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Hello, everyone, welcome to CRYSTAL CLEAR. Doris is already known to
many of you through her earlier story, FRIENDSHIP AND DUTY; Irene is
a new writer and artist that we welcome to our pages. Wa hope to see
mora work from these two wrlters soon. Thelr work is particularly
noteworthy because they are both German, writing 1in what is, to them,
a forelgn language.

We don't often start a novel with an editoriel; however, not everyone
who gets the novels also gets Enterprise - Log Entries, and as well
as the first paragraph I want to repeat something that was originally
mentioned in the editorial of E~-LE 78.

Most of the British clube now put out newsletters guarterly; only one
of the larger c¢lubg sti1ll puts ocut a bili-monthly one. We feel that
there's a place for another newsletter that comes out every two
months, and with this in mind we are considering starting & new club,
IDIC. At the moment we are investigating printing costas, ete, and we
have gome 1ldeas for it that we think are new.

If you would like more information, please send an SAE (foreign,
addressed envelope and 2 IRCs, obtainable from any main post office,
or one loose airmall stamp) to -

Janet Quarton
15 Letter Dalll
Cairnbaan
Lochgillphead
Argyll

Scotland

Az always, we are also soliciting submissions for ScoTpress zines;
novels; short stories for inclusion in E-LOG ENTRIES; and alsoc Next
Generation stories for inclugion in MAKE IT 80, a proposed zine
devoted to TNG. Our general guidelines are - no death of main
characters (although obviously TNG must take Tasha Yar's death into
congideration as a given fact), no movie-based stories, no K/8, no
storieg about other shipeg; these, after all, are "... the voyages of
the Starship Enterprise..." whether that Enterprise is NCC-1701 or
NCC~1701-D.

Submlissiong can be gent to elther

Shella Clark or Valerie Placentini
6 Craigmlill Cottages 20 Ardroasan Road
Strethmartine Saltcoats
by Dundee Ayrahire

Scotland Scotland
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GREEN HAZE

"vYou were right, Spock, this does indeed seem to be a valuable
study."

Captain James T. Kirk shifted his position behind the mosay rock
that was serving as cover to look at his First Cfficer. Commandernr
Spock, intent on his own observations of the natives, nodded without
turning hiz head.

"Vaepry valuable indeed, Captain,™ he confirmed. "It will be very
interesting to obgerve this culture without the interference of s#ome
planetary parallel of your so-called 'white man't'."

Kirk smiled. He'd had to endure a lot of lectures recently on
the subject of his ancestors' ‘'acts of irresponsibility’ towards the
native Americansg. Giving hig companion another overt glance, he
noted that Spock was about as fascinated as he'd ever seen him. The
prospect of studying a culture so similar to the Mayas and Incasg of
Kirk's home planet clearly excited him. The only difference was that
the inhabitants of Beta Cyznl III had developed a2 firearm of their
own, which made them an interesting hybrid between these ancient
Earth cultures and the Eurcpean settlers in the New World.

“Care to have a closer look?" the Captain asked his friend,
already knowing the answer. Spock's catlike curlosity had always
been a source of amusement for him.

"Increased proximity would certainly improve the quality of my
observations," Spock said, deadpan, yet Kirk did not miss the twinkle
in hisg dark eyes.

He smiled. "Wall, far be it from me to be a hindrance to your
gsolentific pursults!"™ He got up, followed by 8Spock, and together
they scurried for a cover closer to the fight between two tribes of
the natives, from where the Science Officer would be able to cateh
more detalls as to weapons technology and behaviour.

Yet before they could reach the small group of rocks they were
haaded for, something totally unexpected happened. Kirk sgslipped on a
pebble, and although he regained his footing almost immediately, the
lcosened stone gent off a small cascade of rocksa down the hilleide.
The next moment, he heard Spock's voice coming from behind him over
the sound of crackling shots.

"Jim, watch out!” At the same moment a steely hand gripped him,
hurling him to the side and sending him unceremoniously to the
ground. Surprised and a little dazed from the fall, he soerambled
back to his feet to find Spock standing whaere Kirk had been only
moments before, looking at his Captain with a strange look of relief
on his face. Then, horrified, Kirk watched his friend's dark eyes
loge thelr deep clearness. The relief on Spock's face gave way to an
expression of surprise as his hands went to his chest, where a dark
staln was beginning to spread. Hig mouth opened in a soundless
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ascream, and then, stilill looking at Kirk, he slowly sank to the
ground.

"Spock!"

Kirk was thare beside him before his mind had fully taken in the
situation, and he caught his friend just in time to prevent his head
hitting the hard stone ground. Hae eased him down carefully and
whipped out hisg communicator.

“"Bonesg! Come int Boneagt™

For a few seconds he got no angwer, and he felt the first dull
shock of panice, quickly smothered by years of training. Keep calm,
he told himself. Just keep calm. It'll take Bones a few seconds to
answar. No need to panic. Spock needs clear bthinking now. Don't
let him down.

"Yeg, Jim, what is 1t?" came McCoy's volcece from the
communicator, interrupting Kirk's thoughts.

"Spock's been injured. A bullet wound." Surprising how calm
and rational his voice sounded, "Looks bad, Bones. Come here, on
the double!®

"On my way, Jim."

Putting away the device, Kirk turned back to his First Officer,
who was atill lying as he had fallen. His eyes were closed, lips
compressed. That and the deadly pallor of hls face spoke eloguently
of the paln he was feeling, though no trace had found its way to his
features. Hot green blcod flowed freely from his chest where the
primitive lead projectile had torn into his body. Then his eyes
opened.

"Captain... "

"hon't talk, Spock. MeCoy's on hils way. Just l1ie still - don't
move. "

His volce seemed to belong {to scomeone else. The whole siltuation
had more than s touch of unreslity. Nightmarish. Ha could feel
panic inside, trying to take control of him and destroy his sbility
to keep the clear head his long and arducus traelning had lent him,
for he did not have to be a doctor to realise that even McCoy's
superb medlical gskilis might be uselessg hera.

Lookling intco his friend's eyes, he wondered dully why Spock
wagn't unconscious: why he must bear the pain with a Vulcan's acute
perceptions without the blanketing of merciful oblivion. Spock's
eyes alone showed his agony; the stony features remalned lmmoblle.

“"Jim, we must leave this... immediate area,™ he sald, ignoring
Kirk's gesture that he gshould remain silent. "It would be moat
unfortunata... if the natives found us.™

"vyou're right, Mr, Spock, but you can't walk," Kirk replied,
having noted the agonised sound in the Vulcan's voice.

"Yeg, I can," Spock gald stubbornly, sitting up slowly and
carefully. Kirk, too, got reluctantly to his feet, helping his
friend up.
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Suddenly, a bullet hit the ground just beside Kirk. The natives
had seen them. "Come on, Spock!"™ Kirk urged him on. "We've got to
get out of heret!®™

They made for a wooded area further uphilll, where they would be
able to take cover until they could leave safely. But giliowly though
they were going, Spock did not get very far. The pain in hils chest
increased with evaery step he took, while the unhindered flow of blood
made him progressively more dizzy. Twanty yards in front of the
undergrowth, he collapsged into Kirk's arms,

The Captaln had expected this. However boundless the Vulcan's
enargien had smeemed on other occasionsg, this was too much even for
Spock. Realising at once that his friend would not make 1t any
further on hig own, Kilirk scooped him up to carry him the rest of the
way to shelter.

Again there was the sound of guns; Kirk could feel a sharp paln
shoot through his shoulder as the projectile hit a tree somewhere in
front of him. A grazea. No serious damage done; it did not make him
release hils hold on hisg precilous burden. A moment later he had
reached the undergrowth, and what little pain the wound caused was
forgotten in his efforts to keep going while avoiding the most
densely wooded parts so that Spock wouldn't be hit by whipping
branches.

At last, when he found he c¢ould not get any further, he fell to
his knees, carefully laying the Vulcan down, trying to get his breath
back,.

Spock wag stlll conscious. "I am sorry, Captain," he sald
waakly to the panting Human. "I tried to... keep walkineg... My lags
gavea out, ., "

Kirk locked at him. "Oh, Spock, that's not your fault!? Nok
yours, but mine. YNot even you can walk with a bullet in your
chesgt." He noticed the mask-like expresslion on his friend's face.
"Don't worry, 1t won't be long before McCoy gets here, Everything
will be all right; he'll be able to help you." He spoke with a
confidenca he did not feel.

Spock nodded, and a painful half smile tugged at the corners of
his mouth. "I must confess that... for once I would be... grateful
for the Doctor's presence.., "

Kirk could hear the paln 1in his velce. "I told you not to tallk,
Spock. Stop being so stubborn and for once do as you're told." At
the Vulcan's lcok of protest, he continued, "No, you don't. Remember
Gamma Trianguli VI? 1 teold you there just to yell the next time.

And here you go agsain, trying to get yourself killed... Oh, Spock,
what am I supposed to do with you?"

"Captain, I assure you.., "

Kirk put 2 finger to his friend's lips. "Yag, I know," he
said. "It was a completely lopical decilslon, just like all the other
times. Don't you realise, dammit, that one day you may not have the

hand to play your game? Has no one ever told you that Vulcans make
lousy gamblera®?t

The Vulcan dld not respond. He gasped, pressing one hand to the
wound. Alarmed, Kirk snappred open his communicator. "Bonazg, what's

keeping you?"
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For an instant only static responded, then the surgeonts voice
wag there. "Hold on, Jim, I'11 be there as guickly as I can.™

"Hurry, Bonegi™

Kirk did not know how long he sat there at Spock's side, waiting
for MceCoy, while below the fighting continued, an unusual phenomencn
on this otherwise peaceful planet, and one that, for precisely that
reagson, had fascinated Spock so,

Curiosity... He 4dd not complete the proverb, It was
inappropriate, at that. IFf I hadn't been here, he would never have
been wounded. .. He had not even realised that one of the natives

had taken aim in the direction of the unexpected sound. Spock's
pharp eyes had seen, however, and his lightning Vulecan perception had
saved his Captain... again. Memories of other occasions like this
drifted through Kirk's mind, times when his friend's 1life had been in
the balance because of him, and he had spurvived only becausge fate, or
some hidden Vulcan ace, had acted in their favour. Spock's present
plight reminded Kirk painfully of ancother incident so strikingly
gimilar to this... Gamma Triangulid VI, Spock collapsing with o dozen
poison thorng in his chest,.. It had been close then. Only the
Vulcan's physiology had saved him, but Spock had not known 1t would
and sgtepped in front of Kirk anyway... Just like this time. Onty
this time 2t won't be that easy.

Suddenly Mcloy wag there. Taking scanner and protoplaser out of
his pouch, he kneeled down next to Spock, all in one smooth motion,
Then he ripped open the bluae, blood-scaked tunic, exposing the wound,
took some fast readings, and used the protoplaser. Kirk remained
close to Spock, watching MeCoy's movements anxiously.

"Oh my God!" the surgeon whispered as he realised how serious
the damage wasg. Large parts of the left lung torn... A RHuman wotld
be dead. The protoplaser hummed, sealing the torn tissue - but toco

much had been destroyed. MaCoy concentrated hils efforts on the main
bleood vesgels. His hands had long since been coveared with light
green blood; still more came seeping from the wound, in spite of all
his efforts to stop the haemorrhaging. He'ls bleeding to death/
Desperately, Mcloy adjusted the protoplaser to the highest setting.

While McCoy was working on Spock, Kirk sat beside the Vulcan,
watching his face, His friend was still conscious; still his
countenance was expressionless, an immobile mask hiding his
vulnerabilility. And yet, the paln was there. Degsplte his iron
control, he could not keep his body from jerking slightly whenever
the surgeon's hands touched the wound.

Finally, Kirk looked away from the agony in Spock's eyes, turned
to McCoy instead, hoping to find some consolation there. But McCoy
wag wearing a mask of his own, a mask of professionalism that KkKept
his face carefully expressionless, showing nothing of hia feelings.
Kirk ohserved his every movement, waiting for some clue, for the
sudden relaxation in McCoy's posture that always preceded his
announcenent that his patient would make i1it.

My gods, Kirk thought, please let Spock live. Don't let it
happer that he dies Ffor me. Don't let 4t happen; I couldn't bear
it ..

But then he saw all hope fade away into nothingness. Mcloy
didn't say a word. He swallowed hard, bit his lip and then looked at
Kirk. The Captaln could feel a cold hand groping for his heart and



baeginning to agqueeze.
Then McCoy slowly shook his head.

For an interminable moment the meaning of the gesture failed to
register. *Bones?" he whispered, hoping to hear something - anything
- that would give him reason to deny what he had just learned. The
surgeon, however, avolded his gaze.

Spock, oblivious of everything but pain, managed to look into
MceCoy'a eyes at that moment, a questioning expresaion in his.

"It's not too bad, S8pock," the surgeon replied, a falsely
reassuring expression on his craggy features. "You're gonna be all
right."

Kirk felt like crying out his despalr as McCoy, for once,
succeedaed in decelving Spock. The Vulcan nodded weakly, and, closing
his eyeas, finally lost consclousness.

MeCoy burded his face in his handsg. "I'm sorry, Jim," came his
muffled voice, "Oh, God, I'm B0 sorryl"®

Kirk began to feal a famililar upsurge of stubbornness inside,
the kind that had served him to achieve his ends so often before.
"Bones, there has to he something you can do! He can't dlie - not
iike thist"

"There's nothing, Jim," McCoy salid tiredly, his face still
covered with his hands. "The bullet's destroyed half hie left lung
and 1 can't even get it out now, with what's available here. All I
can do is give him pain-killing injections, and even that's risky."

Kirk sald nothing. He lowered hils head, a trace of doubt
baginning to c¢reep in. McCoy, he knew, would never give him a
diagnoais like that if there was a chance. Looking at Spock's pale
face as he lay unconsgcious before him he felt a sharp stab of pain.

Spock. .. dyitng...

McCoy raised his head again to look at him. HHow did it happen,
Jim? You were too far away from the battle to be directly involved."

"It was my fault." Anger welled up suddenly, fury at the

clircumstances that conspired against him to successfully. "I took
one wrong step, and of course the natives Jjust had to hear us. That
bullet was meant for me. Jusgt one idiotic plece of lead! He gaw the

danger, though, and stepped in front... v

YDamn Vulcan... ™ Mcloy whigpered. So now 2t's happened, he
thought. You knew 4t hoad to happen some time... I Just hope Jim'll
be able Lo accept 21t without btoo much pain...

Kirk was again studying Spock's face, taking in all the

familiar, beloved features one by one. S¢o pale, so vulnerable...
Taking a deep breath, he raised his head again. "Come on,
Bones. Let's got him to the cave."

"Aren't you forgetting something?" The sharp tone of McCoy's
volce let him snap back to reality. "You had baetter let me make gure
I've stopped the blesding. The way up to the cave is stony =o that
wa won't normally leave any traces on the ground, but it wouldn't be
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any good if we left a nice bright green trail to tell which way we've
taken, would 1ite®

Anxiety to get his friend to the relative safety of thelr cave

sti1l dominated Kirk's thinking. "T don't think the natilives have
really geen us. Not to identify us as what we are. Bones, let's
Q... "

"Where are your senses, Jim?'" McCoy asked while once again
running his sensor over Spock's body. "You think they didn't see
you. Now, even if they didn't, don't you think they might try to
£ind out what caused the disturbance? Really, Captain, your ability
to make command declsions based on facts and rational thinking seems
to be slipping.”

The unusual formality in MeCoy's voice finally penetrated the
worry and paln clouding Kirk's mind. "Youtre right, of course,
Bones. It's just that I... " He choked, unable to continue,

McCoy's tone softened immediately, and when he reached out to
touch his friend's shoulder, he once agaln wagm the compassionate and
protecting friend Kirk needed so much. "No need to tell me, Jim. 1
know how you feel,.. C'mon, it should be safe to move him now."

