhed, the planet on the
zereen grew larger as Sulu established a stable orbit.



"Right — let's get going." He patted McCovy's arm, then ascended the
stairs, waiting by Uhura’'s station for Spock to join them. "If you'd
rather stay here, Mr. Spock.. " He had to make the offer, but he'd known
witat the Vulcan's answer would be sven before he voiced it

"Thank you, Captain, but I am functional and there is work to be
dons." His wvoice lowersd as he added, "I reed to go, Jim. I want to be at
yvour sida.

Firk smiled and gestursd towards the twrbolift. "Mr. Sulu, you have
the con.” Then the triad left the bridge, their destination - the danger
below.

The transporter room was full te overflowing with eguipment ready o
be beamed down, and Nurse Chapel ran in just after Kirk, Spock and McCoy
had arrived, her arms full of medical supplies. Kirk glanced guickly
arcund the room, frowning, and then stepped up onto the transporter
platformy, Spochk and McCoy following suit. Seconds later, the command to
anergise had been given.

As they materialised, Kirk began to cough as the fume—filled air hit
his lungs, and Spock caught hold of his arm to drag him away from the
fissurs in the ground which was emitting the naxious fumes.

"Thanks, Spock.” Firk wiped his mouth as he looked arocund for McCoy,
but the doctor had already walked over to where his team had begun to sat
up a field hospital. Kirk's gare swept the scens surrounding them and he
inhaled sharply as the devastation registered. Buildings lay in
rubble—strewn disarray, smoks rising from some of the burned—-out shells.
Bodies lay everywhers and blood covered the ground, turning the orange sand
into a darker hue in places. Further afield he could see vast chasms which
had opened up and attempted to swallow the settlement whole, but which had
stopped short of their target as if some hidden force had been its
protector. But the ‘protector’ hadn't helped for long. Evidently the
z2arthguakes had continued. Under his bhreath, FKirk muttered, "Thank
goodness someone could opsrate their sub-space transmitter this timel

Spock had his tricorder in use and Kirk walked a little way from him,
not wanting him te feel that Kirk was acting cut his own role of protector.
Spock needed all the confidence in himself that he could muster at that
moment. A volce behind him caused Kirk to turn, and he lost sight of his
First Officer.

"Sir, I have a report for you
"Yeog, Williams?"

Although young, the geologist was experienced and reliable, not the
sort to panic, but obviously the sight of devastation, all the deaths, had
affected him profoundly and his face was very pale. "This entire area is
still very unstable, sir. [ estimate that we’ll be safe here for another
2.7 hours, but I advise that the injured be moved immediately, sir, if
possibkisl!

Kirk npdded. "Any cause for all this?' He gestured around him. "Was
it natural? And if sop why wasn't it detected ahead of time?"

Williams shrugged. "We can't be sure, sir. The evidenge points to
some external influsnce, but it's doubtful that we'll find the real rzason.
Already further tremors are threatening and what evidence oxists will be
destroved before we can fully ressarch it He twned to point to the
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distant hills. "Instrumentation says that a2 major seismic explosion took
place twenty nine hours ago in that vicinity. That was followed by slight
tremors, but they rapidly grew in strength and dwration. I doubt if these
people had time even to realise what was happening”

Firk clasped his hands in front of him. "They were helpless, then.
There was nothing for them to dow.?”

Williams shook his head. "I'm afraid not, sir
Whers are your men now?

"T've got ten men here, but six have gone up to those hills to get
what readings they can in the time we have left. Don't worry, sir, thesy
know when to get out!”

Kirk smiled slightly. "Thank vyou, Lieutenant. Carry on.”

fs the voung man moved away, Kirk again found Spock at hizs elbow.
"M, Williams is becoming most proficient at his job, Captain.”

Wou agrees with him, Spock™"

Spock met Firk's eyes. *I do. But I would be.. happisr.. it you
left this area before the Z.7 hours are up.”

Kirk grasped Spock’'s arm briefly, sgueerzing it in encouwragement.
"1'11 be Ffine, Spock. And IT'1l do my best — as long as you leave with ma!™
gs if in mutual, unspoken agreement, they stepped forward together. “"Let's
get to work, my friend, while we've got time."

McCoy was busy, morz busy than he liked to be. He didn't see Kirk's
approach but when he sensed his Captain’s presence he rose once he'd
finished his patient’s dressings and had motioned for him to be beamed up.
The front of the Doctor's shirt was already stained with blood.

"Mow are things, Bones®!

The Doctor’'s face betrayed how he felt but he kept his veoice neutral.
"Bad, Jim. Most of them died when the building collapsed. The lucky ones
qmust have been ocut in the fields, and are mostly suftfering from broken
bones and shock:; all treatable. I'm arranging for all those who are still
alive to be beamed straight up to the =hipy we can't do anything for the
others now.”

Hirk repeated his gesture of a moment previously and attempted to
reassure McCoy by giving him some physical contact. "We got hare asz fast
as we could, Bones.”

"aah — I guess so. See you later, JimS With a sigh, he resumed his
wark.

As Kirk walked on, Spock spoke very guietly. "Believe your own words,
Jim -~ we JIid get here as fast as we could.”

Betore Kirk could answer, howesver, a shout went up from a nearby
building, and he turned guickly to see some of his crawnsn running
ferantically with spades and picks, retrieved from the adjeining vegestable
plots. Others struggled with tractor probes, and both Kirk and Spock
realised that a survivor had been found. They, too, ran towards the partly

26



demolished building, thoughts of their own safety far from their minds.

His men already had one tractor probe set up and some of the debris
had been cleared to reveal a gaping hole, inside which was the body of a
womarn. Many willing hands spon had the minor debris cleared and it was
Kirk himself who jumped down into the hole to try to move the HOmMaN,
together with a medic, who quickly said, "It would be safer to move her
than treat her here, sir®

"Qkay. Bhall we turn her?' FKirk looked to the man for guidance. He,
in turny rapidly ran his tricorder and body scanner over his patient, then
said, "Yes. Let’'s get her out of here."

Kirk gently grasped the shoulders and turned her upper body as the
medic ensuraed her lowsr body did not convulse. As he saw the woman's {face
Eirk felt utter helplessness wash over him, and when he hesard a sharp
intake of breath be knew that Spock +elt the sams wavy, for the injured
woman was Leila Kalomi.

Between then they lifted her out af the hole, and away from what was
left of the building just before it all collapsed. Thankfully, all the
rescuers were safe as well as the person they'd rescued. They were about
to place Leila on the ground to await beam—up when Spock stepped forward.

"I will hold her.' His face was calm, controlled; but Firk could see
the pain in the eyes and the stiffly held arms, stretched out before him,
ready to claim his burden.

It was the medic who spoke. “dh, Mr. Spock... L.. ah, don't thinke. "

Kirk interrupted him. "It won't hurt her to be held?

Confused, the medic said, "No, sir.

"Then Mr. Spock will take her. Carry on, Doctor.

"Was, sir' The medic hurried off.

Hirt's gaze met Spock’s in a silent message of understanding, an
understanding which they had shared during the whole exchange, which had
lasted only seconds. Kirk handed Leila over to Spock and reached +or his

communicator.

"Our time here is almost up, Mr. Spock. It would be best if YO
co-ordinated things from the ship from now on. I shall beam up shortly.”

Spock hugged Leila gently, closely. "Thank you, Captain.®

"Energise."” Firk watched the dematerialisation effect, a frown on his
fare, before turning his attention to other matters.

Minutes later, a red-shirted crewman hurried up to Kirk.

"Captain, there's heen another explosion up in the hills. It's only a
mincr one, that's why we didn't hear or feel anything down here, but the
team that Mr. Williams sent up there has been trapped. He.. ah.. thought
yvou'd want to know, sir.

Eirk immediately glanced up at the hills. "Show me the way, Mister!"

Mis Captain was already running in the direction indicated before the
crewman had even caught his breath.



Spock refused to release his hold of Leila until he reached sickbay
and even then he refused to leave her side. Chapel, too busy to help the
VYulcan in any other way, couwld still afford to feel some sympathy for him
arnd wished she ¢ould have spared him this pain.

Leila was very badly inijured and MBenga, trzating her, determined
that there was little chance of survival, but Chapel would not allow Spock
to be told the truth. He was simply informed of the sxtent of her injuries
and allowed the time to reach his own conclusions; and as the Vulcan sat
rigid at Leila’s bedside, he also felt a new understanding grow within him
for the Head Murse.

Time passed during which he kept in towch with the bridge, and
deciding that thers was little else for him to do up there that he couldn't
do where he was, he choss to give in to whatsver... feelings... wers ruling
him at that moment, and stayed where he was. At least he could look at
her, sven hold her hand when no—one was looking, and... remember,

He was very deep in thought when Dr. McCoy approached. Spock, sensing
him near, rose guickly to his feet, embarrassed because of what he knew he
was displaying.

"Are things... better... now, Doctor?" Spock avoided the brilliant
hlus gaze and McCoy couwldn’'t help noticing how much Spock fidgeted.

"T've done what I can, Spock. Most of them arg holding their own.
"Goodw. Bood. Is there anything l... can do™

Mooy drew nearer, but was careful not to touch the Yulcan, knowing
how tenuous his control was.  "No, thank you. Nothing” McCoy held on to
the hottom of the bed and locked at Leila's calmly sleeping face. Despite
her injuriss. her face was relatively untouched, and McCoy could remember
clearly their time on Omicron Ceti 111, how she'd looked then, and how
Spock had... f2lt... about her. "Spock — Leila is — 7

"Doctor!? The Vulcan's voice was quiet but vehement. "I know what
you arz about to say.. and 1 already knew." Spock's gaze was now +ixed on
Leila’s face. "I am.. all right. Plpase — leave us."

"Spock — Il.. " MeCoy felt helpless and wished that Kirk wers there.

"Pleasze, Dones!

McCoy draw himsalf esrect. "IF you nesd me, just call. 111 be in my
office.” He turned to leave, then whispered, "T'll see that you're left
alone.”

Alone again, Spock s=at on the =dge of the bed and placed his arms
gently about Leila, careful not to move her. The subtle contact, howsver,
was snough to waken the woman and her evyes fluttered open to alight
incredulously on Spock’'s face. Spock had to bend his head to hear her
werreles,

"Mr. Spock... I had not.. thought I'd s=e you again” Her hand found
his and he allowed the2 contaci as he said,

"T did not wish to cause you furither anguaish." His voice caught on a
sob.



"“Do you mind.. if I say I still leve you, Mr. Spock® She winced in
pain and took a desp breath.

Spock shook hizs head, whispering, "No,” and bent to place a kiss upeon
her cheek.

Leila stared into his eyes and smiled. “You have... changed. You can
show smotion, and this... time without the influesnce.. of any spores.”

"You always could see things opthers could not. Thank you for vyour
love, Leila. I... "

She placed her fingers against bhis lips, halting any further speech
and whispered, "We could never have anvything anywhers =lse.. except where
the spores controlled. I know you.. do not love me.. Mr. Spock.. But
my love for you has made my life... more special.”

"1 am.. pleased... that yvou can feel that way.. "
"Do you think.. I could have... ancther.. kiss?"

Spock almost hesitated but instead took her face in his hands and
kissed her gently, meaningfully, on the lips. During that kiss her breath
shuddered from her body and she died.

McCoy walted in his office with as much patience as he could muster.
He knew that Spock had to be left alone at this time, but he alsgo knew how
Leila’s death would undoubtedly affect the Vulcan in his present condition.
HMe shook his head as he remembered how concerped Hirk had been about
Spock’'s meeting Leila at all, but this occurrance was something neither of
them had anticipated. As serious as the disaster had been, theyv'd never
allowsd the thought of Leila’s death to enter their heads. Would Spock be
able to cope”?

McCoy swept his hands through his hair and was just reaching for the
hottle of brandy from his cupboard when the intercom sounded. #hat now?

"MoCoy hers

"Dr. Meloy, there’'s heen another explosion on the plamet, this time in
the mouwntain region.”

Yeg, I know, Uhura. A minor explosion. Some of sy medics are
handiing it.”

"Mo, Doctor. Another one ~ and the Captain..
H‘\’.'es?lf

"Well, he went to help in the initial rescue attempt, and... He's
been injured, Doctor. They'll have him aboard in & minute.”

McCoy grabbed his medikit and ran from his office, calling for Chapel
as he went. "Stay there, Chris. Don't move. Wkhen Spock comes out of
there, tell Mm there's been an acecident but for heaven's sake dor't tell
him the Captain's been hurt! Fersuade him to go te his guarters. He
mustn't fingd out yet!®

Chapel, dumbfournded, could do nothing but watch the Chief Medical
Officer lsave, hsading for the transporter room.
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MeCoy skidded into the transporter room at a run just as the
Enterprise’s Captain materialised, but his body was prone, blood-covered
and he was totally unconscious. A gurney was already available and McCov
helped place Kirk onto it as he monitored the life signs with his scanner.
What he read theres did not i1l him with confidence. He turned o the
attendants and said, "Sickbay — fast!” Damn vou, Jin/ Ypou've always got
te go divieg In, risking vyourself... HWhat the hell will Spock do now?

First Lelils... nom Yollew

Hours later, McCoy sat in his office, a drink in his hand, attempting
to find the cowrage he needed to seek out Spock and tell him the condition
Kirk was in. His attempt at ‘dutch courage’ was unnecessary, however, for
suddenly Spock appesred in the doorway, his face haggard and openly
corncernad,

"Dr. Mcloy — why was I not told? Why did my ysoman have to be the one
to tell me what has happened — and not you?

McCoy rose slowly, placing his hands on the desk top. "Spock, I - ¢

The VYulcan raised his hand. "Moo, Bones — I'm sorry.” He took a step
forward, his hands now behind his back, tightly clenched. "But tell me
noed How is ha?"

McCoy took a deep breath and sank into his chair once wmore, indicating
the chair opposite - with a shake of his head, Spaock declined the offer,
schooling hiz features as best he could to neutral control.

"Therz was another explosion... He was caught right under it... T've
repaired what I could, but... ®

YBut?  The wvoilce was hard and concerned. Spock’'s eyes betrayed his
very great fear for Hirk's life.

"But he's comatose, and I cant do nothing for him. I canm't reach bim,
Spock. He's gone too deep.’

Spock swallowed. "“"He won't die?"

"Die?" The surgean shook his head in negation. "No, be won't die.
But can you call that life?™ He pointed in the direction af the life
support unit.

The next hour seemed to pass as if it was happeaning to someone slse.
Leila’'s death - now this. Spock found he couldn't face it, couldn't cope
with ity and if he broke down he knew he might never come out of it. And
Firk nesded him now, more than sver.

Se did the ship. Jim's ship. To fail the Enterprise now would be to
fail Jim, so he had to go on. But how? How could he? He had once
admitted to Kirk, a very long time ago, that VYVulcans weren’'t as

indestructable as most Humans seemed to think., And now he had lost sven
the praotzction his hybrid matwre had given hime No VYulcan control to call
on;  and where was logic in all this? But he had to go on zomeshow — for

hiz Captain's sake, and the sake of four-hundred-plus people who wers
depending on him.
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He forced himself to stand aside from it; not in the Vulcan way, but
in a way he had seen Kirk do at times in the past. After Edith, after
Miramanees, Kirk had set himself apart from 1t and hung on until he found
the strength to cope again.

Spock wasn't at all sure that he could do thaty after all, he had had
little practice at using the strengths of his Human half. For much of his
li¥te he hadn't even considered them strengths.

Then had come the encounter with the Morian, and he had been forced to
change his way of thinking. He had just been beginning to learn, with
Firk's help, when all this had happensd. The colony... Leild... now Jim.

Mis thoughts returned unbidden to the sight of Kirk's inert form lyving
in sickbay, and he almost lost the battle within himself.

No!  He could not afford to think of that now: not yet. He would
push it aside, as Jim would do, and at least act like a WVulcan, till the
crisis was over. What 1t would cost him later he did not dare to think
about.

Rescue work on the planet’'s surface still continued. Naturally, much
of the work had been concentrated on rescuing swvivors and bringing them
to the safety of the Enterprise, for the geologists were not yvet certain if
the planet was completsly stable again. MNMeither had they been abla to
discover any more about the apparent cause of the dizaster. It should have
been pradicted; modern scisnce should make disasters such as this a thing
of the past, and somewhere in the back of his mind it was beginning to
bother Spock. After all, the colonist=z might have been the same people who
had be=n affected by the spores on Omicron Ceti 1117 but they had embarked
on their new life here as perfectly normal Humans: clear—headed and
determined to make a success of their new colony, after the vears of — as
Elias Sandoval had put it after the spores incident - sterility.

They had trained scientists with them, and they had the necsssary
2guipment to detect a coming sarthguake of the magnitude this one had
clearly been. So why had they not detected it7? It didn't make sense. The
sensors theay had would have detscted the coming seismic disturbance in time
for a distress signal to be sent outy one of the reasons starships were
there, after all, was to answer such calls. And it had been the Enterprise
herself, his own scisnce sesction, who had originally made the checks on
this colony world anyway. They would never have left the ODmicron colonistis
an an unstable planet., His science section did ret make mistakes like
that.

Meither had it been an equipment malfunction that failed to provide
adequate warning; he had just read a report from one of the teams on the
surface. What was left of the computers and the sensor mechanisms showed
no sign of there having been a malfunction of any kind. It was all
completely illogical. Therefore there had to be another reason.

Without reaslising that long habit caused him teo think as a Vulcan
would, without conscious effort, Spock took the next step in the logical
sequence of events. There must be another reason, and it was up to him to
find it. Examination of the ruined base was almost complete;
investigations were now centred on the mountain range where the earthquake
had begun. ESo that was where he must go. A1l his instincts told him to go
to sickbay; to sit at Jim's side in the hope that somehow he might wake
ups  somehow. And all the time he tried to keep his mind off a subject
that threatensd to break his fragile control completely; and he could not
allow that to happen. He had failed Kirk in other ways theze last weeks,

1



and he could not let himssl+d +ail Kirk again by becoming unable to command
the Enterprise.

But even as he forced his steps to take him to the transportsr room,
even as be called Scott and gave him the con, he found his thoughts kept
returning to the one fact which threatensd to overcome him. I¥f he was
atill whelly Yulcan, he would surely have been able to help Jim to recover.

McCoy hag tried to hide ik, but Spock knew. A meld would have the
greatest chance of turning Kirk's trapped consciousness autward once more,
and only the person he had been could have done it. But he could not do it
now, not with his Yulcan abilities gone. S0 he nad failed Jim again, when
it most mattered.

He almost faltered then; almost. VYet he went on, the Vulcan mask
stoically in places, hiding his heartbrealk from all he encountered, He
cared not that some of them knew: he just had to keep that mask in place
in order to go on.

And as much as it took Spock to keep on going, it was taking McCovy a
great deal of willpowsr to stay in sickbay, desperately worrisd about how
the Yualcan was coping, without rushing off after him. Chapel was perfectly
capable of monitoring Kirk’s conditions but that wason't it. Mooy knew
that Spock had to see things through on his own. So he stayed in sickbay,
and fretied some mors.

Mcloy found himself pacing the small office back and forth, back and
forth, his mind in turooil. He was so afraid of being left alone: so
afraid of failing both Kirk and Spock by being unable to save the Captain’'s
life. Again bhe damned his friend for taking such risks;  for doing what a
security detail could have done; for going where many would never dream of
going. Again he admitted that if Kirk did not do these things then he
would not be Kirk, and McCoy knew deep down, despite his concern, that he
would want Kirk no other way. Jdust as long as he lived!

Spock beamed down and materialised close to the point where the
invaestigative work was presently centred. The mountains were tall and
blzak:; at this altitude there was little vegetation, and the wind moanad
serily through the rocks.

"Mr. Spock — over here!” Williams had to shout to make himself heard
above the wind, although he was no more than ten or twelve feet distant.

"Have you found anything, Mr. Williams?" Spock walked over to where
the geclogist waited, and fouwnd he was sutremely glad at that moment for
the efficiency of Kirk's senior officers. If there were any clues o the
cause of the disaster here, Williams wouwld have a good chance of finding
them.

"T'm not sure yet, sir — but all indications point to the earthguake
having been artificially instigated.”

Despite his sorrow, Spock couldn't help both eyvebrows lifting.

Just at that moment, a science team materialised nearby; having
rescued all survivors fraom the colony itself, they were now arriving in the
mourtaing to join the survey teamy, bringing with them the tricorders which
ware specially adapted for locating weak life forme readings. Up antil that
moment all those present in the mountains had been surveying nothing more
thhan signs of geological stress.



Their appearance was opportune, for in the light of Williams'
information, Spock's next order would have been for an immediate ssarch for
lite forms in the vicinity.

Spock approached the science team. He hardly needed to ask. They
knew how he liked to work, and any relevant information would be passed on
to him the moment they had it.

"Mrr. Spock,” said the Lieutenant leading the team he was now
approaching. "Theres's more than one set of vulcanoid life form readings
present here. Yours -~ and weaker ones. Over there.' The Lisutenant
pointed her tricorder at small outocrop of rocks some five hundred metres
distant across the ridge.

Rescue mission or not, all present had phasers. As he called for the
srience team and three security men standing by to accompany him, all Spock
could think of was, whoever it was, in all likelihood this was the person
responsible for what had happerned to Jim. And to Leila.

The others couldn't keep up with him. UUsing the tricorder he had
rapidly borrowed, he pinpointed the place from where the readings came
within less than two minutes. Across the suposed ridge and behind a rocky
cutcreop at the other side of i, was the evidence of yet another, though
emaller, rock+all. The readings came from beneath it.

By the time the others had arrived, Spock had already exposed the
perscn beneath, using his bare hands to remove the rocks with as much speed
az possible. He was never sure atterwards how much of his haste had besn
in an effort to save the Vulcan's lite, and how much had been because hs
wanted information about those who had caused Jim's injuries, and Leila's
death.

Vulcanoid strength was one of the reasons why the person undernesath
the rockfall was ztill alive. Though the young male who peered up at him,
battered and blocody, was certainly mo Vulcan, But he was so confused and
weak from his injuriss that he thought, in that first instant, that Spock
was his own kind.

Moaning, he began to talk, very rapidly, in Romuwlan. And Spock
listened, carefuliy. The unwitting Fomulan was telling him all he wanted
to know.

Then the others caught up, and as they came into his line of vision,
the Romulan seemed to notice for the first time the Federation uniform
Spock wore. Realisation dawned then, and he covered his face with his
hands. He was very young: his first deep—-space mission, and he had failed
the Empire miserably. Firstly he had been iniured, and of ne further use
to his officers, and now.. MNow he deserved to be killed for his betraval.

But Spock's stony face had softened: the young Romulan would not have
been senior encugh to be responsible for the orders which bhad caused the
selsmic disturbances here; and he would certainly face death at the hands
o+ his own people should he be returrned to them now. Spock could read the
anguisthed thoughts written on the Romulan face, and with his new—found
Human feelings, he knew that he was sorry for him.

But sorrier for Kirk. Still he dared not think of that unconscious
form in =zickbay without coming very close to losing all smotional control,
however tenuous. The only possible, momentary refuge was in work to be
done. GLuickly, he stood and reached for the communicator.

"Spock to Enterprise. M-, Scott - have a medical team beamed down
immediately. Inform Dr. McCoy that we have a seriously injurzd Romulan on
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our hands. Spock oui.”

Then he saw the faces arocund him;  all were looking silently at the
injured 2nemy lying at their feet. He read their expressions with Human
insight, and it sent a pang to his heart.

All of them. Al of them thinking of Jim, too. OF a man who was far
mot~e to them than just another Captain. OFf James Kirk. Before he had a
chance to break down in front of them, Spock ordered the transporter room
to beam him up.

Did habit saved him, and by the time the transporter beam released
him, the Vulcan mask was back in place. Mo matter that most of them knew
now that he could feel like the rest of them. As long as the
long—-practised facade of non—emotion got him throwgh all this, that counted
far more than any remaining shreds of Vulcan dignity. He hardly cared for
it any more. A1l he cared about was not letting his Captain down, and
somehow — he found to his surprise that he could not admit to himself the
permanence of McCoy's prognosis ~ and somehow finding a way to bring Jim
back to health.

In the middle of striding down the corridor to sickbay, he suddenly
halted, considering the new thought. Hope — was there any? Could there
be? Swely that, too, was a Human trait. Never to give up hope, aven
against impossible adds., Spock knew that there had been occasions in the
gast when even as a Yulcan he had acted out of hope as well as logic. He
would have to consider it, and most certainly he must not give up. But
that also had never been a part of his naturs as a Vulcan — or was that a
Human trait as well?

F’erhapsl he was learning far more about himseal¥f, now, and as he had
heen, than he would have thought possible. But that didr't matter now.
A1l that mattered was Jim, and Jim's ship.

It occurred to him that he was hardly thinking of Leila at all. He
did suspect that it was partly because the pain was too raw, too strong for
him to risk facing it then. He was far more concerned about Kirk, and the
fact that thers might be, after all, something that they could do — some
small chance for his recovery. Logic dictated that he shouwld care mnore for
the living, and one who might still have a chance, than one who was already
beyond all heip. Or was that mixing logic with emotion? Somsthing Kirk
seemed to have besn doing fairly successfully for years. And maybe he had,
too, withoul realising it. Or was it becausze the newly—admitted feelings
he had for Leila were as nothing compared to the long-standing frisndship
he had with Jim Eirk?