Oonce back to reality, command training finally reasserted
itself, and Kirk looked doubtfully at his friend. "Do you really
think the cave is safe?"

"Well, it should be, just as long as we're careful not to leave
any traces when we venture outside 1t, which shouldn't be necessary
too often, anyway."

"Thanks, Bones," Kirk said guietly. Then, 1lifting Spock into
his arms once more while McCoy cleared the way, he added, "Well,
then, better let's get a move on."

¥ * * ¥ X

The cave wag some three miles away, sltuated in the slope of a
gstony hill; a geological phenomenon in iteself. It was geprving as a
base and starting point of exploration for the landing party, beilng
aquipped with all that was necessary during a one-week planat
agsslgnment. But as they had not planned to make direct contact with
the natives and therefore had not anticipated the kind of emergency
they were faced with now, they did not have enough medical equipment
to treat Spock's injury adequately. They octherwise had everything to
survive this week in something that even resembled luxury, the
Enterprise being away on another assignment.

Such thoughts, however, were furthest from tha minds of Kirk and
McCoy who were both trying to cope wlth the situastion in their
different ways. Kirk wag in turn pacing restlessly within the narrow
confines of the cave and hovering over McCoy's shoulder; McCoy mat
beside Spock, checking and rechecking readinge in an attempt to find
something to gain hepe from.

Kirk had fetched water from a nearby spring, and the surgecon was
using the cool ligquid to bathe Spock's face. The Vulcan was gtill
uncongcious and beginning to show signs of fever. Whatever the
cause, it was goling to make matters even worse than they weare
already, sapping further his strength, which was already half gone
due to loss of blood.
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"Bones?" Once more Kirk was kneeling next to him. "Bones, why
did you lie to him? He has a right to knowt"

McCoy looked at him out of weary ayes. "I did not dare tell him

hacause... " He smiled ruefully. "Wall, I guess out of force of
habit.” The smile vanished again, to be replaced by that LlLook of
defaat he'd been wearing ever since his diagnosis. "I never tell a

terminal patient he's going to die unless it's a direct gquaestion,
because that knowledge usually only hastens the end. I just didn't
think of the fact that he's a Vulcan... "

Kirk had winced at his use of the words 'terminal patient' in
refarence to his best friend and realised that hils subconscilous had
not accepted the truth. It led him to ancther guestion, though, one
he wished he did not have to ask.

"Uow long does he have?!

MeCoy leooked down agailn, "T'm not sure, A Human would long
gince be dead, but then, hisg heart's not where a Human'g would be...
His Vulcan ptamina may keep him alive for another day or two, but I
doubt 1f he could suprvive any longer than that. Dapending on blood
ioss and the extent of the damage, 211 he may have left could be Jjust
hours. I simply can't tell.™

Hours? So soon? Only hours. Got to make the most of them...
"Do you think I can tell him?"

) MeCoy hesltated. "T don't think it's wise, Jim. Hae's half
Human, after all. It could gtill be a shock,. On the other
hand,.. " His voice trailed off as he thought it through. "No, 1
wouldn't recommend it." )

They sat in silence while the implications slowly sank in, each
trying to appear reasonably calm so ag not to impose thelir
desperation onto sach other.

Then Spock opened his eyes, focussing on MeCoy who was gtill
sitting next to him.

"hoctor, where... 7"

"hon't try to talk, Spock," McCoy sald gently. "Just lie still,
and you'll be all right soon.”

Kirk could not help but admire McCoy's self control. Nothing in
the Doctor's face or volce hinted at the desperation he must be
feeling over the knowledge that Spock's end was near, The Captain
could only hope the Vulcan would not look at him so closely, for he
wasg certalin hisg face could be read as easlly as & book.

Then Spock did look at him.

Hs eyes were not as c¢lear and deep asg before - the pain and loss
of blood had already taken their toll on him. Yot evidently he sBtill
could see clearly enough to reallse, from his friend's expression,
that something was wrong.

"Iim... " he whilspered. And then he noticed the blood on Kirk's
shoulder.
"Doctor, " Spock said. "The Captain... is injured... pain... "

He had meen the look of desperation on Kirk's face and was



interpreting 1t as physical pain.

"Don't talk, Spock," McCoy repeated. The surgeon had noticed
the sllight contraction of his facial muscles as the Vulcan took in
breath to speak. The pain was Iincreasing.

He took & hypo, holding 1t against Spock's chest to give him a
local anaesthetic,

"Not me," he gasped. "lim.,.. "

"It's Just a gceratch, 8Spock," Kirk sald reassuringly, touched by
thae Vulcan's concern for him even now that he himself was so badly
injured. “"It's nothling. ™

"But thers is pain... " The hypo hissed. Iim. .. "

"Who'g the doctor around here, Spock, you or me?" McCoy
grumbled, putting the hypo away.

"Doctor... "

Seeing that the Vulcan felt strongly enocugh about this to become
aglitated, McCoy did turn to Kirk to give him a quick once-over with
the scanner.

"top that, Bones," Kirk hissed. "I told you 1t's nothing.
Taka care of him, dammit!®

McCoy held the furious hazel eyes for a moment, then threw a
meaningful glance at the agitated Vulcan, continuing his examination
of Kirk's wound, 1f only for Spock's benefit, since he already knew
what he would find. Kirk understood, and submitted to 1it.

"Wall, Jim, for once your diagnosis 1s correct,”™ McCoy saild
then, loud encugh for Spock to hear. "A mere scratch." He turned
back to the impassively relieved Vulcan. "and now that that's

settled, Mr. Spock, I bring it to your attention that 1t would be
medically advisable if you quit fretting and got some rest."

"rcknowledged. .. " Spock whispered and cobediently closed his
ayes.

Kirk remained next to him after McCoy got up, trying to calm
Spock with his presence, it was obvious to the Human that his friend
wouldn't be able to sleep; he could tell Jjust from the tense lids
that the pain would not permit 1t.

There are only hourgs left to him... to both of us. And hel!ll be
in pain ti1ll the end. EBEven Bones'! painkiller Zsn't helping. He
eazed long and earnesgstly into Spock's face, lingering over the dear,
familiar features, noticing new lines arcund the eyes. He's dying.
for me. He sacrificed hia life to save my wworthly asg. And he
would do 4t again. Qur friendship g killing him.

McCoy looked up from his inventory of his medical pouch. There
was something in Kirk's expression that he didn't qguilte know how to
interpret. Sympathy, compassion, deep affection... and something
else. Guilt?

Yes, of course. He feels guiliy because Spock Look the bullet
that wazg meant for him. Wanting to rouse Kirk from his depressing
thoughts, McCoy walked over and put a hand on his shoulder.
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"Jim, " he sald softly, "we'll need some more wood for that
fire. Acgording to the scouts' reports, it'll get pretty cold here
once the sun's down."

Kirk slowly raised his head, looking at MeCoy without really
geeing him. Nodding once, he got up. For a moment he Just stood
there, looking down at his wounded friend. Finally he left the cave,
moving like a gleepwalker.

MoCoy's gaze followed him until he was out of sight. Than he
sat down again, pulling up his legs and resting hils head against his
kneas. "Damn. "

He had not notlced Spock's eyes opening the moment Kirk got up.
Now the Vulcan was looking at the spot where Kirk had disappearsd, an
unidentifiable look in his eyes. Hies l1ipe moved, mouthing the name
of the one being in all the universe he could ecall friend.

¥ % ¥ ¥ ¥

When Kirk returned almost an hour later, McCoy was gitting at
Spock's side, cooling the Vulcan's face.

“"Roneg?"

The surgeon looked up, and for a moment Kirk thought there wasp
an expression of intense worry in his eyes. Then 1t wasg gone as
habit made him mask it just like any other fealing towards the Vulcan
that went deeper than cynicilam.

“revar, Jim, and 1it'’s rising. I 2t111 have no ldea why... dod
knows what might happen." ’

"It will happen, Bones." Kirk's voice was toneless. "What
difference does it make except the only difference that really
matterse"

McCoy bit his 1ip. Obviously hig tactic hadn't worked, and
Kirk's thoughts outside had been even blacker than his in here. But
what could he say or do about 1it? The only thing he knew was that he
didn't like the 1ook in Kirk's eyes at all.

"vYou could save him aboard ship, couldn't you?" The toneless
volce interrupted his thoughts. "Maybe 1f she gets back in time... "

"Jim, stop tormenting yourself. We both Kknow what the chances
are, even if they did know gomething was wrong. And they won't be
within range for at leasgt three more days."

And then 1t will be too late. Looking into Spock's pale,
paln~etched features, Kirk knew it was true. He knelt down next to
Spock and sllently took the wet cleth from the surgeon's hand,
running 1t over the Vulcan's face. With a painful twinge deep
inside, he noticed the tense muscles along the strong jawline, the
glanted brows drawn slightly together. Then dark, fevered eyes
opened, meeting hias. Ag they gazed into each other's eyes, the world
around them disappeared.

McCoy saw the contact. He seemed to sense an almost electrical
current of rapport and empathy between the two men. He had felt it
often before, though naver as strong as nNow. As he watched Kirk take
Spock's hand in his own without breaking eye contact, the surgeon
hegan to feel like an intruder and got up. Grabbing his thermal
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blanket, he went over t¢o the other pide of the fire,

I can remaember a time when he would hove pulled away his hand in
protest. MeCoy felt a wave of paln and despalr wagh over him as he
saw how Kirk cared for the Vulcan, cooling his fsesce, holding his
hand. There was no trace of revulsion at the physical contact in
Spock's expression now.

He simply accepted the affection and love the gesture embodied,
aven showing his appreciation through his special little half amile
as he continued to look at his Captain.

They have come ao Ffar, building their Friendship into something
8o beautiful, so honest, and then a piece of lead smashea 2t all to
piecesa. In higs entire career as a physician, McCoy had never felt ao
immengely gullty at his inability to save a patient. He knew that
this would not only kill Spock, 1t would destroy Kirk inside as
wall, What kind of a doctor am I that I can't do something now, the
one time that 2t really matters?

After sunset, nothing inside the cave had changed. Kirk was
gtill sitting beside hig First Officer, hiz thermal blanket drawn
around his shoulders. McCoy, his own blanket clutched tightly about
himself, was leaning against the stone wall.

The Captain still looked down at his friend, whose eyes ware naow
closed. At liast, when he could no longer keep hisz face
expresslonless, the Vulcan had loocked away, trying to hide his pain
from the world. The thought of Spock in such agony because of him
was enough to preclude any attempt at sleep, although Kirk felt guite
exhausted after the day's exertions.

Again he felt he Vulcan's forehead. The fever was rising.

At his touch, Spock opened his eyes, glassy and unfocused.
#Jim?" he whispered.

"Yea, Spock, I'm here. Don't talk." Then, denying his own
words, he want on. "Da you need anything? Water? A palnkiller?™

" am cold... " His white lips were trembling. "I'm goO
cold... "

"I know, Spock," Kirk said softly. "T know." He could feel the

cold penetrating his own body as the temperature continued to sink.
Suppresgsing a shiver, he couldn't help wondering how Spock must be
feeling now, the desert-bred Vulcan whose metabollsm was geared for
1ife in a hot and arid environment, where a Human would be hard put
to gurvive without alr conditioning. And now his friend was exposed
to this humid cold, helpless under the influence of planetary
conditiongs alien to him.

This whole damn planet Zg doing ibke best to make it ag hard on
him as possible. Cnee again, Kirk reflected grimly how things could
hardly get any worse.

He took the blanket from his shoulders, spreading it over
Spock's shivering body, carefully so as not to hurt him. Again the
Vulcan's eyves opened, and he locked at him gratefully. Smiling back,
Kirk settled down again at his friend's side. Ha could hear Spock's
uneven, shallow breathing as the Vulcan fought for every breath he
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toock, holding out against pain and the bullet which was s8till in his
body, killing him even now. Kirk began to hate the small plece of
iead that wasg slowly taking his best friend away while he was spitting
next to him, helpless to prevent the inevitable outcome.

He guddenly felt an almost overwhelming need to share his Vulcecan

friend's pain, cold and all. He reachad out to touch Spock's face
gently.

"Snock, " he said as the brown eyes opened. "Tall me when you
need my help. Whatever it is, I'll do whatever I can."

Almost as soon as he'd said it, he regretted the impulse that
had prompted him to put it the way he had. He had sgounded far too
desperate to be adequate for the condition they had led Spock to
belleve he was in. Hoping that the Vulean would fall to see the
truth, he looked away.

Then 8pock whispered his name.

Looking at him again, Kirk saw immediately that something had
changed. The mask that held the Vulcan's face expressionless was
gona now, leaving a look that the Captalin had hardly ever seaeen
before: it had showed only at rare and cherisghed momenteg that Kirk
would remember for as long as he lived, for these ware moments when
Spock relaxed his guard to let hils friend touch his true being.

The expresgsion that was there now was one of deep understanding
and affection, a loock that said, I know what you are Ffeeling, my
friend. I understarki what you are going through and I regret causing
you such pain - although I would do <& again, Ffor it is what I had £o
do. Then another wave of pain washed over him and he winced, turning
hils head to the side. Phe moment wasg destroyed.

Spock eclosed his eyes, and, taking a deep, careful breath,
reopened them. "Iim," he whispered. "what is the... nature of the
injury? There is more pain... than should be expected... " The rest
of his gentence wag drowned as the effort to speak atokaed the flames
of pain once more.

“The bullet is close to your spine," came McCoy's voice from
behind Kirk, just as the Captain was motioning for Spock not to
talk. "There are a couple of nerve ends close by, and the bullet
puba agalnst them when you breathe. It's painful, but not
dangercus."

Kirk felt llke screaming. 1t was almost unbearable lying to his
best friend; he did not know how much longer he would be able to keep
up the charade, to pretend that Spock would be all right, while he
kept getting worse, minute by nminute alipping closer to death.

He watched the Vulean's efforts to control hils uneven braathing,
efforts that were thwarted by the fever and by his own beody's
instinet to fight for breath that had already taken over. Kirk
watched the fight, knowing that Spock would not make it.

He can't succeed. He's already past the point of even
controlling his own body, and he'll blame himmself Ffor 1t. And all
because of me. Oh, God, why do I torture him like this?

Finally, Spock openaed his eyes again. "It does not work," he
whisperaed, anguishad,. "T cannot concentrate... don't understand...
His volce falled.

"
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"The healing trance?" Kirk asked gently.
He nodded weakly.

The Captain tocok his hand. "ITt's all right, Spock. Just relax
- try to relax." He could feel the feverish heat radiating from the
pain-racked body.

"Jim, you don't understand," Spock insisted. "I cannot even...
control the pain... "

Thare wasg a very real touch of panic in his trembling volce.
Kivk held his hand tighter, trying to calm him. "Don't think of 1it,"
he said, masking bis own despair and grief to give hie friend the
reagsurance he needed now. "Everything will be all right, youtll
gee. REelax. Close your ayes. Try to get some rest."

At last Spock's eyes drifted shut. Kirk held on to his hand,
warming 1t between both of his.

* % % ¥ ¥

When MaCoy entered the cave, carrying a frash bowl of water, he
saw Kirk sgitting immobile, staring at the fire, the Vulcan's head
cradled in his arms. He must have made some small nolse, scraping
his boots over the stona ground or inadvertently kicking a small
pebble against the wall, for the Captain jerked up his head,
motioning for him to be gilent.

P "Ha's asleep,!" Kirk whispered, looking down at his friend again
ag McCoy kneeled next to them.

It was sleep, McCoy noted, but a restless sleep. Unable to
contrel hig reacticns now, the Vulcan could not Keep his face from
twilitching with pain. McCoy even heard him moan scoftly as the agony
in his body forced its way past his sleeping lips. At the sound,
Kirk gently brushed his hand over Spock's hair, his own exprasgion
reflecting his empathy and compassion. The reaction was not lost on
McCoy, and the surgeon reached ocut to lay a gentle hand on the
youngar man's shouldaer.