When he had first seen Leila down there, all battered and bloody, the
pain had lanced through him like a knife. He shouwld have told her how he
felt then - back on Earth, when he had first met her. Or on Omicron, after
the spores had laft, on their journey to the new colony. Self-deception?
Faar? He had felt something very real and very deep for bLeila Kalomi but
he hadn't even been able to t=ll her on her death-bed, even though he now
had the ability to have told her everything, admitted everything. He
shauld have told her.

Ore.. =hould he? He hadn't known then that he really did feel
anything:; long training had kept the emotion well hidden, even from
mmself. He was coring to the conclusion that he had been practising
salf—deception for a very long time. Perhaps many Viuilcans did.

But it had workedy the path of nom—emotion had beEen a practical and
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efficient one. And if he had admitted any of his feelings to himself, or

to lLeila, would it have meant either that he would not have returned to the
Enterprise atter taking the course where he had met her, or that after
Omicron he would not have been able to leave leila and would have gone with
the colonists?

Mol The first would have been a chance of time and fate - the second
would have been a choice he would not have made. He would not have left
the Enterprise atter the spores had left him, even with the feelings he had
now. Even when the spores had affected him he had not been able to rest
content on Omicron Ceti III without Jim's presence there as well.

He reached sickbay, and entered to find preparations for the imminent
arrival of the Romulan priscner. The medical team arrived close on his
haels: on his order, they had used their customary speed to get to the
transporter; they had been hurrving to the platform even as he stepped off
it.

Now he wondered it he should have stayed and attempted to aid the
Romulan. But he kpew that his presence would have achieved nothing.
Telling himsealf firmly that this was no time to deal with Human guilt when
he had rno reason to feel it, Spock went in to look at Kirk, still
unconscious as expected. Christine Chapel watched over him, and Spock
nodded to her. He was grateful for her care of the Laptain, and glad she
knew it. Then he went to where Mcloy was preparing the young orisoner for
SUrgery.

"He's bad, Spock ~ but I think we might save bhim," McCoy replied to
Spock’s unspoken guery. Spock nodded, aware that McCovy would not be
optimistic if he didn't think there was a good chance. There was nothing
his pressnce in sickbay could achisve at that mpment, so he went back to
the bridge, and his duty. 85till he had to kesep moving, to force himself
onwards in an attempt not to let the facade crack;y or what was under the
facade. He had to cling on to the thought that Jim needed him, as whole
and functicnal and sane as possible. Or else he'd go under.

The duty shiflt was a nightmare, and oddly the guist sympathy of the
biridge crew made him feel worse. And for that he felt guilty; they wers
trying to help, and he knew how much they cared for Kirk, too.

And still there was the grief over Leila to be faced. As he sat there
in the command chair, amid the quiet efficient activity of the bridge, he
found to his horror that he could no longer keep it at bay. He steepled
his fingers in the old, characteristic pose of meditation and desperately
employed the technigues which had served him so well all his life — until
the last few wesks.

And it worked — to the barest extent. He could not guell the fierce,
overpowaring emotions within, but h=2 found he could at least prevent
himself from any distasteful display of them. The bridge craw would
undaratand, he knew — he locksed round at them all; Sulu, Chekov, and Ubhura
behind him. Beott was there, toon, at the bridge engingering station. He
was amongst friends.

Yet he ceould not permit himself to break down in front of them. He
was still their acting commander, no matter what else affected him
personally. 6nd they did need him, in Jim's absence.

He feared breaking dowrs he knew that smotion too well now. IF he
allowad him=alt to break down, even oOncB..

£ partially—recalled conversation flooded into his mind. Long-ago
words — had it been he or Jim who had spoken them? EBavying that it was not
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ampticns themselves which were wrong — hut the misuse of them.

Strangely, it comforted him; helped him to think more clearly. These
were all Humans here: all af them had to contend with emotions from the
day of their birth. and all of them functioned in as efficient a manner as
VYulcans. It might be a different manner, but it was in many ways equally
successful; and was certainly within the concept of IDIC. They all
managed; therefore so could he. He had to.

Mustering as much inner calm as he could, Spock tried to remember all
the words and gestures of comfort and friendship Jim had shown him during
the past weeks. Words of help to him now, now that Jim was unable to help
him with his prasence.

Spock remembered Jim's advice and support, and knew that it helped
him. Hoping it would be enough to sustain him, he finally gave in and
allowed all those thoughts of Leila to flood into his conscious mind.

Though his Vulcan half was no longer present, still he knew the ways
ingrained into him since his childhood by heredity and training. He could
2till see the logic of any situation in a Vulcan way, whether he was
detached smoticonally or not.

It was true, when loocked at with cold logic, that he had to face his
griet over Leila now. In all reality, he knew he would not last through
the duly shift on the bridge without the feelings forcing themselves to the
front of his mind. H2 had suppressed them too long, and the
uncharacteristic headache he was experiencing was merely a symptom of the
fact that he could suppress them for very little longer.

Even now, he knew himself too well for self-deception. He could leave
- aszign Sulu the conn — go off on his own until he felt —- what? Calm?

He was calm. As calm as he would sver be, now, given the
circumstances. If he had been Human by birth he would have {o face it. I+
it had been Jim sitting here, if thedr positions had been reversed.. With
the example of Jim Kirk before him, he resolved to face the crisis there
and thean,

Leila. What had he felt for her? Back on Earth, all those years ago?
Then on Omicron Ceti III, that time when the sporzs had nearly caussd
dizsaster to the Enterprisa? Then there was the present. What had he truly
feit whean they had been sent to the colony? And when they found her,
injured and dying?

He grieved for her, and knew he didy the pain was deep and terrible.
But was it for a love which could have been, and had besn lost — or was it
guilt? Hecause she had died still loving him, and he still hadn't really
besn able to respond?

Then there were the other colonists who had perished — those sanme
people who had escaped the sffects of the Omicron spores to start — or so
they had hoped -~ a new life on the planet around which the Enterprise was
now in orbit. EBEven Elias Sandoval had gone. The thought struck him as yet
angther new consideration. He had been so concerned with his reactions to
Leila’s death and Jim's injury, that he had hardly considered the fate of
the other colonists, except in a detached way.

In the way another Human commander would have considered thea?
It was illmgical te fret cover something unchangeable — yet he still
did. Spock sighed, and hardly noticed the way all the members of the

bridge crew studiously ignored ity even Chekov rafrained from giving Salu
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a meaningful glance, when he was guite positive the Vulcan would not have
noticed. Spock was right - he was among friends.

But mow — now that he had allowed himself to think openly about Leila,
he found that the overpowering grief he had feared was not there. 0Oniv a
numb kind of zadness. Yet he had loved her — in a wavy.

Had it been the Human half of him responding to her sven then? 0Or had
his Yulcan half felt’ something too? He could never be sure — not with
true certainty. But couwld anyone, Human or otherwise, ever really be
certain of how they felt about a person or a situation in years gons by?
Feople changed, didn't they? Ferhaps on the surface; but swrely the inner
core remained unchangeable?

He 4id believe that, and if it was true.. If it was true, then
surely he was still the same person he had always been? The control might
have gone, the Vulcanness — but he was still Spock, the ossence o that
being!

Jim had seen it, and had tried to get through to him. But he had been
unahle to accept it then.

Jim - lying there in sickbay.

He should not have thought of Jim — not then. The panic welled un
imside and he felt his threoat tighten.

Why? Why, when he could control his grief over Lsila, shouwld he come
so close to breaking down when he thought of Jim?

He had truly felt something for Leila — he supposed it had been love,
in a way. And now he knew that it could not have lasted. Therefaore it
could not have been a deep involvement. She had awakened certain responses
in him he had never felt before meeting her. Responses he had recognised
on meeting Zarabeth in the time-locksd prison of Sarpeidon’'s ice—-age.

Leila had always been able to see through him. He was glad he had been
able to be with her at the end.

Jim had always been able to see through him, too. And had found value
in what he saw underneath the careful Vulcan facade. FPart of the btrust of
their frisndship.

His control was in great danger of breaking again. He should not be
sitting here, doing a job that Sulu or Scott could do! He should be in
sickhay, searching with McCoy for an answer; +for some way of doing the
ssaningly impossible and helping Jim.

Mo — McCoy would not have given up yet, no matter what ke had said.
What was he doing, being =o defeatist? Annoyed with himself, Spock gave
Sulu the conm and left the bridge.

fAs the turbolift lett, behind him the bridge crew +finally got round to
exchanging those glances. They were worried about him, certainly. And
they had seen the inner struggle he was having with himself. But they had
alzo witnessed that he had come 1o some decision. It had been with a
determination very like that szhown by their First O4ficer in the past that
he had left the bridge.

Ubura looked at the closed turbolift door thoughtfully. She was still
concernad for him, but it had less=zned a little. If only the Captain could
recover soon, then she had a feeling that Spock would be all right.



In sickbay, ¥Kirk was still as deeply unconscicus as ever, and showed
not the slightest indication of any improvement. McCoy had just made the
umpteenth pointless check on bhim —~ he knew {full well that the monitors, and
NMur=s Chapel, would inform him the instant there was any change — but stiil
he felt it necessary to pop in from time to time and check his friend over
personally. Hfs far as McCoy was concerned, machines, howsver infallible,
were still not and never would be any kind of substitute for a real doctor.
Somewhere in the corner of his mind he refused to give up that last spark
of hope, no matter what the evidence said.

He had performed the tests on Kirk himself; and not just once. There
could be ne mistake in his diagnosisy; unless a miracle happened, James
Firk was doomed to an existence which cowld hardly be called life. Mcloy
could hardly bear to think of it - for such a thing to happen to Jim.

I¥f he could be certain that Kirk knew nothing of it, if he could knaw

. that he wasn't suffering, then perhaps he could cope with the situation
hetter. He was a doctor, dammit! He was supposed to be able to cope with
these things! But when it happened to a friend, and that friend was Jim
Kirkee

EBut he didn't know that, and he suspected that undesrneath it all,
Kirk's conscipusness was trapped, and that in all reality Firk did know
witat was happening to him. The thought was almost too much; how could he
face it? When Spock couldn't even face it?  But Spock wasn't himself — at
least, not the =e1f he had been.

McCoy wasn't sure if Spock would have been able to cope with both the
emotional blows he had been dealt within a matter of houwrs, even it the
encountsr with the Morian had never occurred, and he still had the
protection of years of Yulcan training and control.

He could have dealt with his grief over Leila thern; Mcloy was pretty
=sure of thaty but Jim's accident? 0Oh, sure, he’'d maybe have been able to
carry on without letting anvone know how he really felt, but inside? McCovy
wasn't sure the results would have besn too different. Kirk thought that
Spock loved Leaila, and McCoy guessed that he had done, in a way. But
compared to his long friendship with Jim Kirk, it was nothing.

Come on, McCoy, he berated himself mentally. Feeling sorry for
vourself Izp't doing anvore ary good. People need you here — and IT vyoud
car't do anything to help Jim, Spock still needs vou, even it he won't say

FO.

Then theres was the ship to consider. Was Spock able to command
affectivaly under such pressurs? His dulty as CMO was clear: if Spock
hecame unfit for command, McCoy would have to order him to be relieved.
bihat would that do to him?

The object of McCoyv's concern walked into sickbay at that precize
moment, interrupting MeCov's thoughts and giving the good doctor gquite a
start by logking far more like his old self than he had done in a very long
while, and certainly not since that ill—fated shore leave. What could have
happened to bring about this change?

"The Captain's condition is unchanged, Doctor?™' Spock’s voice was
formal, and if not guite as controllsd as of old, still he sounded far
better than he had done far guite some time. If McCoy bhad ever wished in
the past for Spock to sound maorse Human, now the fact that he was sounding
more Vulcan was like music to Mcloy's ears.
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"It is, Spock,” Mcloy replied carefully, still unsure of this new
mood, and not wishing to say ar do anything to damage it. "You know I'd
rall yvou if there was any changs.”

Spock nodded, and even managed a small, ironic sort of smile. "1
know, Mcloy. As I knew his condition would be unchanged. But we cannct
give up hope."

McCoy's eyebrows gave a fair imitation of Spock’s familiar gesture.
Here was Spock, Vulcan by birth and hard discipline, talking teo him about
somathing as Human as hope —~ when he, McCoy, had almost given it up
himself. It made him fesl ashamed.

"Spock — Spock, I... " McCoy almost choked on the words. And the
answering softening of Spock’s expression made him feel worse. "Spock,
you're right. We've found answers to seemingly impossible situations
before. This is no time to start giving up

"I, ton, almost gave up, Doctor. But we cannot. You are righkt; we
have found answers before. If we work together, surely thers must be an
answer here; we merely have to search until we find it

McCoy suddenly found he couldn't speak. All he could do was nod in
agreement.

"Come, then, McCov," Spock said as gently as what control he bad found
would allow. "Let us go through the tests again, together.”

Several hours later, and well into the Enterprise’s artificial night,
an exhausted Mcloy and a very tired Science Officer sat in the Doctor's
office. The tests had shown nothing newp; tbut Spock had come to a
decisign. It was time to discuss a subject MeCoy had bsen avoiding.

"His consciousness has withdrawn so deeply ~ you and @ both know that
the only hope lies in a meld.” Spock had said it naw. McCoy raised his
eyaes to look at him evenly, and Spock could see the weariness in them.

"Spack -~ Spock, it's only a =mall chance. I know you understand his
condition as well as I do) MeCoy was grateful that Spock himseld had
brought it ups  yet the Doctor was still unsure of how to proceed. Spock
had done an incredible job in pulling himself together, though really none
of them should sver have had any doubt that he wouwld, knowing their First
Officer. But a large part of Spock’'s new—found control was maintained
solely by effort of willy maybe all of ity and McCoy wasn't sure if it
could stand the knowledge that there was, after all, no hepe. McCoy didn't
want to see Spock crack up. He wasn't sure if he could take it himself;
not with what had happened to Jim as well,

"and?  MocCoy — de not feel you have to keep anything from me." Spock
startled McCoy with his insight, and the Doctor againm berated himself for
underestimating Spock. No matter what he had gone thirough, he was still
Spock. 3

McCoy decided to take a chance and speak plainly. Spock deserved ng
les=s than the truth. "It would have tp be a deep meld, and... You Y“now
I've made a point of learning as much about Yulcan medicine as possible
thesa last few years -~ well, Spock, it's like this; it might work if vou
couwld do it But you can't, not now — and..

"There iz still Vulcan," Spock insisted, refusing to acknowledge the
absence of hope. He would not give up ~ not now. "There are Yulcan
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healing techniques you may not have learned about, Doctor. It is a chance
we must try. We must."

"I admit I've only scratched the surface when it comes to knowing
Yulcan healing as thoroughly as you mean,” McCoy insisted, "but Spock ~
even I know that, with the condition Jim's in, a meld would have to be
performad by someons who knows his mind, who's already had contact. You're
the only candidate.”

"Nevertheless, McCoy, we will go to Vulcan," Spock said, and then
l=ft, l=aving McCoy staring miserably afier him. Perhaps I should have
stayed, tried to ‘cheer up the good Doctor’', as Jim has done in the past
mhen Mcocloy has been depressed through failing to cure a patient. But he
couldn't. Mot then. His fragile control did have its limits, and at that
maweaent all he wanted to do was to get to his cabin so that no-one would
witness his breaking down. He'd pick himself up again afterwards, and go
ony, for Jim's sake. DBut just at that moment he needed to be on his own.

Then Uhuwra paged him, and he had no choice but to go to the intercom
in the corridor he was walking along, and try to answer in a voice as sven
and controlled as poscsibls.

"Bpock hera, Lisutenant.”

"Message from Starfleet Command, Mr. Spock. In reply to the
intformation you sent them — we're to preocesd to the planet whers the
Romulans have their secret base; the WS.5. Excalibur and the U.5.5.
Fotemkin will rendezvous with us there. Further orders to follow.”

"Thank you, bLisutenant. I'1l take them in my quarters. Spock out."

Back in the privacy of his cabin, Spock sat guietly, trving to think
logically. Always before these last few weeks logic had been automaticy a
knowry and familiar rasponss.  NOWes

So there was 1o be no Vulcan. Not yet, at least. The orders he had
just received were specific - and not unexdpected. The information the
voung Romulan had blurted out to him, in those first few seconds before
recognition, had precipitated them; he had expected direct action from
Starfleet Command when they received his information.

The disaster to the colony had bheen the result of the Romulans testing
2 fnew wWeapon.

"It worked — to the glory af the Empire - now we have a weapon the
Federation cannot withstand!” the Romulan had gasped, seemingly mors
concarned that the colony should have been successfully destroved than the
fact that he was serigusly injured. "When we get back to OQutpost 17, our
superiors on Romulus will know we have struck a great blow for the Empire -~
a great victory! They will know they should not have forbidden this
testing! To our honour's detriment they forced us to bhecome renegades, but
if w= had not dene this against the Fragtor’s will, the advantage over the
Federation would have been lost! Now they will know we wers right.”

It hadn't been much, but it had been @rnough. Indeed, the look on the
yvoung alien's face when he realised that Spock was Vulcan, not Romulan, had
been esncugh to testify to the fact.

The survey team had already confirmed that the seismic disturbances
had been artificially caused; now they knew the Romulans were behind it -

that they had developed another new weapon Federation sowrces knew nothing
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about. But they did know the location of the small planetpid the Romulans
called "Outpost 17°. The Federation clearly had the edge where esspionage
was concerned;s at least for the moment. Gains in that area were naturally
transitory.

Now they were orderad to rendezvous with the other two starships near
to that planetoid. Clearly, Starfleet hoped the advantage of surprise
would work in their favour — the Romulans definitely would not expect the
Federation to know they had a base there - and if¥ Spock was right in his
guess, that Outpost 17 was the base where the new weapon was being
developed, then if random factors were in their favour, they might just be
able to capture the weapon before the Romulans could do further damage.

Random factors? What was he thinking about? He meant luck, and knew
it. But old habits die hard, and Spock was glad of it. There was still no
time for self-pity; perhaps there never sheould be.

5tiil with his fragile mask in place, he returned to sickbavy.

"Dr. Mclloy assures me that you arese well enough for interrogation,”
Spock said in flawless Romulan to the prisoner, "though not vet strong
enough for the administering of a truth drug. However, it would be
illogical for vou to refuse to answer my gquestions, since we already know
so much.”

The injured Romulan glared up at the First OFfficer from the bed where
he lay under restraint. Not that he was strong enough to fight, but they
were taking no chances.

"I will not speak to you further. I have already damned myself,” he
virtually spat at the Vulcan., He knew what fate would await him on
Fomulus. He could never return.  But then he would surely be killed
anyway. He had heard of Federation tortures.

It was clear that nothing further would be got out of the prisoner for
the time being, but Spock had a duty to trv. "You may be interested to
know that we are on cur way to the planet you know as Outpost 177, where
we will be met by other starships. Thers really is no point in vour
remaining silent.”

"Ho to hell” snarled the Romulan, but the word did not guite
transliate. The Romulan concept meant something far worse than the Terran
‘hell’.

Spock regarded him placidly, ¥nowing that the prisoner fully expected
to be tortured and put to death; Romulan propaganda was vary effective
within the Empire.

Whatever else the Vuwlcan intended to say was interrupted by McCoy, who
appeared in the door to the small room. 0One look at his face made Spock’s

heart sink with a leaden feeling.

RQuickly he left the prisoner and followed McCoy out and intg his
affice.

"Spock, Jim is worse,” McCoy said without preambles.

“Worse?" was all he could get out. MeCoy didn't have to 21l him — he
already knew.

The Doctor lopoked at him out of anguished eyes. "He's dying, Spock,
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and I dor't know what to do to save him"

ROt -~ you said he was stable! You said he wasn't going to.. ”
Spock’'s voice was practically a whisper, but he couldn't keep the emotion
out of it — not now. MNot after hearing what McCoy had just said.

" know, Spock - I know!" McCoy sounded as upset as Spock — and
almo=t as near to breaking. He had the fear of losing Kirk, and the fear
of what would then happen to the Vulcan, to face.

"'z as if he's given up. As if somewhere, deep inside his mind, his
consciousness haz recognised that it's trapped, and Jim haz taken the
decision to die rather thamn stay imprisoned inside himself," McCoy
continued wearily. He didn't know that for sure, of course; but it was
mrobably what Jim Hirk would do.

But Spock had no doubts. MeCoy was right. And it spurred him to
action.

"Then his consciousness must still exist, however deeply he has
withdrawn." Spock was already on his way through to where Kirk lay; McCoy
jumped up to follow him. He arrived there to see Spock sitting at Kirk's
bedside, his hands steepled in the old pose of meditation, and he knew
instinctively what Spock intended.

"It won't work, Spock — there's no point. You know yvou can't!” McBoy
was really afraid that Spock had finally gone past the point of no retuwrn.

“Ploase do not interrupt me, Doctor — I need to prepare myself 14
sounded like the old Spock speakingg the determination was there. But so
was the desperation.

"You can't do it any more! Spock - come away, plsass. It's no usel”
It was bad snough that Jim was dyving - god, it was bad. And now Spock -
McCoy didn't think he could bear it. But he didn't try to stop him againg
he just sat and watched miserably as Spock prepared to make the ussliess
attempt. And tha one thing that kept repeating itself to the helpless
chief surgeon was the fact that if Spock did succeed, by some miracle, in
sstablishing a deep meld, would he have the strength, the tenacity needed
to reach Kirk's deeply hidden consciousness?  Would he find only emptiness
where Kirk's vital mind used to be?

Worse still, if Spock were able to reach Firk's consciousness, would
the Vulcan become entrapped, so deeply held within the webbed tendrils of
hopelessness that he’'d be unable to escape again, let alone help kirk to
regain his awareness, his consciousness? Mecloy felt the fear grig bhis soul
- fear for the death of Kirk, so close now, fear too of losing doth hiz
frignds. Would he be able to cope if the weorst occurrad? In a rare
insight of selfishness he couldn't help fearing the aloneness that would
result if they did both die during this last ditch attempt. At least they
would be together, even in death..

and then he realised anew that that was what Spock wanted. In this
one action he was proving, beyond any doubt, that though he’'d obviously
felt szomething for Leila, his heart held more real love for James Kirk than
He could sver have felt for Leila. He was prepared to risk everything in
arder to save Kirk's lifs, even his very sanity, for an abortive mind meld
might well cost the Vulcan his sanity subsequently because of he
realisation that he'd bheen unable to save Kirk's life, had failed him
again. This was Kirk's last chance and Spock knsw it; and would not let
it pass without making an effort on his beshalf.

McCoy saw it all in a split second, and understood - and enviously
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wished that it could be he who was making the same sffort on Jim's behald,
instead of having ito sit, helplessly watching the drama unfold before him.
He clenched his hands in his lap, forcing silence and passiveness, and held
his breath.

Spock knew how cloge it was. He didn't even know why he was trving.
That part of him was gone forever; he couldn't perfarm a meld, not even
now when it might save Jim's lifs,

Then why was he trying? It was so illogical. P=rhaps he was going
over the edge —~ and if Jim did die, then he probably wouwld. He reached
faorward, towards the paints on Kirk's face.

My mind to vour mind - Jim." He spoke softly, reaching out with his
mind in the old way. But there was nothing. Nothing. He couldn't do it.

I have to/ his mind screamed. I have to, or Jip is dead/

He tried again. Tried to reach the consciousness degep within the
sleeping body. Tried to ignore the reading of the monitor= on the wall
above. Soon it would be tpoo late anyway.

Mcloy went to get a hypo. If he couldn't help kirk or himself, at
least he could tranguillize Speck — gt him over the first shock ~ when the
moment came. Evern if he already knew it was hopeless, Spock was never
going to get over this.

My mind to your mind,” the Vulcan chanted. The life—sign readings



ware almost at zero. He had to get through. But with what? He was no
longer Vulcan.

Then something happened. Ghether it had been a mind—-meld in thes true
sense at that firet instant, or something more intangible, something to do
with their bhond of friendship, which happened at that instant when it was
almopst too late, Spock could never be sure.

It didn't matter. What mattered was that he got through.

Voices., He could hear volices, echoing, yet quiet, as if fram a great
distance., Familiar voices. Reassuring., Hopeful. But who? He shauld know...
Dear voices, Frisnds. Friends... Spock! McCoy! But why couldn't he answer?
Why couldn't he respond to the words being spoken about him? So far away... 5o
far. Can't reach thew... Haybe they can reach ne... But no = Spock can't neld,
It's not possible for him to reach me, so I1'll never get back to thew... Despair.
Fear., Hant to live. Mant to stay with them, Hant 2o live!

Hhat's that Spock’'s saying? He's qoing to prepare hinzelf? Propare hinself/
He's going to try and meld, no matter what the risk/ Ko, Spock/ I want to cone
back, but not by risking you...

Tor late, Should’'ve known he would try, souldn’t let me down, He's never
yet let ae down - never will/

Touch., I can feel his fingers on wy face. He’'s searching out the contact
points., I can feel hin in ay #ind..., Feel him...

Hurts/ Oh, it hurts. Pressure, like & knife pressing deep into my wind., He
doesn 't mean to hurt, doesn’'t want to hurt, but It deoes... Pain! Fain! Aagrhhhh/!

Searching, Searching., Can't find me. Hust ¢all him, help to quide him to
me. S0 dark., 3o alone, Fear.

Help! Spock/

An answer., He <an hear me. He said, "Jin/"

Feace, Comfort. Contentment. No zore fear now he's here, I can feel his
»ind embracing mine, protecting, reassdring, guiding. Must go back now. Up...

up... up. Back home. Back to MHcCoy, 2y ship, him/

Nearly there, Getting lighter, Brightar, Feel stronger., |Mearly back.
Light, Light! Up, up, up...