Words were not necessasry.

After a time, Kirk raised his head to look at McCoy. "Bones, "
he salid, with an aeffort keeping his voilce steady. "Can't you glve
Kim something to ease hisg paln?"

MeCoy looked away, unable to bear the look of the pleading
eyed, He shock his head, refusing to meet Klirk's gaze.

"Not even a light sedative?®

"No, Jim. A light sedative would be ineffective here, and a
strong painkiller would be too much for him.?*

Kirk swallowed, looking down again at the sleeping Vulcan in his
arms . Spock's face wag hot, and he moved his head resgtlessly, itrying
to epcape whatever nightmare was haunting him. And now there
wouldn't even be relief from the physical agony he was feeling.

He raised his head again, desperate. "Baones, there must be
something I... we can do!" His emotions made him raise his volce,
and Spock's head fell to the other side. Kirk froze, fearing that he
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had wakened him, but when the Vulcan's eyaes remailned closed, he
continued, whispering, "Bones, the paln 1g klilling him?! We’ve got to
do something!"

McCoy had had the same thoughts, and he had found no answer. "I
know how you're feeling, Jim. But try to remember that he's a
Vulcan. When he's awake, he's still able to control the pain. A
sedative, though, will kill him almost certainly."

Kirk's veoilice was toneless, his expression empty. "He's golng to
die, anyway. The least we can do isg let him go with dignity, without
suffering." His voice broke. "Why... why did I bheing him down here

with me? 1 knew there could be danger! Why didn't I take another
sclantist? I should have anticipated this!™ He fell silent,
lowering his head.

"Jim, it wasn't your fault he's been hit," McCoy sald gently,
trying to reagsure him.

"Not my fault? Who elgse's? That bullet was meant for me! It
should have hit me, and it would have weaere 1t not for his pushing me
aside to take 1t himself."

"But he did 1t deliberately, and that makes it even lemps your
fault."

"That's what I'm saying! He did it deliberately, and for me.
He would have done it for no-one else. Thet does make 1t my fault.
I should have taken that damn bullet! Not him! He could have lived
on for maybe ancther twoe hundred years! And now he's dying, and only
becauge I didn't react fast enough to prevent him giving hig life for
mea. If only I had realiged... " His hand was brushing gently over
Spock's tample.

"Poppyeock, " McCoy sald, still gently. "and you know 1t.
You're not responsible for his actions, and 1f he chooses to step iIn
front of somebody to take a bullet, that's his decision. After all,
we've been through 1t before, And wouldn't you do the zame for him?"

"Yes," Kirk whigpered. "I would. Why didn't 17"

McCoy had no reply to that. He did understand Kirk'as feelings;
thay were, after all, very similar to his own. Ha, too, was blaming
himself. The knowledge that he had tha skill necessary to save the
Vulean was encugh to make him want to smash something with dlmpotent
rage, The fact that the equipment and instruments he needed were
simply not availablae here did nothing to relieve his feelings. All
he knew wasg that 1t was hig fault, and hisg alone, that Spock was
dying. After all, had he not sworn an oath to save lives? He was a
traitor to his cath and to Kirk, who would have to suffer for it as
long as he lived... not teo mentlon Spock, who he was falling now that
the Vulcan really needed him,

I'm gorry, Spock. I wisgh I could do aomething. But I reaclly am
Juat a witch doctor who doesn't remember the correct spell... and I
wiagh I could tell wyou that wou really are my Ffriend... Please let
there be ftime enoupgh at least for that?

* kK * K

Time passed. The dim light of dugk had long since given way to
complete blacknegas. The temperature continued to sink as the two
friaends sat in sillence, each lost in his own thoughts, while Spock
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lay in uneasy sleep, hurting and shuddering with fever. Kirk
remalned next to him, watching his face closely, noting all the small
expressions of paln on the pale features. He drew closer to him o
keep him werm, constantly aware of the tremor shaking the lean body.

Spock's conscicusness dived up through the coccocon of sleep his
mind had woven around it to waken to hissing and pounding sounds
close to his ears. But the sengation dissipated rapidly as he felt a
new onslaught of the ever-present pain that seemed to have lain
waliting to attack him in those flrst moments of renswed awareness
when he was helplass.

Automatic defences against all physlical discomfort snapped up
instantaneously, and a gasp was all that escaped him as the last
remnants of sleep were brushed aside. He opened hils eyes to stare
into a wavering green mist.

"Spock?"

He could feel his hand being lifted, and then something cold and
hard and wet touched his lips.

"Drink this, Spock. Water.”
The cool liguid moistened his lips. He drank thirstily.

"Eagy, Spock, take your time. There's plenty." Kirk's wvoice
came from behind the wall of paln and nausea as the fresh coolness
slowly penetrated his fevered body, guenching a burning thirst he had
not realised he'd been feeling. Finally he turned his head aside.
Then ha felt a cool, soft cloth on his forehead. The last thing he
was aware of before hils consciousness returned to palnless blackness
was the warm, immensely comforiting sense of Kirk's presence. He wag
not afrald any more.

Kirk wasg with hilm.

Infinitely carefully, Kirk settled down next to Spock again,
eradiing the Vulcan's head in his arms. It was now s8¢ cold that he
himself wap shivering and did not dare think abut what effect 1t must
have on his friend. He wanted to be close to him now, to give him
warmth, and 1f 1t had another, more subtle effect on the Vulcan - or
maybe both of them - s¢ be it. All he wanted was +to help Spock, make
things easier for him. He did not care what it antailed. Whatever
the price, he would pay it.

vYet there was nothing he could deo, except watech helplesszly,
while Spock was slowly slipping closer and closer to death. He could
sense it, could almost see the life force draining from the lean
body. The sunken cheeks, the new lines around eyes and mouth, the
greanish tinge that had come to replace the familiar colour of the
too-hot face... T+t huprt him Just to look at it. If only there was
somaething. ..

McCoy threw ancther branch inte the fire, cursing under hisg
breath ag a flying spark touched his hand. The reaction was
automatic. He wasn't really thinking of the pain as he absently
rubbed his finger against his pants. His thoughts were stlill where
they'd been almost continucusly for the last... how long had it
beeny? Six or seven hours since Spock had been wounded, four gince
darknass. ..
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How much time does he have left? A day? A few hours? Will he
cver see the sunlight again?

Wrapping his thermo-blanket around his shoulders, he returned to
his place, leaning against the wall where he could watch the others
acrogg the fire.

The silence in the cave was oppressive. Spock's condition
welghed on them, forestalling the merest attempt at conversation.
Not that he felt much like talking himself. He wouldn't even know
how to begin to find the words to express what he was feeling, nor 1if
any such confession would be welcome 1if he did. Kirk was having
encugh unvolceable feelings of his own to deal with, as the merest
glance at him would tell even the most casual observer. S0 MceCoy
just kept silent.

Kirk's quiet, thoughtful voice at last broke the sllence,

"only three hundred years ago, hardly anyone balieved there
could be life on other planets." He managed a sad smile. MceCoy
wasn't sure whether he was being spoken to or whether Kirk was just
talking to himself, "And today... " the Captaln continued. "Today
we work together with aliens, side by silde. They are our friends...
We learn from them, and they from us." He reached cut a gentle hand
te touch the tip of S8Spock's ear, "And supposedly unemotional
Vulcans... one unemotional Vulean sacrifices his life for an
emctional, 1ilogical Human... He has leavrned what the word 'love'
means... giving him friendship, a Vulcan's friendship... " Hig volce
broke; he couldn't speak any further.

Through the veil of tears he no longer had the sirength to hold
back ha saw Spock's eyes open. He l1ifted the Vulcan's head again to
give him water when the dark eyes directed their unfocused gaze on

him. It wag obviousg that his vision was s8till not as clear as it had
been, wyet 1t was enough. The slanted brows drew together at what he
saw.

.'Jim‘ L) ?"

¥irk could feel a sole tear roll down his cheek. "Yaes, Spock?"

he whispered, making no attempt to hide what the aevidence on his face
was revealing.

The Vulcan eyves ware following the tear, then darted back to
Kirk's eyeas. For a moment 1t was asgs though they were able to touch
hiag innermost soul.

"Iim... For me?"
A nod was all he could manage.

The Vulcan'a gaze assumed that farsway axpression ag he at last
acknowledged the truth he had begun to surmise.

"T knew there was something wrong," he said in a weak voice. "y
am sorry.'" He sald it with all the sincerity a Human/Vulcan hybrild
was capable of expressing, with no attempt to conceal his feelings
behind his mask of logic, The time to pretend was long pasgt.

This openness sliced through Kirk's own control like a razor.
"Oh, please, Spock - don't die! Try to hold ont"

"T will... I have a logical interest... in survival... "
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"Please, don't talk, Spock - that takes away too much of yvour
strength. Just tell me what you need. Are you lying uncomfortably,
or are you cold?"” He laild hils hand on the Vulecan's forehead, feeling
his hot skin, the fever burning.

"Jim... 4o not be so concerned.... It is 1illogical... in
addition to being... unprogductive... "

Spack was trying to play hig game of having no emotionsg in order
te raise Kirk's spirits, as he had dome mo often before, But this
time, the typilcal expression of his voice was missing, and his right
eyebrow d4id not rise. He was alreasdy closer to death than he himself
realised. This attempt to cheer Kirk up hurt him instead, in his
deepest being. He turned away, unable to keep a new rush of tears
from falling.

"Jim... " came Spock's weak voice agaln, how tinged with
distress, "Please, don't cry for me... I had to do 4t... "

Yes, you stubborn, pigheaded Vulcan, of course vou think my Life
is more important than youres, don't you? He took a deep breath to
ease the pain in his chest and throat. "Now you've really done it,"
he said, trying to keep his voice gteady. "I knew that sone day
you'd succeed. After I don't know how many attempts to save my life
by giving yours, today you finally did it. And I suppose there was
no other way, wag there?"

"No," gaid Spock softly. "There was not."

A look of perfect understanding passgsed between them. "I
understand," Kirk said, and his voice did not waver. He diaq
undarstand. He would have done the same thing for Spock, without
hegitation. A gentle smile on his lips, he reached out to brush the
Vulcan's halr in a silent gesture of support. Spock returned the
amile without shame as they both, for the first time, openly
acknowledged the depth of mutual commitment that had always been
there.

Exhausted from the effort to talk, Spock closed his eyes again,
a mlilght trace of the smile still lingering on his lips.

Kirk's eyes remalned fixed on hisg until long after Spock had
alipped into a f1itful slaeep,. At least there woaeg bime enough to teach
him that... But gtill, Zit could have been o much more...

* ¥ # % »

For the second time, Mcloy offered the silver package wilth food
concantrate to Kirk - finding himself unable to deal with the
sltuation any longer, the doctor haed diverted hie attention to bare
necesgitieg. "Pleape, Jim, try at least a few bites. I understand
how you feel, but 1if you keep going like this... "

"I told you, I can't eat now, Bones." There was almost no life
In his voice.

McCoy hesitated before he continued. "Jim, you know you aren't
helping Spock by punishing yourself," he said then, his voice very
gentlie,.

But Kirk had not heard him.

"He's dying, Bones," he saild in the same tone of voice. "I can



ig

seg 1t s3till eating away at him." His eyes travelled slowly over the
face of the Vulcan, who was still asleep, his head cradled in Kirk's
arms. Now and again his features would twitch slightly, or he would
moan softly, moving his head from side to side. "I just wish he
didn't have to be in pain like that... "

McCoy loweraed bhis head. He knew that it would be a lot worse
towards the end. He suspected that the wound had become infected,
which would mean riaging fever, delirium, maybe hallucinations... and
no eagy way to sparae him. He did not have the medlication to treat a
wound infected with alien germs.

Maybe it won't make a difference; moybe he won't have to live
through 2£... He suppressed the thought with a sudden outburst of
defiance. No! No, there'lg gobl to be gome waw! I Juat can't let 4t
end now. There's too much ahead Ffor them fFfor 26t to end now!

He took out his scanner, running it over the Vulcan's body,
hoping for something... anything... to turn up which might sustain
hig Just-revived hope.

Kirk was watching him, his eyes showing the same feelings. But
McCoy didn't even need to look at the display on his tricorder. The
agoustic signal had told him encugh, more than he had wantad to
know. He opened the 1id of the triccorder esnyway, busying his hands,
if not his mind, avolding Kirk's eyes although he could still feal
them watching him. It's o bloody shame! Whwy now? And why Spock?
IFf anvone did have to die, why did it hawve to be the one person in
the galaxcy whe Zen't expendable?

Lookilng away at last from his chief surgeon's bowed haad, Kirk
again felt a painful =stab at hils chest where =2 buillding ache had
become his constant companion. He could feel Spock's fever-hot body
shivering and moving restlessly in his arms, heard another sound of
pain that the sleeping Vulcan could not hold back, and a cold fist
sgemed to reach for his heanrt.

Wasg this the end? Could this really be the final chapter of
thelr shared life, of thelr legendary friendship that had been the
ohne congtant in hisg exisgtence? Whenever he had needed support,
trust, understanding, or Just honest advice in a difficult gituation,
Spock had been there, gulet, unobtrusive, Just being Spock, and it
had helped him through. It had first become habit, then instinct,
for Kirk to turn to the Vulcan, but more often Spock had offered his
help and given it before the Captalin even knew he needed i1t,

It had taken a while for this friendship to develop, but when
Kirk took the first step to ease the Vulcan cut of his self-made
prigon B0 many years agoe, he had not even dreamed of what he had
ultimately gained. Long, patient months of giving had ultimately
rasulted in a unique gilving and receiving, almost unprecedented among
Humang, and certalinly unigdue between Vulcan and Human. A legend, and
Kirk had always been awed by it.

And now, in the culmination of that friendship, one last act of
giving that could never be returned. A nightmare come true.

Like in a movie, Kirk saw the birth and growth of theilr
friendshilp played back before his mind's eye, the cornerstone of
their relationship. Beautiful, happy moments, moments of joy and
utter contentment, but also painful moments, a necessary, hurtful
+truth or a hard word that had finally led to a deeper understanding
of each other.
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The moments came and went asg the progression of their
relationship continued in Kirk's mind, and ag he sat there, losat in
the recesses of his memories, a small smlle found dite way to his
lips.

McCoy, watching him covertly, tricorder still in hand, swallowed
hard as he saw the blank smile on Kirk's face, knowing that it might
be the last he would spee for a vary long time. How often had he
privately compared their friendship to a symbiosis? What's Lhe
definition of a biological symbiosis again? Two beidngs of different
apecies Living Eogether in mutual dependence, both benefitting from
it and each uwnable to live without the other... And how often had
one of them haunted Sickbay when the other was 111 or injured, not
resting until the other was well again? They had suffered with each
other, sharing physical and emotional pain with their own special
kind of empathy, just as they had shared the Joy and happiness of
life aboard a starship...

Would there ever be that kind of fulfilment for Kirk again,
after Spock was gone? Would he be sble to adjust to a life without
the Vulcan, without the guiet companion who had come to be his best
friend®?

A small scund of pain left the Vulcan's mouth, snapping McCoy
out of his reverie and bringing Kirk back to the present. Spock'sa
head fell from side to gide, sharp, agonized breaths escaping hils
half-open mouth, and Kirk immediately tried to socothe him, gently
running hiz hand over the Vulcan's face. And it had the degired
,effaect. Spock slowly calmed down, his breathing returning to normal
as the gentle minlstrations reached his fever-blurred mind, if only
unconasciously.

No-one else could do that Ffor him, McCoy thought fondly. A real
aymbiocsia. And 1t would be Just the some the other way round...
Evan in his sleep, the Vulcean was demonatrating his friendship with
Kirk, and he, McCoy, was unable to save that friendship. He watched
Kirk continuing the slight stroking of his fingertips, softly, soc as
not to waken Spock. It won't make any difference. He'll die, and
no-one, not even Jim, can do a bleoody thing. He rose and left the
cave, unable to bear any longer the sight of that beautiful
friendship being slowly destroyed by a mindless pilece of lead.

Again Spock's breathing became laboured, and he moved his 1llps,
uttering incoherent sounds. Kirk watched the Vulcan's feverad brow
becoming creased with expressions of uneasiness, even... aven fear.
Then Spock threw his head to the side, crying ocut softly in his
gleep. The Captain intensified his efforts to soocthe him and put his
hand against the side of the Vulcan's head, hoping to reach him.

But thig time Spock's mind wag logt too far in the feverlsh
nightmare. He c¢ried out again, and now Kirk was able to make out the
name he was calling.

Cavaefully, he gathered the Vulcan up in his arms, cradling him,
holding him close, He started talking to him in a soft volce,
rentle, soothing, meaningless words, until Spock suddenly jerked half
upright, his hands clutching Kirk's shoulders, eyes wide open with a
look of pure terror in them. For a moment he remained motionless,
elinging to Kirk, completely disorientated, still staring at him...
then he relaxed, closing his eyes in relief.

Kirk sased him back down, gently covering him with the blanket,
while Spock fought to regain his lapsed control. Then he opened his
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eyes to look at the Captain.

"My temperature would appear to be... slightly elevated, would
it not?" he enquired weakly.

"Yeg, Spock. You're running a fever." Kirk hesitated, unsure
of how to ask his next question without embarrassing his Priend.
"Waasg i1t a nightmare, Spock?" he finally asked simply.

"Yeg, " Spock sald softly. "A nightmare. M

He closed his eyes, trylng to erase the picture in his mind.
Jim, covered with bleod, dying... McCoy screaming at him why he
hadn't done somebthing, he could have saved him... He himself
gtanding there, staring douwn at his t'hy'!'la, knowing he had betraved

Jim'ts trust 4in him and broken an oath he had sworn long ago - to save
Jimts Life whatever the cogt to himself... Jim's hazel eyesg,
breaking as death came... and then the terrible, excruciabing pain in

hig mind ag he felt bthat death deep ingide, like something tearing
apart within him...

The memory clouded over hils thoughts, and it was all he could do
to turn hig head aside, hiding his face and his reactions, to
maintain at least the last shreds of Vulcan dignity left to him.

"No, don't be ashamed, Spock,” Kirk said softly. "You have
absolutely no reason to he ashamed; not of a dream.'" He reached out
o turn the Vulcan's face gently back towards him. "I know what it

.was you dreamed. I've had that same nightmare myself." Only for me

it hag come brue, he added sllently.

Spock shuddered as Kirk's gentle volce glowly dissgipated that
horrifying visgion in his ming. With the clearing of his reason he

also regained his sensesg, and then the pain was there again, too. He
gagped at & sharp jJolt of searing agony that stabbed through him.

For a moment hig chest was on fire. He held his breath, his mind
frantically erecting walls around the pain, trying to block it. But
the mind rules were beyond hls reach, weakened ag he already was. B0

he Just clamped down on it hard, suppressing it by sheer force of
will. He did not feel hip teeth biting though his lower 1lip as he
clenched his Jjaws.

Kirk watched the gsilent fight helplessly, unable Just to stand
by and watch yet at a lossg to know what else to do. Taking the
cloth, he tenderly wiped the green trickle of blood from the Vulcan's
mouth, painfully aware of the uselessness of the gesture.

Spock again jerked sharply, catching his breath. Hiep fists
clenched; otherwise he remained almost motionless, save for an
agonised trembling of his tense body.

"Spock, " he maid urgently, "stop fighting 1t. Don't torture
yourgelf. Jugt go with it. Do you hear me? You can't control it

it'11 ki1l youl®

"No!'" Spock gasped. "I'm a Vulcan! I control! I can - " He
couldn't continue as the paln took his breath saway.

Kirk took both his shoulders, saguaeezing gently. "Spoak,
pleasea. There's nothing shameful about glving in to such pain. I
know exactly how you feel; even for a Human it would be hard. But

believe me, 1t'1ll be easiert™
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"No, " Spock whigpered, eyes tightly shut. "I can'tt" He
gasped, Jjerking his head to the side.

"Nammit, you stubborn Vulcant! It'a not your dignity that's at
stake here, i1t's your lifel"

The Vulcan did not respond to the ocutburst. He was motionless
again, holding his breath. Kirk could see veins and tendons
protruding on his neck with the effort to keep from screaming. Then
Spock moaned, and again he turned his head away.

The socund frightened Kirk more than anything. Never before had
he heard an expressglion of such agony from any living being. It
gscared him as he had never been scared in his life.

Sick with worry, he took the Vulecan's trembling hand in his,
"Hold on, Spock, I'll get Bones. Jusgt hold on & few minutes
longer." He got up, frantic, and left the cave at a run.

As npoon as Kirk wasg gone, Spock felt the last remnants of his
wilill-power ebb away from him, and his control broke. "I'm sorry,*' he
whispered into the uncaring, enveloping cold around him. It took the
rest of his waning strength to pull up the blanket to hide hig face.

Kirk found McCoy outside, gitting in front of the low entrance,
hig blanket wrapped around him.

"Bones, you've got to gilve him something for the pain! It's
killing himt! He can't gstand much more of itt"

McCoy hesiltated, but 1t took him just a moment to consider the
danger and one look into Kirk's panic-stricken face to made his
decision. Getting up, he followed the Captaln inside.

Upon entering, Kirk saw the Vulcan lying near the fire, his face
covered with the blanket, his body shaking with spasmodic trembling.
Kneeling down next to him, he tried to pull the blanket away from hisg
face, when he was stopped by Spock's choking voice.

"Dontt touch melt"™

"dpnock, I've got a painkiller for you," McCoy sald gently from
behingd Kirk. "Byt I can't give 1t to you through the blanket.
You'll have to -~ "

"Bones, " Kirk interrupted, motioning for him to be silent.
Ignoring the surgeon's confused look, he turned back to Spock.

Attuned as he wasg to his friend's suffering, Kirk had realised
what had happened while he wasg gone from Spock's side, withdrawing
the silent support of his presence. The painh had broken the Vulcan,
smashing hig self control and splitting him wide open.

He wag crying.

Kirk reached ocut to lay a hand on the Vulcan's shoulder,
stroking it softly. All the while he tried to brush away his own
-mipery at the aight of his friend broken because of him, furiously
thinking past it and towards a sclution. What should he do? He'd
never been in a situation before when he'd ached to give comfort but
didn't know whether it would be welcome. Should he ignore Spock's
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plight, boping that the Vulcan would be able to regalin contrel more
eaglly if no-one noticed? Or should he act as all his instinets told
him to, do what any man would if hils best friend suffered like this,
evan at the risk of embarrassing Spock by showing him he had noticed
his horribly humiliating situation?

He looked up helplessly at McecCoy. By now, the surgeon, too, had
realised what was happening, but he, at least, had no doubts what to
do. As much as he longed to offer help, he knew it was impossible.
If Spock ever realised he had seen him like this, he would be too
embarrassed to look at him egain - ever. No, Kirk had saild that the
least they could do was let him die in dignity, and to force hig help
on him now would mean that Spock would never agsain be able to hold up
hia head again in his presence. If there was anyone whose comfort
Spock would accept it was Kirk, and knowing that there was no place
for him with them now, Maloy Just left the cave again, the unused
painkiller still in his hand.

Kirk watched him leave, biting his lower 1lip. MeCoy was right,
of course, but that didn't solve his problem. But then he remembered
what he hilmself had told Spock Jjust a few minutes earlier; that it
wag not Spock's dignity that mattered, it was his life.

He could feel the lean shoulder shaking with suppressed aobs as
he continued to stroke bhim. "Ipoek, " he gald softly, "it's all
right. Just let it go. There's no-one here who can gee you, and you
don't have to be ashamed in front of me. Just get 1t out of your
system... " He gently pulled away the blanket to reveal the Vulcan's
tear-gtained face. Spock closed hilg burning eyes ag the firelight
‘stabbed them, and turned his face away, savagely fighting down the
gobg.

Kirk put a hand to his cheek, turning him back. "No, Spock,
don't be ashamed. There's nothing to be ashamed of. It's not your
fault... "

The Vulcan opened pain-filled eyes to look at him miserably.
"I';m gsorry, Jim," he choked out, "The pain... I couldn't... "

The sound of that rasping, agonisged voice was more than Kirk
could bear. He gathered his friend up in his arms, supporting him as
Spock hid his face againest his shoulder, sobbing freely. "Tt'g a2ll
right. Everything's all right. I know, I know 1t hurts. But you
don't have to be ashamed. I won't hold it against you. I
understand... " He continued his soothing monclogue while Spock
ciung to him, presgsging his face against his neck, crying and
sobbing. Kirk was awed by Spock's vulnerablility, now that all
control was gone. The smallest hard word would hurt him deeply,
would penetrate all the way to his inmost being. The Captain was
grateful that no-one else was here to witness this exposure, no-one
who could say or do the wrong thing now. He concantrated on
radiating a warm glow of love and acceptance go that the
touch-telepath could pieck it up and cool the inner wound.

Kivrk lost all sense of time as he smat there, holding his friend
in his arms, talking to him softly, while Spock calmed down slowly,
ever 8o slowly, hig painful sobs fading more and more. At last he
was qulet, but Kirk could still feel him holding on to his shoulder,
instinctively seeking comfort and understanding, so he kept on
talking until Spock lifted his head te look at him out of swollen and
bloodshot eyes.

"Jim," he whispered, sounding like a small child. "Please
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don't... despise me... "

Kirk felt something contract painfully in his chest as he heard
that naked pleading in the Vulcan's voilce. Tears waelled up in his
own eyes, and he hugged Spock close, stroking him. "Wwhy in space
ghould I do that, you silly Vulcan? You're my friend, the best
friend I've aver hadl!" His voice didn't sound too steady either.

"They always do," Spock said, almost insudibly, against his

shoulder. T can feel it... " He looked up agaln. "But you don't,
do you, Jim? Please don't... "

"No, I don't, Spack. T never will, you know that!"™ Then,
suddenly, he understood. "Something like that happened to you

before, didn't 1t? You lost controel... "
"aAnd they all hated me," Spock finished, almost sobbing again.

“"Rut I won't, Spock. I won't hate you for anything you do. T
know you well enough to be certain that you would never do anything
anyone could hate you for. And don't you ever even think I could
hate you for anything."

Spock's expression, as he said those words, was as cpen as hetd
ever seen it before, and it gave him an impression of how deeply the
Vulcan's feelings for him truly ran. He felt a warm wave well up
inside, psaired with the now ever-present dull pain in his chest,
combining to an almost frightening upsurge of emotion. For a moment
he fought it, not wanting to expose Spock to his feelings while he
was still so vulnerable, But then, without knowing who had made the
first move, they clung to each other, both crying, though for vastly
diffaerent reasons this time, deeply in the grip of feelings that had
remained unexpresgsed for too long, and yet could atlill not be put
into words.

It wag not until much later that they were able to look at each
other again, uncertain whether or not to be ashamed of this
uniinhibited impulse, but still both aware that it had felt right and
had helped them immeasurably to cope with the present unbearable
gituation. Then Spock closed his eyes, overwhelmed by weariness as
the past strain began to have itg effect on him, Kirk eaged him back
down into the warm layvers of cloth, covering him agailn.

"Jim," Spock whigpered as exhausted sleep claimed him, "please
stay with me... "

He did not hear any more the Captain's soft reassurance, noe
course, my friend, I won't leave you. You'll never be alona again.
711 stay here with you until you don't need me any more... " He

lowered hig head into his arms to let flow the tears of grief that he
could hold back no longer.

At some point he dimly felt someone take him into hig arms, and
looking up he saw a pair of misty blue eyes gwimming before his
vision before he submitted himself to the comfort of the warm
embrace.

® ok kK K X

Hours later, Kirk was still sitting next to the Vulcan, his red
and swollen eyes bearing mute witness to the uhexpected storm of
emotion that had caught him full force, Otherwise, he appeared quite
calm, which MeCoy, watching him from his famliliar post acroes the
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fire, found more disquieting than the earlier outhurst, for that had
at least managed to release some of the emotional pressure Kirk was
under, however temporarily. But now that he had regained hisas
control, the pressure wag bullding up again, and, 1f the Captain's
set jaw wag any indication, he was determined not to let it happen
again 1f he could help 1Lt.

Kirk was completely unaware of the Doctor's scrutiny; he only

had eyes for hisg injured friend. Spock wag now in a paculiar state
of seml-conscicusness, eyes half open, head moving restlessly,
shivering and burning hot,. in an attempt to ease the feverish heat,

Kirk passed the wet cloth over the Vulcan's face or gave him water in
iittle sips, all the while thinking back to all the events and
experiences of their shared life, and how Spock had again and again
rut his 1ife at stake for his Human friend, somehow always managing
to come out of 1t alive. Kirk, too, had always been ready to give up
hig life and career for the Vulcan who had come to mean so much to
him. Their willingness to die for each other had made them the best
team in Starflieet and had created the legend of theilr indestructible
friendship, with the death of one of them the only thing that could
come between them. They funationed like one being wilth two minds,
two bhodles, each profiliting from and rejoicing in the differences
between them. Spock's death would mean the death of that being, and
the end of the most meaningful relationship Kirk had had 1in his
entire life.

He did not hear the crackling fire, nor feel the warmth
emanating from it. Neither did he realise that the sun had rigen for
ancother day. All he knew wasg that Spock needed him; all he saw was
‘hig friend's pale and sunken face. He listened to the Vulcan's
jagged, agonised gasps as he fought to breathe with damaged lungs,
moaning softly with exhausted pain. Kirk gathered him cleoser to glve
him more warmth and stroked him, passing hils hand over the siliky,
dark hair. Spock shifted ageln, pressing hilis face agalilnst the
stroking hand. Kirk thought he saw him try to say something, but 1t
came ocut as a goft, helpless moan.

"Yeg, I know," he gald, his voice barely above a whisper. vy
knew it hurts, Spock. It must be terrible... But just keep
breathing - as long as you keep breathing it's all right... Yes,
that's good... that's good, Spock. Just don't dle on me now... " He
kept talking softly to the trembling Vulean in his arms, disquleted
by the sight of his unseeing, half-opan eyes.

"It hurts, doesn't 1t?" McCoy had witnessed hilis reaction to the
Vulcan's pain.

Kirk nodded wordlessaly. His compassion, his empathy with the
Vulean had grown so strong that he seemed to feel Spock's pain in his
own body, as in the mind meld.

Mind meld? Wait o minute...

He looked down &t his friend. If he could make him accept his
help... The pale face was tense with pain; the white lips still
forming unuttered words as the fever rose, wWould he be able to find
the strength to concentrate long encugh... ?

"Bones - do you think his condition would improve 1f he were
stronger? All he needs 1s just strength to fall Iinto his healing
trance, isnt't 1t9?" Kirk looked at the Doctor, a shimmer of new-found

hape in his eyes.
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MeCoy was staring into empty space. "Jim, he doesn't have that
strength. It's just a big *'ig*. "

"Totally hypothetically, Bones, what do you think?"

MoeCoy looked up. He knew Jim Kirk, and now Jim Kirk was up to

something. "How do you mean, Jim?" he asked suspilciously.
"Well, just... wouldn't it be poesible for him to receive the
necegsary strength from outside? From someone else? Like... in a

mind meld?"