I kpew you'd come, ay Vulcan friend.

Yes, he Is Vulcan again/ He's done it/ He's reached ae and himself, B¢
right. So perfect., Evarything/

Upaeoo up..s back hose, Nearly there...

Goodbye, Death - you lose again,

Light, Everything Is so hright, Must open my eyes., 8o weak, Heary...

Spock! Bones/

Spock, concentrating, f=eling the pain of hopelessness and failure
biting away at his =soul, tsaring at hiz heart, felt a tendril of thought

reaching upwards, upwards, as if 1t were a blind man searching for his
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sight again. And in turny Speock reached downwards, downwards, desperately
trying to make contact with that simple thought. A word coalesced in his
mind. Help. Then another — Spock/

Jin, The effort was almost too much, but that ons word brought a
reaction, an answear.

Alwmays at my side.

Eirk's thought-voice was like water to a thirsty man. It gave Spochk
tha strength, the added will, the belief that he could do it, that he was
s+ill Vulcan, and he bore deeper, deeper into the mind that made Firk so
unigque, so0... beloved. Down, down into Kirk's very soul - or so it seemed
tn the searching VYulcan — and as he went deeper into Kirk so, too, did he
go desper into himself, and without realizing it, as he helped to heal Kirk
he was also healing himself.

Breaking through the final defences, like a storm breaking a sea-wall,
his love, his relisf, flooded through and engulfed Kirk's deepest
consciousness, holding on tight and rejoicing together in the achievement.
kirk’'s thought—voice spoke gain. I &rnew vou'd come. I &mnem you'd do it,
my Vulcan friend. The reference to the Vulcar Spock was deliberate, and
Spock knew it. His heart soared in recognition of what he'd done for both
af them.

Jim,
Zpock.

A s=imple recogniticon of togetherness, of how much each meant o the
othear,

A gentle tug from Spock, and he began to guide Firk upwards again,
further, further up, up, back to their life, to their friendship, to
reality. The journey was long, hard, exbhausting, but they did succeed, and
Death had lost again.

Weakly, wearily, Kirk opened his eyes. Almost unwillingly, Spock
broke the meld in the old, instinctive way.

McCoy couwldn't belisve it. He had sat and watched, numbed, waiting
for the inevitable, and it hadn’t happened! Instead, the impossible had
taken places.

McCoy threw off the shock of dishelief and jumped forwards to check
for himself the uanbelievable, wondertul readings Kirk's monitors were now
giving.

"Jim! Jim, vou're okay!” McCoy could hardly get it out, and he
realised that he was almost crying.

Kirk nodded weaklys; he could barely firnd the strength to speak, but
he did. "It's all okay now, Bones. Spock’s all right, too. Hi= eyes met
Spock’s in that same recognition of feelings and sxperiences that they'd
Just shared.

The CMDO whirled round to lock at the Vulcan. And it was the right
description again. There was a subtle difference about Spock; the control
no longer seemed forced, and. and Jim had undoubtedly been in a deep meld
with Spock, so he would kEnow.



Then there was the Captain, alive and growing stronger sach instant.
It couldmt have happened, unless...

"Gpock — the minute 've finished checking Jim out, voure a randidate
for some medical tests, Mister!” McCoy's words were definitely an order,
no matter how happy he sounded.

Spock still hadn't moved from Kirk's side. He looked at McCoy and
shook his head. "That won't be necessary, Doctor. I can confirm what the
Captain has told you. It appears that I too have recovered.” Spock still
hadn’'t looked at McCoy, hadn't taken his eyes off Kirk.,. The voice was that
of the Vulcan Spock, but the expression was still that of the Human ane,
and it elicited a weak smile from Kirk in acknowledgemsnt.

And now, now that Kirk was out of danger, his safety was all that
Spock really cared about. A1l those wesks he had despaired of sver
finding his Yulcan half again. Mow - and it was really because of Kirk -
he had recovered his othsr half, and he didn't care abowt it. Didn't want
to think about the implications, or anything other than Kirk was back, and
he was going to be all right.

"But that's impossible! McCoy insisted, his smile belying the fact
that he said he didn't believe it. "The examinations we ran showed no
trace of a Vulcan personality remaining — it can’'t have happened"”

"Meverthelsss, | assure you it has,"” Spock replisd evenly, and his
manner was the same as of cld. McCoy really logked at him then, and he too
believed, even without the medical confirmation. The look in Spock’'s aves
was anoughy, quite apart from the calm dignity he syuded.

¥Yet there was something else, ton:; something about Spock that he had
rarely seen before that disastrous contact with the Morian. His humanity?
There was definitely a mellowness there, as if Spock, the Yulcan and the
Humar Speck, found he could still show his humanity - even as a VYulcan.

Firk reached out and squeezed McCoy's arm in reassurancs, knowing what
the doctor thought. "It Is all right, Bones. Spock’s all right. Like
he's never bhesen betfors."

Could it be true? Was there yet another miracle hasre? A Spock who
was Mmssld againy, and who had finally come to terms with that self? Mooy
looked at Spock guesticningly.

Sgock nodded his confirmation. In the Vulcan way. 6And Kirk smiled.

MeCoy sat back in his office chair and sighed. It had been a long few
days, full of testis he'd had to make on both Spock and Kirk, but eventually
he'd had to concede the fact that Spock was indeed fully Vulcan again, and
that fact alone had been a contributory factor in Kirk's swift recovery.

It bad to have been some fantastic miraclie, but Spock’'s enforcsed meld
with Firk had been just what was needed to persuade the buried Yulecan half
to show itself, to surface and to make itself known again. Molov's
previous tests had shown the situation to be hopeless because there was
Just no sign at all of that precious Yulcan half of Spock. Evidently it
had retreated so far inside of himself that =ven Spock had besen unaware of
its surwvival. 0Only Hirk's great need, only the risk that Spock had taken,
had been able to force it from hiding and =nabls the coalition, once more,
of the two halves which made the whole Spock.

Mefoy cursed himseld once more ftor his helplessness and wished that
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life would treat his friends a little less cruelly in future. How many
more times could they return from the brink?

And now? Now they were headed into what could undoubtedly be even
more danger. Outpost 17 was just three hours away at their present speed
and he feared for what could happen there, especially as the new weapon
that the Romulans had developed would undoubtedly be there.

He had released Kirk that morning ~ grudgingly — and had issued a
madical order that his Captain was to remain in his cabin wuntil further
notice, but he knew that those orders would mean nothing when Kirik
discovered thai EBpock meant to beam down himself to investigate the
Outpost. McCoy knew only too well that Kirk would not let Spock go alone.

McCoy reached for a bottle of his favourite brandy, pouring himself a
generous measure in an 2ftfort to quell his nerves.

Captain James T. Kirk had been more than pleased to be released from
sickbay that morning, but he knew that although his physical injuries had
healed ~ and they had been terrible injuries, for aven now he wondered
himself how Bones had managed to pull him through yet again — he was not
fully well enough to be back in full command of his beloved ship. So for
now he was willing to follow his dector’'s orders and remain in his cabin,
resting. But the length of time he spent there would depend on what Spock
meant to do when the ship arrived at the Dutpost.

Slowly, Eirk walked around his ship, savouring the feel of her, ths
zight of her, the sound of her. He gnjoyed theses towrs, sspecially after a
spell in sickbay. It reminded him of just how special she was, and just
how much powsar he held in his hands — and how many lives, too. and it felt
good when he received welcomes and acknowledgements from his crew. They
were as happy to see him out of sickbay as he was to be back on duty again,
and it did them good to see that he was indeed recovered. But he tired
quickly, and soon, reluctantly, he turned his steps in the direction of his
cabin, intent on contemplating just what exactly had occurred to both him
and Spock in recent davs. So much had happened to them in such a short
while.

His cabin welcomed him, a haven, and he sank gratefully onto his bed,
his hands clasped behind his head. He'd nearly died. He really had come
nearer to that final bridge than he had ever done befors, and yeot again
Spock had risked everything to save him, to bring him back to where he
belonged. How could he ever t=ll Spock how much he meant to hhm?  How
could he ever tell him that he would never have returned to full awarensss
for anyone else? It would have been so easy to let go, to allow himseld to
float away from reality into the arms of death. But bz hadn't - becauss of
Spock. The Vulcan had needed him — 3till needed him -~ and he had fought,
held an, until Spock had come to fetch him. And because of that fight, he
had helped Spock, too. Through, and becanse of, that effort Spock had made
to reach Kirk, Spock had reached his Vulcan half, and Kirk rejoiced in that
knowledge., Spock was special because he was Spock, not because he was
Vulecan or Human - or a aixture of both., But his VYulcan heritage meant so
much to Spock, his control was an important part of the Vulcan's life, and
Firk did not want to see Spock go through his life in pain, or confused, or
hurt because his Vulcan halfd was lost to him forever.

it had meant so much to see Spock come to visit him in sickbay during
his convalescencs, and be able tea appreciats hiz joy in being YVulecan —
wholly Yulcan — again. Spock had lost none of his warmth, his new-found
emoticons;  they were simply under control again now. Subtle control. He
=till allowed Kirk to szees his smile, and he seemed to smile more often rnow,
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as i1f he'd discovered mors guiet joys that he'd missed before.

What Kirk regretted was not being able to be with him when LLeila died.
He felt guilty because hg was convinced that Spock had needed him and he
hadn't been there. Now he wanted to help, but duty stood in their wavy.
Bpock was on the bridge, totally in command, and though Firk had contacted
him via the intercom, asked him to join him in his guariters for a talk, he
knew that there was still an hour bsfore end of watch. Until Spock could
Jjodin him he would have to wait, patiently, and work out in his own mind
what he thought would be the best way of broaching the subliect later on,
and how bhest to help his friend.

Firk was dozing when Spock finally buzzed for admittance, and when he
didr't respond immediately Spock used the over-ride and hurried into the
cabin, concern morese than evident on his face.

"Jimee  Jimi"

As Kirk ross from his slumber Spock could tell straight away that
thers was nothing wrong, and stood in some embarrassment at the side of the
bed as their =2vyes met.

"When you didn't answer the buzzer I feared there was socmething
WO G

Kirk smiled. "Tharks for your concern, my friend. I'm fine! He
stretoched cramped muscles. “Just tired, that's all.” Spock placed his
hand heneath his Captain’'s elbow and helped him inte a sitting position.
"I guess I'm still stiftf atter lving in bed for so long,"” he continued.

ou were in sickbay far only 2.7 days, Jim" Spock’s eyes narrowed.
"Moot long enough."

The smile left Kirk's face. "Whe's the doctor around here, anyway?"
His aves darkened, daring Spock to argue. "Hones saild it was ckay as long
as I rested in my cabin” He swung his hand around it. "%o I'm resting!”

Spock sighed. "I do not mean to denigrate the Doctor’'s skill,
authority or judgement, but I de knew vou. And you can be too persuasive
for your own good at times.” But the Vulcan allowed the subject to rest at
that =3 he went to the dispenser and programmed coffee for Kirk and juice
for himself. Then he sesated himselfd beside the bed, handing the coffee cup
to his captain as he went on, "You mentioned that you wanted to talk... "

Firk swung his legs off the bed and sat on the edge of it, cradling
the cup in his hands as he stared inte the depths of the swirling liguid.
"I thought you might like toc discuss... what happensd back there... " He
looked wp then, in time to see the Vulcan's eyes grow haunted, and he
regretted his words. He should have left it up to Spock to make the first
move.

"I'm sorry, Spock. I don't want to cause yvou more pain. Don't say
anything if vou’'d rathasr not.. But I wasn’t there. I couldn’'t heslp you
than, and I deo want to help vou now — if you want me to.. if yvou'll let
me." The hazel sByes were wide, earnest, pleading.

"Thank you, Jim. I know you ars here. You always arg.. "
"As vou are for me," Kirk interrupted.

The Vulcan allowsd himself a smile before continuing, "I have only
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recantly adjusted to my Vulcan half again, have only Jjust achieved the
contral I needed to cormtinue with my work and push the memories aside until
a more appropriate moment. If vou will allow me to maintain that control
at least until this mission is over, ther 1 will gratefully seek out your
help and your comfort — for I certainly do need it, my friend. But now is
not the time.”

Hirk understocd, and he appreciated Spock’s franknesss and openness
with him. MNodding, he said, "Just say the word. 111 be here.

Companionably, they sat for a few moments, silently grateful to be
together again. Then Spock put down his cup and purposefully stood to face
his captain. His unerring time sense bad told him that the moment had
come.

"Captain, we are about to enter orbit around Outpost 17. Our presence
here has not yvet been detectad; I have therefore decided to beam our
security forces down before this can happen, although the other ships have
not vet arrived. I am going with them, to lead the assault and to carry
out whatever investigation is possible inhto the new weapon. I will report
to you every hour

Firk rose, allowing the cup teo fall to the floor. His eyes were dark,
and he was angry, but his voice was characteristically quiet., “"Alone? You
plan to go without me?"

A nod of affirmation. "Captain, you are not yvet fit for duty. I will
not risk your life by allowing yvou to accompany us.”

Firk had sztepped claser, and, chin raised, eyes boring into Spock's,
he spoke again, quietly. "“Do you honestly think I'd let yvou go alone?
Especially after what's happened recently? If I'm fit enough to be out of
sickbay, I'm ¥it enough to go with youd

"Captain, I -°
"Spock!” His voice was no longer guist. The tone was commandatorial.
The intention was all too clear. "Mr. Spock, I am going! I will not be

left beshind! You will not go without me!”

Eesides the command tone however there was a silent FPlsaze — a plea
for wunderstanding and acceptance of what he was, what he had to do. When
Spock looked again at his Captain, Kirk's hand was outstretched. Taking a
step nearsr, Spock allowed his own hand to reasch out so that bis fingers
brushed brisfly against Kirk's as he capitulated, knowing that further
argument would be pointlees.

"Yes, sir. Very well." Beneath the Vulcan's facade of calm
acceptance was a very great fear for what could happen on the planetoid,
for what could ococur to Eirk himself. He had known what Kirk's reaction
would be, known that he couldn't have beamed down without telling his
captain, but he alsc knew that although he had capitulated in the argument
he still intended to bheam down alone to face the Romulan threat. He was
nominally in command still, and he was not going to risk Eirk again so
SOO0M But Firk was still his commanding officer as well as his friend -
and he hoped that that friendship would allow Eirk to =se the 1ngic in what
he had to do.

"If you will excuse me, Captain, I will go and make the final
arrangaments.”

Firk relaxed and walked to his desk, his back to the Yualcan in an
effort to hide the fatigue he f=lt, and hoped that Spock would not notice
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the look in his eyes which admitted that Spock was right. "I'll mest yvou
in the transporitsr room in fifteen minutes, Mr. Spock.”

"Oya, sir.”

The door closed between then, to form a barrier which both knew would
not be strong enough to keep them apart. Mot now. fNot at any tims.

Firk took a deep, deep breath, then flexed his muscles, throwing off
the fatigue which had suddenly crept upon him as if it had been a light
blanket in a storm. He knew that he could not risk the success of this
mission by besaming down with the imnitial task force; knew also that Spock
intended to go on ahead of him despite all that had passed betwesn them:
but he also knew that he was fit enough to take command of the mission
atter the fighting had taken place, and Spock fully intended him to follow
then..

Donning a clean uniform and swallowing a quick drink, he headed for
sickbay, intent on convincing McCoy that a stimulant would be a good idea.

The Starship captain in him still rebelled at the thought of net
beaming down until the fighting was over. How could he stand to let Spock
go through all that without him? But he would never have attainad the
position ha had if he had not had the ability to think rationally — and his
friendsiip with Spock had taught him much about logicy; the things thevy had
been able to show sach other was definitely a two—way srwichment.

Therefore he could see the sense in not =suposing himself to the heaviest of
the fighting — not least bscasuse he knew his presence at that time might
put an extra strain on Spock ~ VYulcan again or not, his friend would still
worrys  hut also because at heart he knew what his own condition was,
despite what he might say to Spock or McCoy — or sven himself. The thought
also struck him that perhaps he owad it to Spock to allow him this command
- maybe his newly—integrated psyche nesded it.

Enowing none of those thoughts, leogical as they might be, would stop
him from fretting while it was all qgoing on down there while he -
impatiantly and amdously — waited to beam down alsso, Kirk continued
towards sickbay. He hoped McCoy wasnt going to be as difficult as ssemed
likely.

Sickbay was practically deserted when Kirk entered, and thankfully he
went directly to McCov's office to await the good docior, gratesul that
no—one could see how tired the walk from his cabin had made him., Sinking
into a seat, he helped himself ta a liberal measure of McCov's brandy
supply. Hy the time MclCoy arrived, Firk felt morz up to the battle of
whrds he expected, having been pleasantly warmed by the amber liguid.

On entering his office, McCoy promptly covered his analvtical glance
at his frisnd by brashly stating, "I'm going to start charging for that
stuFfr

Hirk grinned as he watched the chief surgeon deposit some files in a
rawer, drop his medikit onto the desk, then flop into the s=at opposite
bis captain.

"Wish people would be more carsful. Just treated another of Scottv's
mar far a broken leg after falling down a Jeffriss tube ladderS McCoy
grinned. “"Mind you, after Scotty had had a go at the poor lad, I didn't
have to do any lecturing at all.”

Kirk began to laugh, and MeCoy soon joined in. They were sgually
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cognisant of Scott’'s attitude towards carelessness.

After a few moments, McCoy grew seripus again and locgked straight into
Firk's hazmel eyes. "Okay, Jim. Joke’'s pver. What are you here for?
Youw've got your own brandy bottle.

Firk clasped his hands together upon the desk, his eyes earnest,
waiting to get straight to the point. "I'm not going to let Spock go down
there alone."

McCoy sighed, and avoided Kirk's gaze. He'd known what was coming,
had just hoped he'd be wrong for once. He took in his Captain’s pale
complexion, the beads of perspiration on the brow; he knew that if Eirk
unclasped his hands, they’'d be trembling. He was in no condition to go
anywhere — yet the fact that he had released Firk from sickbay undesrmined
any real argument that he might have come up with. And — deep down — he
was afraid for Spock, himself. It was the VYulcan's first real mission
alone since he'd lost his Vulcan half, and despite the fact that he’'d now
reqained it, that he was fully Yulcan again, MoCoy wasn't sure how he'd
copa, how he would react to what they were bound to have to face. McCoy
didrn't even think of pointing out to the Captain that Spock would not bhe
alone down on utpost 17, that he'd have plenty of security guards at his
side. Instead, he moved round the desk and placed his hand on Hirk's
shoulder, squeszing it in understanding anmd acceptance, knowing that this
time he couldn't let his own worries for Spock’s - and Kirk's — safety get
in the way. If EHirk had a good argument, a googd solution to how he'd cape
down on the Outpost, then McCoy would listen and, he knew, capitulate. His
voice was gulist when he spoke.

"Tell me, Jdim. Euxplain to me what you want to dot

Firk lopked up quickly at the Docter - regretting his haste as a wave
of pain swept over him. He grimaced - then a look of thanks brightened his
ayves to a deep amber. He'd expected a fight - none had come. He realised
anew Jjust how much he had underestimated McCoy.

A little over half an how had passed, and now Kirk was walking
towards the transporter room, absently rubbing his arm where McCoy had
administersd the stimulant. He felt better already; more alive, more full
of energy than he had been in a long time. But he knew full well that it
wasg mora a falze sense of well-being which had crept over nim, krew full
well that he would feel ten times worze when he came back, but he would
gladly endure any paln +or his Vulcan friendy would even risk his life for
Spoclk, and Mcloy knew that., McCoy knew it and accepts=d it as besing a part
of what made Kirk so special. The Captain was extremely grateful for that
acceptance, and he entered the ftransparter room with a grzat weight off his
mind.

- Two secw ity guards were waiting for him. He knew that he would have
been foolish to follow Spock alone, even though most of the fighting would
protably be over by now. So he had asked for volunteers. Al those who
were rot accompanying Spock had volunteered, and the two that had been
chosen counted themselves to be the lucky ones. As they watched their
Captain walk through the door they knew that even if their own lives became
forfeit they'd make sure that Captain James T. Kirk returned to the ship
sately.

Firk first greeted his waiting men, then walked over to the consols
where Hyle was making final adjustments to the co-ordinates for boam-~down.
Scott had wanted to be there himself, but he knew that his concern must be
with the ship, not Just her Captain and First Officer, and he had remainsd
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on the bridge.
*gll ready, Mr. Eyla?

"Ava, sir. He adjusted a few more dials. "We'll set you down in a
different section of the complex, sir.. " he hesitated "as M. Spock
requested. He said there were fewer life—{form readinges but more mechanical
emanations, so you may have a better chance of locating the... ah... weapon
first, sir®

Kirk's eyee had narrowed at first, not liking what was happening. But
he quickly realised that it was the most sensible and logical course of
action, so he nodded in agreement. Then he adjusted the communicator on
his belt, holding his phaser in his hand just in case, and ascended the
stapsz, closaly followed by the security guards.

"Energis=a, Mr. Kyled

"Ayg, sir.t He transportad the Captain down, and then contacted the
biddge, carrying out Mr. Scott’s orders to the letter by notifying the
Chief Engineer of their Captain’'s safe beamdown. EBut he also knew that
Montgomery Scott would not relax until his Captain and Mr. Speck were
safely back on board, and until he could hand command to the man to whom it
truly belonged.

Captain Kirk and his companions materialised inside a dismal cavern,
lit only by some kind of fluorescent rock high above them. Sounds of
phaser fire could be heard echoing in the distance, probably from the next
cavern, and Kirk frowned, worry clouding his eyss. He forced himseld to
stay still and let his evyves adjust to the lack of light before moving on.

The security guards had unebtrusively moved closer to their Captain,
phazers at the ready, and Eirk couldn't help smiling, knowing what praise
Spock would give the msn — in his own Vulcan way — for their solicitous
behaviour.

"Okay, formation V. Let's mave it.' Kirk kept his voice low, as if
the situation they in which they found themselves called for gquie? cauwtion
above all. Theres was nothing the security guards could do to persuade
their Captain from taking his place at the apex of the V¥V, leading the way,
sa they just gripped their phasers more tightly, staying as close as
possible, allowing their eyes to wander the area, ever watchful.

Spock had been corrgzct — of course. The whole area was riddled with
tunnels, arnd sach tunnel, every inch of wall space, segmed to be crammed
full of machinery of svery description. The men moved nearer, ever
cavtinus.

Spock’'s plan had svidently been to meet FKirk here, having defeated the
rensgades first in their initial show of strength, but fighting was still
going on, and Kirk couldn't help stealing glances in the direction from
which the sounds came, fearful of what could have happened to his friend.
Something had obviously gone wrong.

A sound to their left caused his muscles to tense and he turnesd
towards the socund, crouching low. Without a sound, he gestured the nearer
guard, Sanvyo, to circie around whilst he crept forward, leaving Collins,
the other guard, to cover their rsar. Within a few moments a lone FRomulan
was dead, hi= almost-fatal aim towards the gold-clad man in front of him
countered by the reflexss of the Enterprise guard. FKirk sighed, and waved
hiz hand at Lt. SBanvo, acknowledging 2 job well done.
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Again they moved forward.

Kirk's tricorder readings, already calibrated by Spock, began dancing
as they picked up what they were searching for. kKirk stopped, scanning the
area, then, with a guick glance at his men, he stepped into the tunnel.
Several minutes later they stumbled over a small, clumsy-looking maching,
itz sides studded with numercus bottons and switches., On top, an antenna
of sorts lay at a crazy angle bhensath which symbols of the Romulan language
had been embossed. Hirk couldn’t read the words, but his tricorder told
him that they'd found what they'd been sesking.

"This is it."” He wiped the sweat off his top lip. "There dossn't
ssem to be any sort of booby trap, but be careful.” He glanced at the men
who wers still watching the tummel for movement, their attention far from
the contraption before them.

At Kirk's next words, however, they looked at him in concern. '"We
can’'t transport up from here, it's too deep. We'll have to carry it back
to the main gavern. LCan you manage?"

Firk realised that he was in no condition to handle the weight, but it
had to be beamed up as soon as possible.

"We'll manage, sir. It vou could keep an sye on the tunnel... just in
COAS B

Firk nodded as Sanyo and Collins struggled with the weapon up the
stone~coversd incline. Betfore they had reached the mouth of the tunnel,
however, thers was an explosion which must have bsen capable of rocking the
timy planstoid to its very core, as the weapdn disintegrated, taking the
two security guards into oblivion with i,

Back in the tunnel Kirk heard the noiss, reslissd in an instant what
was happening, and, pain for the two wasted lives registering, mouthed, "Oh
my g — " before the tunnel roof collapsed around him.

The Romulans were dead. They had been unwilling to give up without a
fight and the Enterprias forces had had no alternative but to retaliate
with all they had. Spock had planned the attack precisely, and the
Romulans were hopelessly outnumbered. It had taken longer than Spock had
anticipated, but eventually the battle bad been theirs.

But SBpock felt no sense of wvictory. He only felt that justice had
been done. Thiz time he did not regret the taking of life, for he
remembered only too clearly what these renegades had done to Leila — the
other ceolonists — and to Jim. Something inside him told him that he should
not be feeling like that, but his Human half; still nearer the surface than
he perhaps desired, had taken over the logic, replacing it with revenge.

In the moments before he reached the cavern where he expected to find Kirk,
he acknowledged that he was unsure of how he could accept the feelings
which raged within him. How could he control?