"Jim, do you have any ldea what's happening in his mind right
now? Pailn, fever, maybe even hallucinaticons! He wouldn't have the
strength to initiate a mind meld, and even 1f he did 1t could have
the most horrible consequences for whoever is foolish encugh to agree
to 1t! You could be killed, Jim, or be left permanently insane i1f he
wasn't able to concentrate properly!®

Kirk looked calmly intc his eyes. "It ig his only chance.™

"Iim, for God's sake listen to reason! Asg soon as the strailn

getg too much for him, he'll draw you with him into his deaiht!" He
paused, fumbling for words, then, very softly, "Please, Jim, don't do
that to me, T don't want to lose both of you."

Kirk looked at his old friend, at the emotions in his eyes. He
knew what McCoy felt, but his mind was made up. Bven 1Ff 1t's not
possible, I'll make 4t possibie!

He wag aware of the danger. Spock really was in no shape for a
mind meld, and Kirk knew from past experience just how great his
aconcentration had to be for a proper initiation of one.

No matter. Buen 1f 1t's either his Life or my santty, that's a
choice that leaves no choice.

He wags certain that McCoy would try to prevent 1t 1f he got half
a chance. "Yau're right, Bones," he sald slowly, as 1if reluctantly
changing his mind. "The rigk would be too great." He didn't like
deceiving hisg friend, but 1t was necessgary. Taking a deep breath, he
gaid, "I won't deo it, Bones."

He did not trust himself to say any more.

¥ ¥ ¥ X ¥

The hours crept by. Kirk did not budge from hig friend's side,
holding him, giving him water, talking to him although he wag not
sure Spock was aware of his presence. Now and then the Vulcan
muttered incomprehensible words, slurred and barely audible, yet Kirk
recognised some of them. They were Vulcan. His friend was falling
deeper and deeper inte the abyss of fever, and Kirk knew he could not
walt much longer.

"J3im?" McCoy's volce penetrated his thoughts. "our wood supply
ig almost gone." He hesitated,.

Kirk looked up, wanting to tell him he couldn't leave Spock now;
but McCoy understood the silent plea in his eyes.

“Tttg all right, Jim. I'm going." He went out, leaving the two
friends alone.
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McCoy had barely disappeared from view when one single thought
shot through Kirk's mind. Now?! Do 4t now! There'll be no second
chance.,

"Spoek... ™
There was no reaction.

He bent down to him, taking his face 1in his hands. H"3pock,
please, come out of it! Spock!®

After a long pause, the dark eyes opened slowly, unfocused and
glassy with fever, Oh my God, what 2Ff I've waited oo long? Spock!"

WJim... " It was only a weak whigper. "Jim, vrou er s'llirpu
on ttha.,.. "

"Not Vulecan, Spock, English!i®

The Vulcan looked at him, frowning slightly as though he didn't
understand. The Captain took hilsg hand.

"Spock," he said slowly and clearily. "Mind meld."

A tremor coursed through Spock's wasted body. "Iim... ?" He
saw his friend's familiar face before him but the sounds coming from
his lips were alien. Fear crept into his eyes and he averted his
face, confused and frightened.

Too late, Kirk thought, desperate. The fever's ftoo high. He
doesn't underatand me anty more... Squeezing the hand he was stiliil
holding in his own, he closed his eyes in despair. Too late...

Suddenly a warm hand touched his temple. "lLevra tal or t'hy'la
Jim fror?" Spock whisgpered. Looking at him, Kirk msaw worry in the
Vulcan's eyes. He seemed to have picked up the Human's emotions

through the physical contact they shared. Kirk continued to look at
him helplessly, not daring to say anything for fear of frightening
Spock again, How was he supposed to get through to him what he
rlanned to do?%

He took Spock's other hand, gulding it to his right temple, and
placed the fingers in the positions he remembered from their previous
melds. Meanwhlle he held the Vulcan's gaze, looking deeply into the
dark brown eyes. Somewhere behind that wall of fever there was the
sharp, clear Vulcecan Intellect that he had to reach somehow. It had
to work. He would not accept anything else.

Spock must not die, therefore he will not die!
Somehow, part of Kirk's steely will seemed to be communicating

to the Vulcan. It wag not yet the meld, and yet Spock suddenly
sensed his Captain's intention, understood what 1t wag he wanted to

do, A mind meld would gilve him the strength to... He ¢ould hardly
concentrate on the nebulous, elusive thoughts. Hig mind scecemed to be
paralysed. But... Jim would meld with him to give him strength...
and Jim...

From somewhere Iin his mind he heard a volce calling, Not It
must not happen. But why not®

Suddenly an image appeared bhefore his mind's eye, blurred, out
of focus, partially unrecognisable, and yet one thing wasg clear; Jim
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wag dead.

Spock Telt something race through his mind, a feeling, a
forbidden fealing.

Jim 1s dead!?

He snapped open his eyes, hadn't even noticed they'd been closed

-~ the image faded, and he =saw... Jim, next to him, holding him. He
rlinked,
Then he understood. It was a warning. Jim wanted something of

him, but he couldn't give 1t, for otherwise Jim would...
Kirk opened his mouth, and again he heard sounds, strange,
incomprehensible sounds. Angd yet somehow they seemed familiar. He

knew this language. It wag Jim's language, hig mother's language...

"The meld,!" Kirk was saying agaln, insistently. Bones may he

back any minute now... He looked hard at Spock, pressing the
fingertips against the points of contact on hils face, "Spock, meld
with met"

Slowly, comprehension dawned 1n the Vulcan's eyes. Then he
waakly ahook his head. "No," he whispered. "Nao... meld... trelve
'11i d'reakh,.. " He hesitated. "Danger... Jim... " His eyes

closed agaln. He hardly had the strength to speak.

Kirk let go of the Vulcan's hands, resting his own on hisg

friend's shoulders. "It's neceaepsary, Spock. I have to do 1t. If 1
don't, you'll die." Again the Vulcan opened his mouth to protest,
yvet Kirk anticipated him. * "What would you do, Spock, if 1t was me

lying there dying? Would you just let it happen? Would you want to
live on alone?"

Spock didntt answer. He looked at Hirk for a long time, then
lowaered hia eyes.

"Thaere you are. Nelther could I. I can't." He took a deep
breath. "Itm ready to risk it, Spock, no matter what it is I'm
risking. It's better than having to live on alone without having
tried. "

The Vulcan's eyes opened once more, focusing on Kirk. The Human
knew he was fighting, struggling to reach a decision. It was true;
Spoack would initiate the meld with Kirk 1f their positions were
reversed, regardless of Kirk's condition. He would risk life and
sanity for him, even gladly meet death together with him, much rather
prefarring death to a life without Kirk and the knowledge that he
could have done something, if only make it easler for him, How could
he now condemn Kirk to this life?®

He nodded slightly in silent agreement, correcting the position
of his fingers on Kirk's face,. The Captain held his wrists,
supporting them, trying to think of nothing and relax his mind
completely. Even the slightest resistance would make 1t harder on
S8pock, He recalled other melds they had shared, how «asy and natural
it had felt to be part of the Vulcan's thoughts. His Life 1&g at
stake, he told himself, and no price i to high for thab...

"My mind to your mind... " The familiar words were drifting to
him from somewhere.
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Kirk steeled himself, readying himsgelf for anything he might
find in Spock's mind,.

"We are moving closer... c¢loser... closer... "

He c¢ould sense the Vulcan's presence, the probing tendrills of
thought. He signallied his readiness to open himself to him... but
somewhere in the dark recaesses of his subeconscious, he felt mounting
protest agalnst the meld, a withdrawal from the probing tendrils.

Pain, fever and maybe aven hallucinations... Those had been
MeCoy's words. Something within him did not want to share that, was
afrald of the meld. When they made contact with thils something, Kirk
could feel Spock's current of thought pull back from it. The feeble,
superficial contact was threatening to break.

Kirk tried to flght down the fear, using his will power and
gstubbornness againat it, recalled one image that would never lose its
horror for him.

Spock, standing where Kirk had been Jjust seconds previcusly; the
apreading stain of blood on his chest where the bullet had hit him,
the bullet that had been meant for the Human.,..

In his mind, he threw himself towards where he gensed the
Vulcan; Spock met him half way, driven hy similar motives that were
giving Kirk the strength to overcome hils own fears.

"Wa are one.,"

He was suddenly overwhelmed by a terrible onslaught of pain. He
wanted to scream, at the gsame time feelling the urge to control the
pain. For now he was one with the Vulcan who was not allowed to
gcream.

Memories of moments of shame, when the pain broke the Vulcan

control... Feelings of gratefulnesge towards bthe Human who did not
condemn him when he shamed his heritage... And deeper, the
reagsuring knowledge that Jim was safe, that he would live... almost

blotted out by mortal fear and rebellion...

Kirk could feel the fever raging in his own mind. He could feel
Spock's pain as well as the attempt to hide 1t from the Human. He
alsc had his own thoughta...

Spock? Yeg, Jim?

Draw ag much strength Ffrom me
as you need. Don't concern
yourselsf with me.

He found he was thinking in Vulcan. And in gome unnamed way he
knew that no time was passing while he put his thoughts Into words;
that he wag not even thinking in words, for his thoughts were also
Spock's,

He was aware of Spock's efforts to overcome paln and fever in
order to concentrate.

Jim... for that I will have to
deepen the meld... I mugt
penetrate even into your
subconscious, must inttiate the
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healing trance for you o that I
may hawve total control over all
your body Ffunctions... I do notl
know 2Ff I will be akble to achieve
it. It 43 astonighing that I
could even meld with wou...

I will help you, Spock. Just
tell me what to do.

Open your mind... You must not
regiot, not even subconsciously.
We will become one, every memory,
every thought, every dream, every
wigh. For o short moment, that,
Ffor us, will Feel Like

eternity. .. Open yourgselsf, Jim...

Kirk did. He was ready to reveal everything, any memory he had
wanted to keep secret, for Spock was no stranger to him. He turned
against all the barriers in his mind, helping the Vulcan to destroy
them, for any resistance would drain him, He could feel Spock's
afforts on his own barriers, steel-tempered walls of Vulcan Privacy,
that now had to be brought down to achieve the deep meld, and Kirk
knew that he was the only being in the universe Spock would open
himself to to that extent. A wave of affection washed over thelr
combined minds, and neither could tell in whose it had originated.

The unigue affinity of their two minds drew then togather, and
sheer necessity and stubbornness initiated the deep meld.

For an instant, they were one. There were no barriers any more,
no aecrets. The gulf between two worlds was bridged.

Time lost meaning. They explored each other, gently, Infinitely
gently., each opening to the other every door to any memory of actual
events, of dreams, of wishes, Each knew everything about the other.
There could be no more misunderstandings, nothing that could not be
explained.

It was the completion of a Belng.

And then, suddenly, a gearing pain raced through the double
congcicusness like a flame of burning gas that scorched aeverything 1t
touched. 1t Pilled the delicate corridors of the Mind with black
smoke, distorting the memcories. Everything started to turn,
spliraliing down into a dark abysas, pulling the Mind down with 1it, and
then there was only blackness.

* % % ¥ ¥

McCoy pilcked up one last plece of branch and, declding that he
had gathered enough wood to last through the day, began to retrace
his steps towards the cave, slowly, almost reluctantly.

He was afraid to go back, afrald of what he might find. The
last sight he'd caught of Spock had shown him beyond any doubt that
the Vulcan's end was juat a few stepa away.

But then he gquickened his pace again. Maybe 1t had not happenead
yet, and he wanted to be there when it did. While he had been
working out here in the sun, plcking up logs and twigs, he had
acknowledged to himself that he really did feel friendship for hils
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favourite gparring partner; although he knew that Spock knew, he
needed to voice it neverthelessa, 1f there was still time.

And 1f there wasn't... Thaen he would have to be there a2ll the
more, for Jim would neaed him then.

Suddenly he found himself 1n the cave entrance. So 1lmmersed had
he been in hisg thoughts that he hadn't realised he'd already reached
it. He went inside.

Then he saw them. At firest he didn't even realise that anything
wasgs wrong. They were lying close together, as they had before,
sharing comfort and body warmth.

But then the total immobility of theilr two forms struck him with
full force, as well as the pesltion of Spock's fingers on Kirk's
face. McCoy dropped the wood and scerambled over to them, nearly )
losing his balance as a particulariy strong branch got caught betweean
his legs.

"Oh, my God... "

He reasched them, and even ag he tried to pry Spock's coeld hands
away from Kirk's face, he realised that it wasa too late. They were
both 1ifelesgs, not breathing, with no pulse in eilther of them. Both
thelr facesg were contorted with ldentical paln, twoe frozen masks that
left no hope.

) McCoy let go of the Vulcan's stiff fingers, sitting back on his
heels.

"Jim, you damned fool," he whisgpered, a searing emptiness
choking the grief insilde. No - not both hieg Ffriendst! "No, Jim, not
you too... "

For a long time he remalned motionless, empty eyes fixed on the
bodies of both his friends. And, as a new upsurge of grief began to
replace the numbness of shock, he buried his face in his hands to
give 1in to the tears that welled up in his eyes.

He did not notice Spock's hands slowly slilpping from Kirk's face
and a deep relaxation coming over both theilr bodies. Then a shiver
ran over Kirk's body, and his eyes opened, closed, opened again to
focus on the Vulecan next to him. A white, trembling hand touched the
waxen face, and an expressgion of enormous relief came into his own.
Only then did he realise that there was aomeone else in the cave, and
the harzel eyes slowly wandered over to where McCoy was siltting.

"Boneg?"

McCoy jerked up his head and atared. Then he jumped to his
feet, running towards Kirk, his blue eyes brimming wlith teams but
with a broad grin on his face.

nyIMrH"

Reaching him, he gripped Kirk's shoulders and practically lifted
him to his feet to cateh him in a bear hug.

"My God, Jim, but you did give me a fright! I thought you were
dead! How could you deo this to me? Why don't you ever listen when
yvour doctor gives you his good, free advice? This wasg just the
damnedest stupild thing you've ever done!'" He dldn't even slow down
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during his cursory examination of the subject of hig tirade. "Oould
vou just tell me what you thought you were doing? This thing could
have backfired so badly that not even your kindly family doctor could
have done a bloody thing! Just take a look at those readings!
There's almost not a single ATPF molecule left in your entire body!
Hardly any energy lefti" He paused to breathe.

Kirk raised a hand to gtem ancther verbal outburst. "Bones!
Ita all right. It worked."

McCoy let go of him as the reality of his surroundings
penetrated his euphoria. Kirk sank to hila knees, =2till weak from his
ardeal. MeCoy, too, sat down as Kirk again turned to Spock, gently
brushing hig hand over the Vulcan's face.

"Everything's all right, Bones."

"Did you really meld with him?"

Kirk looked at him. “"Yag. " His voice 2till betrayed an
immense relief. "He's in the healing trance now."”

A quick once-over with the scanner confirmed it. McCoy looked

at the device in his hand, then at Kirk, shaking his head. "It may
have worked, Jim, but I still say that it was an awful chance you
took. It could have gone wrong so eagily... "

"I+t almost did."” Kirk snuggled down next to Spock, closging his
ayes. "and I would do it again... " He yawned. YHe'll live,
Boneg... " His breathing slowad, and he was asgleep.

McCoy remained where he was, watching both his frlends. Their

faces were peaceful now:; the terrible weight that had pressed down on
them had 1ifted from theilr souls.

He smettled down comfortably to wailt for thedir ship to return.

BONDMATES

Kirk winced as he shrugged into his uniform top. Hia shoulder
wound, where a ricochet had hit, scraping his collarbone, still had
not mended. It wag a reminder of an incident during thelir last
planetside assignment, when Spock had so nearly died. The healing
trace he had eventually entered with Kirk's help had kept him alive -
though just barely - until the Enterprise returned for then.