No adiustment was necessary for his eyes, even although this cavern
was darter than the one he had just left. Instructing the accompanying
security guards to spread out, he allowesd himselfd the time to search for
the gold shirt. He could not see it.

The cavern was vast, and he could see numerous darker areas around
him, obviously the entrances to twunnels. If Kirk had entered that
labyrinthe..



The +fact that the entire area was covered with machinery, the kind
which normally nudged his scientitic mind to frenzied activity, mattered
little to the Vulcan. All he cared about was that Eirk was in obvious
danger... unless wisdom had prevailed, and Kirk had not beamed down after
all?

A shout rang out from in front of him, and he went over to the
security guard who was gesturing behind a rock.

"Pead, sir." Spock nodded and turned away to hide the satisfaction
which had lit his eyes. Kirk had been hers, and onz more dead Romulan
seemed to matter little.

Suddenly he was flung to the ground, his body hailed with debris, and
a noise, deatfening, terrifying, invaded his auditory senzes, as an
explosion echosed and re—schoed around the cavern. The guards ran for
cover, but luckily the cavern roof survived the impact and the shock waves.
As spon as Spock could get to his feet he was running towards the source of
the axplosion, heedless of a rivulet of blood which 2tehed its way through
the dirt on his face from a nasty cut on his forehead. His s2yes were wild,
not quite sane, as he arrived to find the bloodied, broken bodies on the
floor, half covered by rocks from the tunnel’s mouth.

The secuwrity guards arrived and began digging at the rocks with their
bare hands, but Spock stopped them with 2 single word.

"ND-”
Their eyes turned to him. "But Mr. Spock -"

"They arz dead. You cannot help them nows but.. " ‘He pointed to
where the tunnel had besn with his tricorder. "The Captain is in theres... "

Without another word the men tuwrned their attention o the rocks and
debris which had turned the tunnel mouth into part of a sheer cliff.

Spock, his hands shaking, moved to one side and drew his communicator
from his belt. "Spock to Enterprise

"Enterprise. Scott hers. Do you have it, Mr. Spock™

"W " For the first time bis mind registered the other facts that
the tricorder told him, "But we need worry about it no more. The
renegades obviously arranged for its destruction, a possibility I had not
considered.” His voice had grown so quiet that Scott could not hear.

"Sorry, Mr. Spock, I didn't guite get that last sentence."

"Mo matter. FPlease beam down specialist equipment for digging. The
Captain has been... buried.. " His voice caught, and he shut the
communicator reluctantly. No need to ask for medical aid, he knew: as
soon &% he'd uttered the words, he knew that MoCoy would be en rouwte to the
transportsr room.

When Mcloy beamed down seconds later, Spock rose to meet him with
blondied hands, for he had joined in the dig, useless as it was without
equipment.

"How badly burt iz he, Spock?" Mcloy fussed over the Vulcan, treating
his hands, hiding his concern a little.



Spock swallowed, then tried to speak. "I.. " He coughed to try and
rid himself of the lump in his throat. "I cannot locate any life—form
readings, Doctor. He is either too far down, or.. * He couldn't,
wouldn't, voice the last, and turned to watch the technicians rigging up
the portable tractor equipment, unable to bear the look of horror, terror,
on McCoy's face. Would this be the time when the miracles would run out,
when he couldn’t put James 7. Kirk back together again? He blamed himself,
blamed the Universe, blamed Starfleet. It did no good. When it came down
to basics, no~one was to blame except whoever had made Jim Kirk in the
first place. For Kirk was Kirk. Unigue, irreplacable, one-of—a-—kind
Foirfaa.

"Dortart®  Hope? A shout of anguish hit his 2ars and he saw Spock
bend close beside a man—sized hole which the rescue equipment had made.

"Is he down there, Spock? Is he okay?

"Unknown.  And it is too dangerous to risk you in a hopeless faray
into the unknowne.. "

McCoy cut him off. "If you think I'm going to let you go in there
alone — "

"And i+ the Captain is not in here? If he is somewhere else, hurt?
No - I go alone. You will wait here. But I'll need a hypo — in Cas@..

Very reluctantly, Meloy acceded. He reached for his medikit, adjusted
the hypo to a broad-spectrum medication which would at least keep Kirk
conscious and awars — no mather what his injuries were -~ until they got to
the ship, and handed it to Spock. The Vulcan's eyes met MoEoy's and the
Doctor nodded, managing a smile, then Spock was gone. The rocks which had
been held up by the tractor promptly tumbled back into position.

Spock crawled along what was left of the tunnel, inch by tortuous
inchy his hands searching for evidence of Kirk's presence. He had no prooft
that Kirk was here, but he knew. Somehow, he knew.

He wanted to call to him, but, afraid that the sound would bring the
rest of the roof down, refrained from doing so. He just kept on erawling,
hoRiNGa..

McCoy, recovering from the shock of seeing the rogks fall back into
place, having been told by a techrician that it was safer that wWay,
preserving power, and that they would be removed again after sufficient
time had passed, found himself pacing back and forth. The communicator
beeped, and he jumped, but flipped it open immediately.

"Wes, Scotty?!

"You've all got to beam up, Doctor. That explosion... Instrument
readings show that it affected the planetoid's stability. Breakup is
imminent.”

Scott’'s voice was strained, full of worry. McCoy turned to the men
around him; they'd heard the message but they all remained totally calm.
McCoy wasn't sure what to do or say, but he was saved from having to say
anything as one of the lieutenants, his red security shirt streaked with
dirt, stepped forward. He looked around quickly, and all present nodded to
him, =ach pulling his shoulders higher with pride, knowing what the
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ligutenant would say and all agreesing.

"Doctor, we won't leave here. None of us. The Captain and Mr. Spock
are in there and we’'ll get them out — or we'll die with them.'

MeCoy felt his heart jump and his stomach tighten as he stepped
forward and grasped the man’'s arms, logking around at the other men and
gmiling weakly. He shook his head, his blue eyes shining in the
semni-darkness. "I appreciate the offer, but we can't risk depriving the

ship of so many from your departments. You - and you, and you — Y he

indicated threes men from security and three technicians - "can stay; the

rest will beam up now." Again the communicator was flipped open.
"Srotty?"

"Gye, Doctor.t

He gave the order to beam up the men he had ordered away. "The rest
are staying here. Though everyone volunteered.”

"T'm not surprised. Wish I could be there with youl He heard Scott
sighy, and a gasp from Uhara. "We'll go out to maximum orbit just in case,
but we'll be within commumicator and transporter contact as long as
possibla

"Okay, Scotty. Be swe you take care of his ship.”
"Aye, that T will."

Contact was broken: the departing men were heamed up, and the othsr
man turned back to the busingss in hand.

The air was getting thin. It was so dark, too. And the dust.. Kirk
couldn't help coughing, and he cwsad as the movemsnt caused yvet angther
dust cloud teo envelop him.

& noise! Was that a cough? Spock strained to hear, listening as he
forced himself to stop for a moment. Yes! It was a8 coughe. He hurried
orwards, ignoring the pain in bis knees from having crawled for so long.

Rounding a corner he literally bumped into the body of his Captain,
also was crouched uncomfortably against the wall.

"What the - "
"Captaini”
"Spock”

Voices were quiet, sinceres, grateful beyvornd balisf. They embraced
unashamedly. Spock hugoed hiz Captain tight within the cramped confines of
what could o sasily have become Kirk’'s tomb. He felt tears threaten as he
realised that Hirk was alive. Firk bheld on tightly in return, happy to
bave been found, grateful that Spock could now show how he felt, despite
avarything that had occurred to fthem ~ or was it in spite of everything?

"Jifiwa I was so0 afraide.. Sc afraid vou were.. Don't ever want to
be alone againe.. "
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"T ENOWe.. I kKoow...

Then, as if suddenly realising, Spock pulled away, running his hands
up and down Kirk's arms and legs testing for injuries. “You're not hurt?™

"No, I'm fine. The rockfall stunned me for a while, and when I came
to I couldn’'t see a damrned thing. Didn't know which way to go, so I
figured it'd be best to stay where I was.”

"Good. We must go. Suickly."” Spock’'s words were matter-of-fact but
the turmoil within the Vulcan, though stilled, told him how close they had
been - again -~ to losing one another. He would have to deal with that...
later; but not now. Now they had to get gut. He was about to move when
Firk's hand on his arm stopped him.

"Sanyo -~ and Collins. They - *®
Mo deceit. Kirk deserved the truth.

"They're dead, sir. But the weapon was destroyed. They did rot die
in vain.®

"My Ffault... Come on, Spock - let's get out of here."

As Spock led the way, he realised that he'd alresady known what Kirk's
reaction would be when he heard of his men's deaths, hence his attemspt to
reassurg the Captain that they hadn't died in vain. It was typical of
Blir ke

At the mouth of the tunnel the techs had again removed the rocks and
relieved sighs welcomed their exit from the pit, eager hands helping them
up, caring eyss meeting theirs - in particular, a pair of pigrcing blue
ones.

It took seconds only for McCoy to realised from Kirk's and Spock’s
attitude and bearing that naither was hurt, and he gratsfully grasped his
communicator and ordered imnediate bsam—up. Two of the transporter rooms
had to be put in use in order to beam all the men up at onece, and in time;
but they made it - just. As Kirk stepped off the platform, Spock and McCoy
flanking him, h2 was Jjust in time to sse the planetoid breabking up on the
tiny wviswing screen. He shook his head, then walked over to the intercom
an the top of the consoles, pushing past the relieved quards who had walted
there to find out if he was =zafe.

"Seotty, EHirk hersa, We're okay. Thank youd”

"Ave, zsir.' The twao words were all Scott needed to express the
fzelings of the entire crew.

Once mors the silver bird sped unhindered on bher way. FHirk had bheen
alone on the observation deck far guite a while, gazing at the stars which,
somehow, still belonged personally to him. To them. For econs they had
beosrn symbols of hope to countless thousands, he knew: symbols of hope and
myshtery, and a goal to strive for. HBut that didn't stop him from feeling
that they wers specially his.

They were his homes +the stars and the Enterprise. It seemed it had
alway=s been so. And they were Spock’s home too. MNow, perhaps, mors than
ever — it that were possible. He had watched his VYulgan friend clpsely yet
unabtrusively during the last few days, and he was beginning to believe
that what he had long hoped for had happened.
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Spock was finally able to admit how close their friendship was: the
yzars they had spent together, put here in space on the great starship, had
gradually shown the Vulcan how he could come to terms with his dual
identity. The Vulcan and the Human that made Spock uniguely special. The
fears he had felt for his friend since that shore lesave snoounter with the
Morian had finally, thank+ully, proved unfounded; instead, his hopss had
been realised. Spock was himsalf again, perhaps more so than he had aver
been. His Yulcan half regained, he seemed mores able to show the humanity
which was his inheritance from his mothetr as well as the logic of his
father's world; his experience in coping with his Human half had taught
him so much, and Kirk was glad, to the depths of his soul, to see tha new
way in which his First Officer and friend was unbendings showing his
understanding and his innate compassion withouwt losing an iota of his
Vulcan dignity and nobility. Even to McCoy, Spock was able to show openly
the friendship that had long existed. 0Oh, they still had the odd battle of
words, but the affection underlying those dusls was more apparent, even to
those who did not know them well.

Yes, Kirk was glad — and happy. And he knew Spock, in his own way,
was happy too. He wasn't sure how much he believed in fate, but truly it
seemed that the encountsr with the unfortunate alien had almost been meant
to happen. He was grateful to that poor deranged soul for what it had
unwittingly given ithem.

With a detinite ssnsation that, all chances of fortune included, all
wmas well with the progress of their particular universe, Firk left the
observation deck and made his way through the comforting, efficiently
bustling coarridors of his ship, on his way to kesp his appointmeant at the
meeting of department heads he had scheduled for Briefing Room 1 at 1600
hours.

" predicted by the computers, the breakup of Outpost 17 will not
cause any long—term harzard to space traffic; however, we have stationed
six warning buoys at pre-determined interwvals around the area as a
precaution;, az per Captain Hirk's oerders," Spock concluded his report to
those presant. "The Romulan weapon was completely destroyed in the initial
explosion, having apparently been set for self—destruct i+t it was removed
from the level at which it was stored. We believe it was one of a kind,
and therefore the Federation will be free from any similar attack +or the
foreseeable future, especially since the Romulan Praetor apparently did not
ganction its use on this gccasion. However, logic suggests that, such a
weapon having been created once, at some futurs date it is likely that
another will be, and the next Praetor might well be more callous than the
present one sesms to b

"Spo tha Federation will have o be on its guard, as always,” commentead
Kirk. "But now we will have the advantage of knowing what we are looking
+or in any recurrance of such svents. Lt. Uhura has prepared a report
which will be tramsmitted to Starfleet Command immediately after this
meeting. The Enterprise will proceed to Starbase & at Warp 2 for
debrisfing. You will be glad to know that Star+fleset, for once, has no
pressing engagements for us for at least eight davs, and they have granted
my request for a short pericd of R & R, That is all, ladies and gentlemen;
thiz meeting is concluded."