Both he and Spock had been in sickbay for two weeks. Kirk went
back to light duty at his own request, but for once even being on the
bridge of his ship did not really get his mind off his worries. He
was preoccupled and he knew 1t. Ever since the incident on that
planet, Kirk had been plagued by worries he himself could not really
define. The possibility of losing his Vulecan friend had been too
close for comfort that time.

Thanks to McCoy's skilled surgery and the Vulcan's stamina,
Spoek had pulled through, and there wouldn't even be any permanent
damage although he was still rather weak. It had been touch and go
for several days, however, and Kirk wondered 1f the rlgk Spock had
taken to save his 1ife hadn't been cne time too many. Yet Kirk knew
that Spock would do 1t agein, Jjust as he had been willing to risk his
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1ife by melding with Spock 8o that he could initiate the healing
trance.

The Captain remembered painfully that when Spock finally came to
in sickbay his first enquiry had been about Kirk's condition. This
time Spock hadn't been able to turn down the medical leave McCoy had
prescribed for hoth of them. The gurgeon would asccompany them as
medical supervisor, though Kirk doubted that that was his major
motive. Iin spite of the reason for thelr leave, Kirk had to admit to
himpelf that he was looklng forward to 1it. It had been months since
he and McCoy had been on leave, and the last of the rare occasions
when he had been able to persuade Spock to join him dated back even
further.

For the moment, however, Spock was not yet 1in shape to get any -

even a Vulean - kind of enjoyment out of theilr scheduled leave.
Although he had bean released from silckbay the same day as Kirk, he
was far from recovered. Hig proad to recovery was painful and slow.

in the many off-~-duty hours that they spent over the chess board in
Spock's quarters, to which MeCoy had finally, grudglingly, released
him, Kirk could tell that his friend was still in pailn although
Spock's Vulean mask was firmly in place. It wasn't usual for the
Vulecan's concentration to siip. Sometimes he had even had Spock
apologiasing on account of it.

Kirk squared his shoulders when he had finished dressing. Maybe
tonight the Vulcan would feel better, though he would probably never
put it in those words. Evar asince the sccident, Kirk had, 1in fact,

" wondered if his friend was becoming mocody. At times the evenings
gpent over the chess board were not as relaxing as they usually
were. Spock was trying to be "two hundred percent Vulcan agalin®, as
MeCoy had put 1t, and sometimes Kirk could sense an underliying
tengenesg in his friend that had not been there before. It was at
thoge times that Kirk almost loathed jolning the Vulean for thelr
customary game of chess.

For Kirk himspelf, the planetside experience had taken on a
nightmarish guality. Ha Khew that he was blaming himself for what
had happened to Spock, but then, there was nothing he could have done
about it.

That night Spock was agaln as reticent as always since the
accldent, although Kirk found that the Vulcan's concentration was not
failing him any more. Instead, his own mind began to wander, Ha was
brought out of his reverie when he sensed the Viulcan's eyes upon
him. He glanced up from the chesgs board, but Spock's face was
expressionless agaln before Kirk could be sure what he had read
there.

Kirk reached to move his rook and then set it down heavily.
"yhat's wrong, Spock?" he asked. "avran't you feeling well?"

"My physical condition is satisfactonry. 1 should be able to
resume my duties within a few days."

"Meloy doesn't think so, Spock. Besides, that wasn't really
what 1 was referring to. I can see that something 1s bothering you.
Why won't you tell me what 1t igen

"Captain, I assure you there 1ls no reason for cohcern on Jour
part, "

Kirk felt rejected, but in spite of the hurt he tried again.
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"apock, please - let me help."

"I do not require assistance, Captain,” Spock intoned. With a
movement slightly less swift than usual, Spock pushed back his chair,
stralghtened, and rose. "Tf you wlll excuse me, Captain, I suggest
that we adjourn ocur game as I wish to meditate before retiring for
the night."

Kirk could barely control his rising anger. "Dammit, Spock, you
don't have to sweet-talk me out of your guarters. I'm glad to leave,
and T won't come back unless... " Fuming, he broke off and stormed
from the room.

Outside in the corridor, Kivrk halted and reconsidered his
action. Of course he gshouldn't have behaved as he had just done,
Instead of reaching the Vulcan, he had acted like an imbecile,
perhaps creating an unbreachable gulf between himsgelf and his First
Officer, For a moment Kirk contemplated returning to Spock's
quarters to apologise and attempt again to reach him, but Spaock
obvicusly did not wish to open up to him, and even 1if he did, Kirk
doubted that in his present state of mind he would be much of a help
to the Vulcan.

For a while, Kirk wandered the corridors aimlessly, knowing that
he would not be able to sleep. It would not be the Ffirst night he
went without sleep, Kirk thought bitterly. The past few nights he
had wakened from a nightmare, beaded with sweat, and had been unable
to go back to sleep. He naver could recall the nature of his bad
dreams. S0 far he had resisted the temptation of asking McCoy for a
stronger soporific, for he knew that 1f he did, the Doctor was going
te gquestion him or even run psychological tests on him, a prospect he
was not particularly keen to face.

Kirk's hand went up to his temple. The headache he had been
able to push to the back of hisg mind during the day had started
pounding again. The medication McCoy had gilven him for it was not
haelping. Resignedly, Kirk turned and headed for sickbay. If he got
something to get rid of his headache and help him to sleep he would
even be willing to listen tc another one of McCoy's lectures.
Besides, at that time of night, there was a fair chance that the good
Doctor had retired to his quarters.

When the doors to sickbay hissed open in front ¢f him, Kirk saw
immediately that hisg wilish was not to be. The Doctor wasg sltting at a
computer terminal amidst a mass of formsg and conmputer printouts. He
lookad up when he heard the doors opening.

"Well, Jim, have you come to rescue me from all this paperwork?

Can't you put in a word at Starfleet Command that - ' A gecond look
at Kirk made him break off. "Iim, you look terrible. What's wrong?"
"Headache. "

"Didn't you take that stuff I gave you last night?"

T did, but 1t didn't work, Can't you gilve me socmething else?”
"Not bDefore I have a closer look at you."

He ied Kirk to one of the diagnostic beds. After busying

himgelf with the instruments for a while, MoCoy looked up. "How long
hag 1t been since you last got a decent night's sleep, Jim2"
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"I... I don't Know. Whye"

"Well, you come down here wilith dark rings under your eyes,
complalining about a constant headache. Belleve me, your kindly
doctor knows the symptomg of lack of sleep when he sees them. Maybe
it was a mistake to put you back on duty so =con. Is your shoulder
giving you any trouble?"

"Not!" Kirk snapped. Then, sltting on the dlagnostic couch, he
lowered his eyes. "I'm sorry, Bones.,"

"That'as all right." McCoy pointed towards his office. "We can
talk Iin there.™

Once they were geated comfortably insilide McecCoy's office over
gsome brandy, Kirk took a deep breath. “"It's Spock, Bones."™

"Oh? 8o what'gs new?"

"No, Bones, I'm gerious. I don't know how to put this, or if
there 18, in fact, any reason for it, but I'm worried about Spock.
Ha's been acting so... strangely."

"What gave you reason to worry, and what exactly is ‘'strange'e®

"First I put it down to his injuries, but... I don't know...
Spock seems to be... preoccupled at times, and I can't really reach
him. - Do you think it might be... another bout of... a Vulcan
“blological need?"

McCoy grinned. "l ¢an tell you have been around Spock quite a
lot recently. Some of hils sgpeéech patterns musgt have rubbed off on
you. To answer your question, though, I don't think we have to worry
about that. The Vulcan mating cycle occurs eveaery seven years ag you
know. Spock's Human heritage may be an uncertainty factor, but it
wouldn't recur after only a few months. Besldes, signe would have
gshowed up during all those testsg I ran on him, and you know I'm gtill
keeping a constant check on him."

"But then why 1s he so... "

"VYulcan? Come on, Jim, that shouldn't worry you. I don't think
you need me to explaln 1t to you. We've both seen it happen before.
Down on that planet, Spock lost control due to that injury, and now
he thinks he has to make up for it by sacting twice as Vulcan as
before."

Kirk considered that for a moment. "T guess you're right,
Bones. But 1t hurts, it really does. Yoeu know, we're right back
where we started. And yet, there is something... something I can't

gulte put my finger on."
"Pon't worry, Jim. He'il snap out of it eventually."™

"But then, why does he Keep looking at me so... oddly... at
timese"

"jook, Jim, this isn't getting us anywhere. You get some sleep,
and maybe tomorrow when we talk it over we'll come up with
somaething."

"I won't be able to sleep, Bones. That's why I came here in the
firast place."
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"All right, I'11 give you something to help you slaep, but you
have to promise me that you'll go straight to bed when you've taken
it, for the gtuff iz very powerful."

McCaoy went over to a cabinet, took out a bottle from which he
shook two pllls, and handed them to the Captain. Kirk took them,
nodded his thanks, and rose to leave.

MceCoy remained seated, staring at the door which had closed
after Kirk. Maybe he would be better to have Spock checked over onae
again. Kirk was incredibly perceptive to any change in his Vulcan
friend. On a few occaslon, Kirk had ordered the Vulcan down to
Sickbay when he sensed that something was wrong, even if it was only
a minor ailment that the Vulcan himself would never have complained
about. McCoy smiled at the memory of having a rather grumpy Vulcan
with a cold and tonsillitids in Sickbay for three days. Yet on that
accagsilion, Spock had been on the brink of pneumonia after getting
drenched to the bones on a planetside assignment, Manning his post
in an emergency, the Vulcan had successfully disgulsed the symptoms
from all but Kirk, who had immediately ordered him down to Sickbay.

Afterwards, McCoy had argued with the Vulcan about the
irrationality ©f his behaviour, MeCoy knew that the Vulcan was
convineced that he could handle any 'discomforta' by mental
disciplines and would report to Sickbay only in the case of something
skin to Rigellian Fever.

For a moment McCoy pondered looking 1in on the Vulean
immedlately, but then decided against it. He had checked him over
only that morning, and although Spock's injuries would take time to
mend fully and still caused him considerable discomfort, he wasg
slowly but surely recovering. It would be sufficient if he examined
the Vulecan the next day. Besides, he had been thorough, and it was
Just ag likely that the strain was finally catching up on Kirk,
making him see dangers where there were none. MaCoy wap determined
to keep a close eye on both hig friends. It was high time that they
reached the planet where the two were to spend theilr medical leave.

® % ¥ Kk ¥k

Ten more days had passged before they had reached the planet of
their destination. During that time, SBpock's health had improved to
sBuch a degree that once in an ion storm, he was even able to man hils
rost on the bridge. Afterwards, he had spent & few hours each day in
the science lab studying the data collected during the storm, with
McCoy's reluctant agraement.

Yet McCoy had to admit to himself that he had hoped the partial
return to duty would draw the Vulcan out of the self-imposed
isolation he had been in ever gince the accident. The thorough
physical he had subjectsd the Vulcan to the day after his talk with
Kirk had shown nothing wrong with him aside from his injuries, which

were healling as well as could be expected. Kirk seemed to have
accepted the change in the Vulcan for the time being, but MeCoy was
worriaed about Kirk, nevertheless. For once, the Captalin did not have

a welght problem, but had lost a consiliderable amount, McCoy had
hoped that the medical ileave would put the matter right, although he
grew increasingly sure that there wag more to it than Spock's recent
injury and Kilirk's resultant concern.

The planet McCoy had gelected for theldr leave while Scott was
taking the Enterprise on some test trials after a major overhaul was
an earthlike colony which had both the wild beauty of a frontier
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pianet and the comforts and facilities only a Federation Cutpost
could offer.

They were staying in a three-bedroom log cabin which was
equipped with a modern telecom unit as well as with an open
fireplace. McCoy had hoped that the avenings spent in the cosy den
in front of the fireplace would eagse the tenslon between his two
friends and would give each of them a chance to simply relax in =ach
other's company. Iinastead, he found that he had come to dread those
evaenings.

During the day, each of them usually found pomathing to keep
himegelf busy. Spock insisted he had to catch up on some scientific
works he gtudied over the computer outlet in his room. Kirk went on
long hikes, and McCoy either bumied himself around the house or
studied the surrcounding flora.

After five days spent planetside, McCoy found himself growling
inecreasingly bored. The evenings spent together were anything but
relaxing. The first two mights, Kirk and Spock had feigned to be
gilently absorbed in thelr game of chess, but when nheilther of them
seemed to get any enjoyment out of 1it, they finally aborted it.

McCoy had then determinedly tried to get a conversation going, but in
the few cases when he did get a2 response from one of his friends, it
usually was a monosyllable only.

Spock pretended to be exhausted and retired early. Kirk, on the
aother hand, that morning had finally done what McCoy had expectad him
to all along. After getting drunk in the solitude of his bedproom the
previocus night, this evening he had gset out to hit the town.

Although he was a bit worried, about his friend's getting drunk again,
MeCoy hoped that the change in his surroundings and the chance of
meeting a pretty woman would drag Kirk out of his brooding. Kirk had
announced that he was probably not returning that night, and McCoy
gilently wished with all his might that his friend would indeed find
the relaxation and distraction he needed soc much,

He pottered around the kiltchen, fixing dinner for himself and
his Vulcan companion while watching Spock through the open kitchen
door. The Vulcan was sitting sillently with his fingers steepled in
front of the open fireplace, To all whoe did not know him well
enough, he would have been a paerfect study of Vulcan calmness, but
over the vears McCoy had come to know him well anough to senge an
underlying tenseness in the stern bearing of his friend. It was as
1¢ his two friends were falling slowly to pileces, and, dammit, both
really were his friends. MceCoy could not completely pinpoint what
wag wrong, but he instinctively felt that something was amiss betwean
the two, something that seriously endangered that unique friendshilp
of theirs.

MeCoy threw ahother glance at the slilent silhouette of the
Viulecan outlined against the fireplace in the dim twilight of the
gitting room, and decided it was time that he and the Vulcan had a
talk.

* Xk ¥ X K

Kirk eved his female companion somewhat wariliy. She certainly
wasn't unattractive; a petite redhead whose slanted green ayas and
long sideburns gave her a certain exotice, felline appearance. Though
Kirk wasn't exactly sure which cradle she had sprung from, he didn't
think there would be any irreconcilable anatomical differences...
Yet he began to wonder 1f sex really was what he wanted that night.
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Hig mind was becoming fuddled although he had not intended to get
drunk sagain that night. Either his tolerance level wasn't up to his
usual standards or he had lost track in spite of himself.

He looked again at his companion. He realised that they hadn't
done much talking the whole evening, and suddenly he also became
aware of the fact that he didn't even know hie companion's name. It
he was going to take her to bed ~ and he had promlsed himself that he
wasgs golng to enjoy himself that night - he should at least know her
name. Feeling slightly awkward, he leaned over to her, "T'm sorry,
but I seem to have forgoitten your name... %

"Doaes 1t really matter, cherle?" she purred. "Baegldes, you
haven't told me yours, alther. Byt if 1t pleases you, I will tell
you... "

She snuggled up closper to him and tralled her fingers along his=
neck. Kirk began to feel slilightly uncomfortable. He hadn't realised
that he wasg that far gone. He had come to the bar to get a bit of
diversion, but not to take advantage of a girl without even giving
his name. Kirk felt himself blush. Managing s half smile, he saild
apologetically, "It's Jim. Jim Kirk, I didn't mean to... I'm
BOTrY. I'm not making a lot of sense, am IR"

Suddenly he felt paniec rising within him. He had to get out.
A2 he tried to untangle himself from her arms, she drew him even
cloger.

"Hugh, don't let 1t worry you. Just relax, Jim. That's what we
arae heare for. And you c¢all me Burry... "

In his befuddled ptate, 1t took the words a moment to sink in.
So his companion wasn't a lucky chance acquaintanca but a
professional... Thig certainly wasn't what he had had in mind. Iin
vain he triled again to get away from her. When she covered his mouth
with a long, wet kiss, however, he felt his reslstance melt away and
a warmth of desire began to £ill him instead. After returning her
kiss, he ordered them another drink.