Spock and McCoy remained behind with him as he watched the others goj
Uhi-a to the bridge to send the detalled report, Scott back to his precious
engines, the others back to their various duties. EKirk watched them leave
with a zmile; he had been more than glad, for once, to be able to =2nd a
briefing session by passing on some geed news. re had been grateful
Starflest had answered his reguest for R &% R, sent along with his initial,
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brief report concerning the ocourrances at OQutpost 17, so prompily: that,
too, made a pleasant change — requests for R & R were notoriously slowly
answerad. Dut apparently Starfleet had felt that the Enterprise had done
her talr sharg this time. More than her share; for they had gone ahead in
the absance of the other two ships, and pulled it off. When they got the
detailed report Uhura was about to send off, they'd know that for sures
When he thought about the destructive potential which could still have been
on the loose in the galawy... Suppressing a slight shudder, Kirk turned to
his two friends and shrugged.

Thay'd both bzen watching his expressions, obviously: both looksd
more than slightly concerned. McCoy wore a frown, and Spock had his arms
tolded in a most dissatisfied manner. In other wordsz, Captain, vou'd
better own up and tell them what that grimace wasz all about, or they'll be
thinking Starfleet hars sent us some very nasty orders I haven't mentioned
vet.

"All right, gentlemen,” Kirk said with a laugh. "You can quit
frowring — 1 was only thinking about the Romulan weapon. I'm Jjust glad
it's gons.

"Wulcans do not frown,” Spock commented automatically.

"The Great Fird save us from a Vulcan with a sense of humowr?” McCoy
remarked affectionately. He was no longer worried about Spock re-adapting
to his previously integrated self. He only wished evervbody was as
well-adiusted. For so long he'd been afraid that the day would come when
Bpock wouldn't be able to zope with his separate halves; but those days
werse gone. Rirk's friendship had seen to that - he'd helped the Yulcan to
come to terms with himself in many ways long before the Morian had
completed the job. And now his own jokes with Spock were just thaty jokes
between friends; there was no longer any need for the barbs he'd used to
try and get the Human half to show itself more fully. No - he was no
longer worried about Spock.

Firk laughed again. It was good to see the way Spock and MocCovy wers
20 gpenly showing their friendship; perhaps an ocutsider wouldn't be able
to see it, even now: but to somsone who knew them well the naw
understanding between them was obvious.

Spack, too, seemed to understand; the rare half-smile had appeared.
"1 agrese, Captain. The weapon’'s potential was horrifying. The Romulans no
doubt merely wished to prevent us from capturing it when they set it for
self~destruct. But that act did us a great favour:; I am extremely
relieved that the Federation will nogt have to be the custpdians of such
knowledge, wunwilling or not.”

"That's the kind of logic I agree with," put in McCay. "The galauwy
can do without that kind of knowlasdge — on either sidel

"indeed," agreed Spock, “though there will, of course, be researchs
the Federation will not be able to afford to ignors the weapon's creation.

"I suppose not," said MoCoy gloomily. "But we newver did find out how
great a potential for destruction that damned weapon had. aAnti—-matter can
accomplish what we saw 1t doi but I know Spock suspected that it could do
tar greater damage than sven that if they had managed to complete all thair
tests."

"Then let’'s be thankful they didn't,” said ¥irk. "I saw it do enough
damage as it was. And we’ll just have te hope that Federation research
will discover defgsnsive measures which could be usad if at any future time
an enemy does develop something similar. Me — I'm just glad this little
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adventure is all over. & weapon so small that could cause so much damage
in its own self-destruction is a frightening thing.”

MzCoy and Spock nodded. It had been a very close thing indeed for
them, and for the Enterprise, when the planetoid had broken ups; it was
perhaps as well that the other two Starships still hadn’'t arrived when it
happened, {(and they =till didn't know what had delayed theml. Firk didm't
think he would ever forget Spock coming for him down the tunnel. Indeed,
he knew he wouldn't.

"Well, at lzast for now, that seems to be it, gentlemen,” said Kirk,
gasing his position slightly and hoping McCoy wouldn't notice: he did feel
a lot better, although for howrs aftter they'd leftt Outpost 17 - or at least
the position in space it had once octupied - he'd been incarcerated in
sickbay and had felt too weak to argue. But the stimulants he'd persuaded
MeCoy to give him had done their job at the time he had needed them to, and
he didn't regret the after-effects he'd had to go through, as devastating
as they'd been. It would still be a while before he was completely
physically fit, but at least he now knew he would be all right.

But the good Doctor had noticed his attempt to hide his discomtort,
Firk could see it on his face; Mcloy was about to say something.  Hirk
decided he'd head him off; now he was feeling s much inproved, he did not
want Mcloy trying to haul bhim off to sickbay again.

"os for me, I'm off to my cabin for some well-earned rest. I'm not
afficially back on duty for another two days, atter all, and I mean to take
agvantage of it. It's not often I have some time off.?

"I don't believe it!Y McCoy exclaimed, his admonishment cut off hefore
he'd had a chance to atier it. "Don't tell me vou're actually going to
show some sense for oncs™”

"D, MeCov,” said Spock, a glint appsaring in bis dark eves. "Surely
vou know that the Captain Iir a leogical man ~ sometimes.”

The two days passed, for once uneventfully, and Kirk thankfully
retuwned to full-time duty. The rest, he had to admit, had been welcome,
which went to show how low he really had been fgeling. But it wasn't that
surprisingy he didn't need McCoy to tell him how close he'd been to having
his luck finally run out. Several times he'd surprised a strange look in
Spock’'s eyves, too. Mo, not strange ~ he'd seen it betfore, and he knew what
it was. An expression of desp thankfulness that he, KEirk, was really all
right.

Mow those two days were over, though, he was more than glad to be ables
to take hold of the reins of his ship once more. He took the conn from
EBpock and sat in his command chair to receive the reports waiting for him,
which werse — this time — all routine. It seemed that fate had decided that
they were all overdue +or a rest, and that long-awaited R & R. Fate and
Starfleet. The sensation of religf that this particular miszicon was aver,
and over zuccessfully, still hadn't Ieft him.

But that success had still had its failures. There had been deaths.
and lLeila kalomi's among them. Spock truly did seem to be perfectiy all
right, and to ane who knew him as well as Kirk did, that too was a great
relisf. Yet Spack was mors than an expert at hiding his feelings, and Kirk
knew he wouldn't be sure of Spock’s peace of mind until he'd had a talk
with him about it. He's bheen thinking of the possibility of approaching
him about it for a few days: it was aobvicuws that Spock had coped will with
the grief; buft he had felt something for her, and was probably still
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hurting, deep down. UOnce, Kirk would have been wary of broaching a subject
with his friend that might cause the Vulcan embarraszsment, if not paing

but now — well, now Spock was far more relaxed, far more at home with
himself than he had ever been. Kirk decided such a talk could do no harms
would probably do soms good. He remembered the times in the past when
Spock had helped himy Edith, Miramanee, Rayna. Ond that had been before
Spock’'s new—found peace with his hybrid self. No, he owed it to his friend
to see if there was something he could do, if Spock needed it. That, after
all, was what friends were for.

His decision made, Kirk planned on immediate action. It was always
the best way. The very next time Spock approachsed the command chair with a
report, Kirk looked up at him with a smile.

"Well both be off duty soon, Spock,” he said, "and it's a while since
we've managed to find time for a game of chess. And there are various
other things I need to discuss with youd

Spock looked at him as if, as usual, he could see right through the
wards to the meaning behind. "Wery well, Captain,” he replied =venly. "I
will sat up the chess board in my cabin. I, too, would welcome a game;
and a discussion.

Firk watched him consideringly as he returned to the science conscle.
It wasn't that often they played chess in Spock’'s guarters; was it Spock's
way of indicating that he was gquite willing to talk about anything? Hirk
certainly hoped so.

The duty watch passed without incident, and Kirk found himself walking
along the corvidor of Deck 3 towards Spock’'s cabin, and his own next door.
He had eaten with McCoy and the VYulcan in the Mess, from where Spock had
been the =zarliest to leave, with the intention of setting up the
chessboard. MNow he was on the point of it, self~doubt had begun to creep
in. Should he have waited until Spock came to him? Intruding on another's
griet, especially a privacy-orientated VYulcan's, was always questionable,
no mattsr how good the intention behind it.

But Spock was his best friend, and FHirk knew that despite the surface
appearance of contentment, Spock still had to be feeling something over
teila’'s death. It was quite possible, of course, that Spock himself had
deliberately said nothing, not wanting to burden Hirk with his own
aroblems. That would be so like Spock.

Fast memories of Spock’s concern in his own times of sorrow welled up
again, reinforcing hiz decision and convincing him of its rightness. It
had to be done; what were frisnds for? With steady detesmination, Kirk
kayed the door buzzer.

"Come,"” sald a deep voice from within

The Human entered: Spock was at his desk, apparently completing some
papermori., rust Spock not to wasts a few spare moments! On a small
table, the chess board stood ready, a chair drawn up at either =ide.

Spock stood and gave Hirk his half—smile, which somehow seemsd more in
svidence these days, especially when they were alane or with Mcloy. "The
chess board is raady, Jim — or perhaps you had anothsr reason for making
this appointment?' Spock didn't sound at all perturbed.

"B game of chess I always enjovy,"” said Kirk, taking the chair made
ready for hime "But why iz it, Spock, that you can always see my real
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motives?

"Not always, Jim — but most times," Spock replied without a trace of
smugness as he took the other chair. "We are, after all, friends. And I
have heard it said that we arg a good team”

"Sn have I, Spock, so have I, Kirk concedsd, rather pleased. HMaybe
this wasn't going to be as difficult as he had feared it might be. Spock
almost seemed to be waiting for him to say it all.

Kirk's expression changed to a more serious one. If he was going to
hawve that talk with Spock at all, he had better make a start.

"owre right — I did want to talk to you about a few things," Kirk
said. "If you have no objections.)

"Should I object?"

"Once upon a time you might have.' Kirk wanted Bpock to know that hie
wouldnt insist on making him talky not if he reaily didn't want to.

1] mave said that we are friends.” Spock knew that there was no
subject he would not now be willing to discuss with his friend; and he
wantod Kirk to realise that. The time for reticence between them was
surely gone for ever.

"Okay then — if you're sure.” Kirk smiled. "It's about you; about
how youw're coping with — well, with what happened after we met the Morian.
and about Leila, too. I know you felt socmething for her, Spock. Grief is
never e2asy. 5o many times in the past, you've helped me; now it's my
turn. I there’'s anything I can doy, anything at all, please let me help.”

Spock nodded understandingly; he had thought it worlld be something
liks that. Sut he knew what Firk meant; and sur=ly it was right that they
should talk about it

besides, he wantsd to.

"l appreciate your concern, Jim," he said evenly, "and I thank you o
it, and for your friendship. Without ix, I might not have been abla to
‘cope’, as you put it. But I believe I have done so. 1 will not pretend
it was easy; to be suddenly confronted by my Human half after all these
years of inward suppression wag.. unsettling.”

“That has to be the understatement of the y=zar.

Spock nodded again. "Indeed. Yet it has taught us much, and now I do
not regret the sxperience. For the first time in my life I belisve I truly
understood myself, and I now accept myself for what I am. Noj do not
concern yoursald about that. There is no ne=d.

Firt could see that what Spock was saying was not only the truth; it
was trus for his Vulecar friend on the deepest levels of his being. And he
was glad. &t last Spock accepted himself as the unigue person he was. At
last.

"As for Leila... " Spock hesitated a moment before going on. "You
ara rignty 1 did feel somsthing for her. Though I am not sure, 2ver now
mhat exactly it was. and I must tell you — although the grief I felt at

her death was r=al, and still is, the fear I felt for your safety when you
were injured, and when you were trapped in the tumnel, was far, far deeper.
Your frizndship means far more toc me than any feeling I had for iLeila svet
did, Jim."
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Those few words were all it took fo make Kirk realise he could stop
worrying about Spock. He was all right — that was obvious. More than all
right — to hear him finally able to put into words just what their
friendship meant to the Yulcan was more than good. The last traces of
doubt that perhaps he should not have come to broach the subject with Spock
dizappzar=d. He had been right to come; and he was very glad.

“You have learned a great deal, my friend,"” was all he replied. He
did not need to tell Spock how much their {riendship meant to him, also.
Spock knew.

"Indeed 1 have, Jim,"” said Spock, his half-smile deepening into
something more. "It was... & Human kind of learning, shall we say. But I
have long known there werse many kinds of things a Vulean could learn from a
Human."

And vice versa, thought Kirk. But he didn't reply: bhis heart was too
fuil.

Besides, there was no need.
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