Later, Kirk never remembered how many drinks they had had or how
they a@nded up in the cheap windout that presumably was called a
hotal. The gmeall portion of hig mind that had retained a certain
degree of sanlity felt vaguely embarrassed when Burry had to help him
undress, but his body did not mind her attention in the least. When
she had at lagt manceuvred him into bed and began to make love to
him, he let go the last of his reserve. He didn't care any more 1if
she was expecting to be pald for her gervice or not, even though he
aould not remember her making any such statement. This wag his night
- his chance to get away from all his worries for awhille. He had not
even tolid her he was a Starfleet officer. For tonight, all he wanted
to do was forget. He falt her hands gently stroking his chest,
moving upwards to his neck, and then reaching for his face, blurrily
touching a half-buried memory at the back of his mindg. Eagerly, he
turned his face to meet her hands.

Then suddenly, as her fingertips reached hils temples, he felt
white-hot searing pain shooting into hie mind, and he screamed.

o % % %

McCoy pushed back hisg barely touched plate and glared at the
Vulean seated silently acrosg from him, “T'ya had enough of this,
Spock! We've got to talki®
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"As you seem to have already made up your mind about 1t, that
seems unavoidable, Doctor,'" the Vulcan replied evenly.

MeCoy felt anger rising, but, realising that that would not help
the situation in any way, fought it down. He studied the Vulcan
clogely.

Degpite Spock's cutward calm, McCoy recognised the lines of
worry etched around the Vulcan's mouth, the mask he usually wore only
when Kirk was in trouble, He bad no right to be hard on his Vulcan
friend. He probably was under as much Inner tension as Kirk, only he
did not have any ocutlet for it.

"I'm sorry, Spock. I shouldn't have snapped at you like I Just
did," he apologlised gquietly. "Look, I have watched this going on
ever since you came to in Sickbay after that accident back on that
darn planet. What's wrong, Spock?®

"Doctor, there is nothing 'wrong' that we have to discuss.™

"Well, bull! There definilitely Z& something wrong between you
and Jim. Even the most casual observer would have noticed that you
and Jim have hardly spoken a word to each other ever gilince we came
here. No, don't interrupt me! Dammit, I'm your friend, and I have a
right to know why you are doing this te yourself - and Jim. Can't
you see Jim is fretting his heart oute"

McCoy's words were met only with silence, and for a moment he
thought the Vulcan would give him nco answer. Yat when he loocked at
him closely, he could see him swallow hard - that involuntary gesture
that indlicated that the Vulcan was tense or troubled, At the same
time, it seemed that the dark eyes which not looked at him
contemplatingly were even more penetrating than before. When the
Vulcan finally spoke, 1t was in such a low voice that McCoy had to
gtrain to hear what he was saying.

"You are vary perceptive, Doctor, and yet you do not seem to see
the obvious. You were down on that planet with us and saw what
happened, but you falil to realise... When he melded with me, the
Captain risked his life. Such must never happen again."

"Poppycock!" MceCoy snorted. "Wouldn't you do the gsamae for him?
Haven't you, 1n fact, done just that for him - several times? Or how
do you explain taking that bullet instead of Jim down thera®"

"Y did what logle presaribed. I saved a senior officerts life
and prevented our misslion from becoming endangered. Had the Captain
been injured, chances would have been that we were dlscovered by the
natives as strangers. Asg you know, observance of the Prime Directive
under such circumstances 1lg of cardinal importance, The Captain, on
the other hand, risked his life needlessly. In the cave, we ware
safe from discovery. An officer as wvaluahle ag the Captaln must not
sacrifice his iife out of what I believe to be some sort of persaonal
attachment. Therefore, a professional kind of detachment is
nacegsary to prevent this from happening again.®

"Dammit, Spock, Jim is8 your friend! Just a few months ago, you
called both of us friends. Don't you raalise that it is this special
affinity between you and Jim that has made you into the best team in
Starfleet? And even if you leave out the friendship aspect, your
logic is more than flawed. When you took that sliug meant for Jim,
you took an even greater risk of vioclating the Prime Directive than
if Jim had been injured. Remembar that cold stuff in your veins
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masguerading as blood 1s green? Well, you should have remembered
that the natives checked out 98.7% humaniike in thelr physical makeup
on the ship's sensors. Ona of the likenesses 1s that their blood is
iron based, which means that in all probabllity it is red. Now think
of what might have happened had the natives decilded to follow that
nice little green trail you left trickling from your wound!? Not only
would wa a1l have been discovered, but you would have given away that
we were different, off-worlders. Ag for Jim's action, back then I
didn't approve of it, but I was simply too scared about losing both
of you to see the loglce and necessity of 1t. Didn't it occour to you
that you are just as valuable a Starfleet officer as Jim himaself?

And without the other, each of you is only half as valuable.

Besides, there is the Human guality called loyalty and responsibillity
towards others. If Jim had not tried to save you, he would have
blamed himself for not trying - as I would have, for that mattert"

MaCoy broke off when he noticed Bpock suddenly gitting boldly
upright. Hig angoer finally spilled over. "Have you bothered to
1isten at 8117 I think I could just as well be talking to the wallt™

Spock locked at him, blank-faced. "Something 18 wrong with
Jim., "

"Now he notices! That's what I've been trying to tell you all

along. If you just cared to listen - "
"No, Doctor." Spock's volee became urgent, "Tt'as more
seriocus. Jim ds... ™

Suddenly Spock swayed and reached out a hand to the table to
gteady himself. Then his hands went up to his temples.

His anger forgotten, McCoy rushed to hilis side immediately.
"what is it, SBpock? What's wrong?®

The Vulcan wasg in no fit atate to answer any questions,
howaver. Even without a medical scanner, McCoy recognised shock
symptoms. Spoek's normally dry, hot skin felt damp and cold.
Raaching for the Vulcan's pulse, only to rgalisge that he could make
no senge cut of the almost non-axistent flicker under his fingers,
McCoy placed a hand on Spock's shoulder.

"Don't move - I'm just getting my kit."

Tha Vulecan would not have been able to move even 1f he had
wanted to. When McCoy returned with his medical pouch, he
immediately ran his scanner ovar the Vulcan's form. Just as he did
so the readings stabllised. The Vulcan straightened and tried to
stand. McCoy immediately placed a restraining hand on hig shoulder.

"Iugst where do you think you're golng, Mister? You Just passed
out on me, and you'tre certainly not golng anywhere before I've had a
chance to check you over." Without walting for a reply, he pregsed a
hypo to the Vulcan's shoulder.

"No, Doctor... Jim... ¥ The Vulcan struggled to speak. "T need
to... " Again he attempted to get up. Swaying, he managed to shake
off McCoy's hand, only to feel hieg legs almost buckling under him,

"Stubborn Vulcan. Can't you at least ask for help?" Placing a
supporting arm around the Vulcan, he led him over to the sofa.

At last Spock managed to focus on McCoy, and although forming
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the wordse was stlll difficult, he was able to communieste hilis need.
"Jim... is 1in danger. Where did he go, Doctor? We need to find him
immediately.™

"Now Just a minute, Spock. Jim went down town for an evening
out. It's you I'm worried about, not him. Besides, what makes you
so sure that Jim's in trouble? He's a big boy and can very well take
care of himself."

"No time... got to find him... Doctor, what was in that
injection? I cannot seem to think cleariy.t

"I've given you a sedative. You weare on the verge of shock, my
friend."

"Pleage, Doctor, a stimulant..,. "

"AlLlL right, on one condition," McCoy relented, giving the Vulcan
another shot. "You promilise me you'll take things easy and tell me
what's bothering you. If Jdim is indeed in trouble, we shall notify
the authorities."

Ag the shot was beginning to take effect, Spock straightened,
but made no move to stand. "You are right, Doctor. We must talk.

"You asked me how I know Jim isg 4in trouble. I have reason to
believe that the Captain and I are mindlinked."

When the news hit home, McCoy did not know which gquestion to ask
first. "How? I mean... over such a long distance... When did you
find out? Why didn't you... ? Never mind, what has happened to Jim
and what do you propose we do?®

Now that he felt his strength and leogic returning, Spock was
again able to contemplate the situation calmly. "7 do not know
exactly what happened to the Captain. He seemed to call out to me,
but his thoughts were not orvdered. He seemed to be drugged... or
intoxicated. Ag to the question of what course of action to take, I
suggest we follow your earlilier proposal and notify the local
asuthorities. It would, of coursge, help 1f you knew what kind of
entertainment the Captain intended to sBeek out."

"Gee, he didn't tell me, but knowing him and Jjudging from the
mental state he was in, I think it's a safe bet that he went for the
nearest bar and some pretty woman."

Without letting on what he thought about thet revelation, the
Vulcan nodded. "That should indeed narrow the search down
congliderably. I wilil now - "

"Ooh, no, Spock, you won't do anything. I will call the police,
and then we'll talk this out."

When the surgeon returned from making the call, colour had
returned to Spock's features, When he noted the expectant look on
McCoy's face, he resigned himself to the inevitable and started to

apeak.

"Although I am not sure about all the factors myself, I will try

to answer your gquastions as well as I can, Doctor. You asked how I
know we are linked, and when I found out. That first gquestion is
eagy enough to answer. Since the Captain and I have not had any

mind contact since the accident, the link must have been established
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during the meld the Captain initiated with me down on that planet. I
was not aware of the fact that we were linked until this last hour,
however." There waz a slight pause before the Vulcan continued
speaking in an aven lower voilce. "what I have Jjust sald is not
entirely true. I sometimes senged... a presence in the back of my
mindg. I msupposed it to be an after-affect of the deep meld the
Captain and I shared, and... ignored 1it. I... may very well have
aggravated the situation. I should have sought help... "

Sensing the distress this was causing the Vulcan, McCoy
interrupted him. "Oh, come off it, Spock,. How were you to know
something you had not experienced before? Besgides, 1if Jim really is
in trouble, this 1link you say you have to him might even be helpful.
The police sald they would initiate a search for him, but it might
take a while t111 they find him. Can you home in on Jim?%"

For an instant the Vulcan seemed to look deeply within himself.
Then he ghook his head. "Negative, Doctor. I can 8till sense...
Jim's presence, but he doesn't seem to be emitting any thoughts nor
can I reach him. Ag I sald, Doctor, I have no knowledge of the
actual gtrength and nature of the l1ink. For all the past weeks we
never had any actual contact. Therefore, I presume the Captain must
have been in acute distresse when he was able to reach out to me.
Shouldn't we therefore start searching for him as well?"

"In the middle of the night in an unknown territory? Where's
yvour loglc, Spock? Jim is probably only sleaeping off his booze
somewhere and called out to you when a psasrticularly nasty bottle
genle was haunting his dreams. Moreover, you are in no £it state to
g0 searching for anyone, especially after this little breakdown you
Just had. The police promised that they would contact us as soon as
they found a trace of Jim. So I suggest that we gat gome sleep
before they c¢all us to pilck Jim up.”

For a long moment McCoy thought the Vulcan was golng to argue
with him. Then, however, he ilnclined his head in acknowledgement.
"Vary wall, Doctor. I shall wait here."

"vautre ag tense as a bowstring, Spock. I prescribed rest, Let
me give you something to help you ralax."

"Unnecessary, Doctor. A light meditative trance will accomplish
the asame purpose.,"

"The hall it will. You are going to get some rest." Before the
Vulcan had a chance to protest, MeCoy had prepared a hypo and pregased
1t to the Vulcan'sg shoulder.

Wwhen Spock had sunk back on the sofa, McCoy lifted up his feet
and went in search of a blanket to cover him. Then settling himself
comfortably in a chailr, he tried to get the whole gltuation into
perspective.

S0 hig two friends were linked. MeCoy didn't really find that
idea particularliy extraordinary as the two had always had a very
ppecial kKind of rapport. In & way, this wag the only loglical outcome
of a whole line of events that hsd led up to this point.

What McCoy was worried about was the reaction of the Vulcan. A
a trained telepath, he should have suspected a lot earller that the
"oresence in his mind" as he had called it was more than a residual
memory of the meld he had exparlienced. Although he felt it hard to
use the label for a Vulcan, the psychologist in McCoy recognised the
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denial symptoms. The Vulcan ween't peady to accept that cloge a
relationship with anyone, and from what he had learned about the
nature of the meld, he knew it involved a stripping of all the
shlelds Spock had so carefully built up, and he strongly suspected
that it was this emotional openness towards another that the Vulcan
dreaded moat.

He knew that over the past few years Spock had gradually come to
accept the friendshilp he felt for Kirk and alse for MceCoy, as he had
discovered at that time when it was time for the Vulcan to "swim
upstream™". Realising that this time it was his Vulcan friend who was
facing the unknown, he decided that he would do all he could to help
his friend -~ both his friends - through the difficulty. There had to
be some good in the mess they were int

OCver the last few months, his friends had had more than theirp
share of trouble, and together they would be able to make it tupn out
to their benefit. McCoy desperately wished that his reassurance to
the Vulcan turned out to be the truth. Kirk Just had to be all
right. MceCoy ment a silent prayer to whatever gods there were while
watehing the Vulean, now at rest in hils drug-enforced Bleep. He felt
Morpheus' shadows closing in on him, and made an effort to keep hig

eyes open. He wanted to stay awake... watch hisz friend's slumber. ..
be ready when the suthorities called. But then, he could dc that
Jater.., jJust a littie gleep wouldn't hurt... Nothing they could do

at the moment, anyway...
And at lagt, the Enterprise's surgeocn was asleep.
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The object of his friends' concern lay sprawled unconscious
acrosg the bed. Hig female companion unsuccessfully tried to rouse
him. Finally, when not evan her slapping his face produced any
regponsea, she got out of bed, cursing under her breath. Not that she
minded getting paid without rendering her full fpervices, though she
had to admit that ministering to this attractive gtranger had not
been an unpleasant prospect,

Cut cold as he was, however, he was not able to give or
appreciate any pleasantries, not was she going to get her ray from
him, for that matter. She ghould have insisted on being paid in
advance as her manager alwayvs told her to. That would have ruined
the romantic part of 1t, though, which she still enjoyed denspite her
experience in her profesasion. Besides, her client looked a bit like
the shy kind who had trouble getting with it if they knew she only
did it for money.

Suddenly she realised that she had never told this particular
client that she waen't spending the evening with him just for the
enjoyment of it. But surely he had suspected... ? Then, glancing at
his unconsciocus form on the bed and taking in the somehow boylsh and
innocent expression on his face, she decided that he had not known
what wasg goling on, particularly when she took into consideration his
garlier unesse and occasional embarrassment. Those guys only out for
the one thing certainly didn't get embarrassed when they discovered
they hadn't told you thelr name!

Stili, she had to get her pay, as her 'manager' expected his
share. Determined, she began to pick up his discarded clothes from
the floor and search them systematically. She would only take
minimum charge from him and then leave him to sleep off whatever he
had indulged in.
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When her thorough search of his clothes produced nothing except
a small plastic card giving not even the name of its owner but only a
number, Burry began to get angry. How did that buster think he was
going to pay for his drinks and the hotel bill? That wasgn't her
problem, but her boss would want his money, and the prospect of
having to face his anger made her ghudder. S8he would have to call
nim and somehow try to explaln her way out of this meas. She threw
another glance at Kirk, who had not moved at 2ll while she bustled
about with hils clothes. He was hardly going to argue when she told
Barnie that he had invited her and now turned ocut to be dead broke.

She made the c¢all from the old-fashloned audiophone sitting on
the single three-legged table in the room, Less than half an hour
later, Barnie arrived. Taking in the scene at one glance, he
grumbled,

"So sleeping beauty there ain't got ne money, huh? But sure he
has psomething; cheques, banker's card, ain't he?"

wWithout walting for a reply he began to shake out Kirk'se
clothes, When his efforts brought forth nothing, he turned to
Burry. "aAll right, biteh. Where have you hidden 1t7"

Frightened, she shrank back against the wall,. "He didn't have
anything on him except that plastic card,'" she sald, pointing to the
card she had put on the table. "Honest, Barnie, I dién't take
anything - %

"oh shit!" Barnie had taken one look at the innocent-looking
plagtic card. "Whare have you been, sister? That's a standard
Starfleet credit card that's issued to the officers. What the hell
rode you to take a Starfleet officer to bed? You Know you're
supposed to stay clesr of them. You could lose your licence for
thiat®

"He didn't tell me he was Fed! How was I supposed to know?"
She began to cry, shrinking even further into hexr corner.

"oult bawlingl!' he shouted. "You should know that don't work
with me! The problem ig how we get rid of him without alarming the
ffed cops. S0 he didn't' tell you he was Starfleet, did he. Digd wou
tell him anything, like who you work for?"

Burry only shook her head between sobs.

"Well, good. It's a good thing he's plgsed ocut of his mind. Asg
far the pay, we'll keep the card. We'll see 1f we can't get 1t to
work for us. He'll think he's lost it somewhere. For now, we'll see
that your friend stays asleep until we can dump him somewhere. Ginmme
a hand with him."

Wordlessgly, Burry obeyed and moved over to Kirk's bedside. When
she saw Barnie produce a hypodermic needle from his pocket, however,
she became alarmed.

"What are you going to do?"

"Worried about ypour super stud, ain't you. Bet he was a good
lay... Don't worry, I'm just making sure he won't wake up and causge
trouble. I'm shooting him full of halo so he won't remember

nothing. Then we'll simply lecad him into the truck and dump him
somewhere along the road. If hae's lucky, a patrol will find him.
Otherwisa, he will have a bilt of walking to do in the morning."
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Kirk stirred, but d4id not wake when the needle wag inserted into
his vein. Burry stood by awkwardly. "Are you sure this won't do him
any harm?"

"Hey, vyou've really taken a fancy to him, haven't you? Now how
iz a little shot like that going to harm him? He's atrong as a young
bull. But you better help me getting him dressed, or he might catch

his death of cold." With a dirty laugh he tossed her Kirk's
clothes. "All right - you get your champ dresgsed while I get the cap
round the back," he ordered before leaving the room.

Obediently, Burry pilcked up the clothes and proceeded to dress
the unconscious man on the bed. Yet she could not but worry when she
looked at his face, which had turned considerably paler after he had
recelved the shot. Maybe she shouldn't have called Barnie... But it
was too late to worry about that now, and Barnie was probably right
anyway. The astranger sure looked healthy enough to withstand a dose
of halo and a night on the street. To reassure hervself, she reached
for his pulse, which was rapid but strong. He should be all right,
she thought, wighling for a dose of halo heraself.

She had just finlished dressing her charge when Barnie returned.
Picking Kirk up like a rag doll, he carried him out the back door and
unceremoniousgly dumped him inte the back of the truck. Noting that
Burry still seemed uncertain, he passed her s small pill box. "Here
- take one for chrissakes to guilt worrying and then get goingt®

After a moment of hesgitation, Burry popped one of the tiny
plills, got into the pesgsenger seat of the truck, and leaned back with
a sigh. Neither of them spoke in the half hour of driving that
followed.,

When they had reached a particularly dark stretch of the dirt
road they were following, Barnie stopped the truck, went round to the
rear, and unloaded their burden. Crossing the few yards to the edge
of the road, he simply dropped Kirk into the diteh.

Upon returning to the truck, he found Burry lost in a private
dream world of her own. He gave a mantal shrug and started the
engine, The next village wasg no more than half a day's walk away, so
that 3tarfleet c¢creep should be able to reach it all right. Not that
he worried too much about what happened to him, but with hils credit
card - which Barnie was sure he could rig to give him a few benefits
- he had paid his debt and therefore deserved at least a chance.

Then he turned the truck and disappeared in the direction from
which they had come.
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When Kirk finally regained consciliousness, all he c¢could make out
around him was a grsay haze. Him head was throbbing and his body
seemed to be aflame, yet he couldn't move. He found he could not
form one clear thought,. He had no idea how he had reached...
wherever he wasg,. His throat was parched and he desperately wished
for a drink, but there was nobody around who could have given him
one, and then he doubted that he would have been able to veoilce hils
need. He felt terribly lonely. Hisg friends... Where were his
friends? The one persocon he longed for most was not there. wWhy had
they left him? Then he tried to reach down within himself for what
little strength he had left to c¢call out for help. He let out ane
voiceless scream. Then blackness and emptiness engulfed him again.



87

* % & %k X

The new day streteched endlessly. When 1t drew dark agaln, MeCoy
baegan to wonder if maybe he shouldn't have given in to the Vulcan's
urging end begun a search on thelr own the previous night. The
Vulcan was gilent and withdrawn, but MceCoy could menge that he was
tenge and worrled. several times during the day Spock had tried to
probe the tenuous link he believed he had with Kirk, but without any
feaedback. Once McCoy had ventured to ask 1f he thought somathing bad
might have happened to Kirk. He had been able to allay that
particular fear of the Doctorts, however, as he still felt the
"oregence’” in the back of his mindg.

MaCoy was regtlessly pacing the room when he suddenly saw the
Vulcan gtiffen. Alarmed, he crossed over to the Vulcan, healf
expecting him to pass out again. Thisg time, however, Spock regained
his composure almost instantly. Yat when he spoke, 1t was with a

note of uyrgency in hias voice. "rdim. For an instant his mind reached
mine. He is in great pain. Doector, we have got to get to him
immediately."®

All presence of calm was gone. The dark eyes that icoked at
McCoy were filled with despalr, Responding in the only way he Knew,
MaCoy gave the Vulcan's slim ghoulder a reassuring squeeze,

"Dontt worry, Spock. We'll find him. Were you able to draw any
concluslons as to Jim's whereabouts from the contact?"™

"? eannot be sure, but hisg call seemed to come from gomewhere
gsouth of the city. I wigh T could be more certain, but the contact
was very short, and I have not had much previous experience in this
area. .. "

"Itts all right, Spock. A genepral direction is better than none
at all. 1'11 get on the com and pass your information on to the
police so that they can concentrate thelr search in that direction.
Then I'1ll get myself a map and call for an alrcar and start looking
for him on my own."

"Doctor... " The Vulean got to his feet hurriedly, swaying
slightiy. For only a moment, he considered arguing the Vulcan's
fitness to accompany him on his search for Kirk. Then he wordlessly
reached for his medikit and producing a hypo from 1t, pressed it to
the Vulcan's shoulder. When S8pock felt new energy flooding, he
1looked at the Doctor in ailent gratitude.

After less than half an hour, they set out in the aircar with
Spock at the controls in gpite of the Doctor's protest. They were
flying in southward circles at the lowest posasible altitude. McCoy
could do nothing but =sit by ldly and pray that they, or one of the
patrolsg, found thelr friend soon. Finally, they reached the ocuter
1ine of the radius Spock had calculated for thelr search.

The Vulcan lowered the ailrcar and let it hover over the ground.
They peered ocut into the dark.

Only a narrow gravel road lay ahead of them.
"Ittty no use, Spoek," McCoy sald with a sigh. "We've done all
we could. Let's turn back. Maybe one of the search parties wasg more

lucky."

The Vulecan did not answer bhim, Instead, he was staring into the
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distance. When McCoy was Just about to take the controls from the
Vulcan's hands, Spock spoke in a low and strained volce.

"I believe I have been able to make contact with the Captain.
He 18 off in that direction,™ he said, indicating the road ahead of
them.

"You asura, Spock? What would he he doing here? It's hardly
more than a gtretch of dirt ang - ¢

"Hurery, Doctor. Can't breathe... About six point eight
kilometres. .. So cold... "

Sweat was beginning to bead Spock's brow. Fumbling to pry the
controls from the Vulcan's cramped fingers, and turning the aircar
into the indicated direction, McCoy swore under his breath.

"Why for Christ's sake does something like thisg always have to
happen when we're on leave? Damn, Spock, don't black out on me now!"

Albelt pale, the Vulcan was stayling consclous, though. He even
seemed to regain some of this strength as they approached thelr
destination. Husklily, he announced, "Slow down, Doctor. We're
almogst there."

Wen the Doctor had landed the aircar at the side of the road,
Spock copenad the door on hils sgide of the car, and shrugging off the
Doctor's restraining hand, got out of the car, although he was
slightly unsteady on his feet. With an uncanny sense of direction,
he turned towards the slope leading down to the diteh, McCoy
followed on his heels, medikit in hand. After only a few steps, they
found Kirk.

He was barely consecious, his skin clammy, and his breathing
laboured and sghallow. Paying no attention to the Doctor, who was
getting to work with the medicael tricorder, Spock knelt and,
gathering Kirk's head in his armg, raised him to ease his breathing.
Kirk managed to open his eyes, and when he recognlised the face
bending over him, a weak smile appeared on his lips.

"Spock... "

Now that their roles were reversed, the Vulcan seemed to have

forgotten his earlier objections to showing personal concern. Gently
wiping the saweat from Kirk's face, he whigpered, "Don't talk, Jim.
I'm here, and McCoy 18 taking care of you." Then, looking st MeCoy,

he added an enguiring, "Doctore"

McCoy was preparing a hypo for Kirk, Without looking up from
his task, he replied, "He's gonna be all right. He's got some dope
in his system - and I don't think voluntarliiy - which he 1lg allergic
to. I'm giving him scomething to counteract the allergic reaction,
which 18 responsible for his breathing problems. 8till, we should
get him to hospltal as fagt as possible go that the atuff is propeply
flushed from hls system. - Damn, 8Spoek -~ I forgot to bring along a
communicator, and the car doesn't have a radlo elther."

"7 ghould be able to carpry - "

"And upaset that half-knitted spine injury of yours? No, Spock.
Besides, I don't really want to risk moving Jim without the proper
egquipment. His condition ig gstable for the moment, 80 you can stay
here with him while I get help. I shouldn't be too long, and I'1l1
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ieave you the medikit.™

"*Noctor, don't you think you would be better to stay with him
and lat me go for help?"

Before MceCoy had a chance to answer, Kirk, who up te that point
had seemed oblivious of the conversation, suddenly opened hils eyes
and weakly extended a hand, reaching for the Vulcan, "NOT Spock,
don't leave... Bones, doen't let him... %

Exhausted, his hand fell back. MeCoy and Spock exchanged a
silent glance. Then McCoy turned and c¢limbed up the slope to the
aircar, which the Vulcan drew Kirk closer. "Hush, Jdim. I won't
leave you. McCoy wilill be back with help soon. Rest now."

But Kirk was restless and gtruggled to speak. "Spock..., BCQ
zlad... you came,.. but not... like this... i... "

"Jim, please - don't talk."
"No, let me... Mugt. .. o much... to be saildg,.. "

"Paiking 1s exhausting you too much, but if you'll permit... "
Spock placed his fingers 1n the familiar position of the meld. For
once he did not experilence the lmmediate sense of warm welcome, but
hesgitancy and doubt - and beyond, a deep longing. Gently sending =a
thought probe intc hie friend's mind, he asked,

Wim, why are you withdrawing?y

Weon't want to hurt you. You seemed to want your privacy
again. And. .. Hurt. Y

Spock received mental pletures of Kirk trying in vain to reach
him, and then trying to accept his friend's obvicus wilshes. Spock
theh saw the events of the previocusa night unfold before Kirk's mental
eye; hls hitting the nearest bar, meeting Burry, thelr love-making,
her reaching for his face and the agony following it. PAIN.
EMBARRASSMENT.

Spock sent calming thoughts down thelr link. \No embarrassment
ig necessary. No pretence i1g needed in the link. We both see and
accept each other as we are. That female muast have had some
telepathic ability, and her touching you tapped cur half-open link,
thus cauging you pain.y

Wou mean we were linked?y

Wres., I only vrecognized it when you called out for me in your
pailn, The healing meld we shared must have been unugually deep, and
hag left the trace of a link between us.l

W'm sorry, Spock.\

Won't be, T am grateful, for it enabled me to f£ind you. I'm
only sorry that I didn't recognipe it sooner. Bones was right; I
could have saved both of us a lot of hurt.y

WSpock... Y\ Warmth and happilnessa reaching out to him at last,
Spock responded by letting his own gladness and relief splll over.
Then, sensing pain and exhaustion nagging at the edge of Kirk's
congelousness, he withdrew slightly. WMaeCoy will be back soon, You
should rest now, All that is necegsary has been sald.\
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Won'tt leave, Spock.% FEAR.
W o won't.% CALM. CONTENTMENT.
Wo regrets?h
“WNone.Y, JOY. WSleap now. Y,
RELIEF. BT owill.y

As SBpock sent calming thoughtsa through the link and eased Kirk's
discomfort, he sBoon felt Kirk's thoughts becoming drowsy. When Kirk
was agsleep, he withdrew from the meld, maintaining only a light touch
in order to control Kirk's pain. While guarding Kirk's sleep, he
pondered the situation.

It had been illogilcal trying to fight the inevitable. As he had
realised before, thelr two minds were often drawn togethenr. The
worrying agony of the past twenty four hours had taught him that he
himself was not beyond the personal attachment he had accused Kirk
of, and the thought of loging Kirk without knowing what had happened
to him had made him realise that he cherished his friendship with
Kirk above anything elge. And McCoy was right - thelr special
friendship made them the unigue team that they were. He must never
let his loglice and unemotional detachment interfsre with their
friendship again. Loglc fell short where his friendship with 2im
Kirk wag concerned; or maybe thelr friendship was logical. They were
really like twe halves making up a whole. His only regret was that
it had taken his friend's being hurt to make him realise the value of
thelr very specilial friendship.

Now that he contemplated it, he perceived that the past weeksn
had been hell for himpelf as well. How often during those weeks,
when he paw Kirk's hurt and sensed his confusion and loneliness, he
had longed to reach out acrose the chessboard and asgsure the Human
that his care and concern were reciprocated. At that time, however,
his belief of what wasg best for him and his frliend had made him
withdraw behind his Vulcan defences. If only...

But regrets and self-blame were i1lloglcal and counter-
productive.

Shaking himself out of his reverile, he carefully checked that
Kirk wag settled comfortably. Taking the scanner from MceCoy's kit,
he ran 1t along the Captalin's body as far as he could without
disturbing him. Kirk was gleeping peacefully, however, and the
readings from the gcanner reassgured him that Kirk would be all right
once they had got the drug out aof his syaten. Therefore hias worry
was heedless - but stili...

Presently, he could make ocut the sound of aircars approaching
from the distance, and before long a police patrol and an ambulance
glider had landed. McCoy got out of the ambulance and supervised as
Kirk was strapped onto a stretcher and lifted inte the rear of the
ambulancea. All the while, Spock ptayed at his side. When McCoy saw
the Vulcan heslitate asg Kirk was loaded inte the ambulance, he saild
gquiatly,

"Come on, you're riding in the back with us.®
The Vulcan gave him a grateful loock before cliimbing in after

Kirk's stretcher. On the ride to the hospital, he gat next to Kirk
while McCoy busied himmelf over his medical instruments,.
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Once, Kirk woke. "apock... 7" he whispered.
"ity right here," the Vulcan replied, taking Kirk's hand and

sending additional reassurance through the light mind touch he still
malntained.

Kirk relaxed with a sigh. "Good."™ Then, catching sight of the
Doctor hovering at the foot of the stretcher, he added sleeplly,
"Bones. .. You're herea, too. What's up... 2"

McCoy joined the Vulcan at Kirk's glde, and gilving Kirk's
shoulder a gentle squeeze, smiled. "Wa're getting you to a decent
bed. How do you feel, Jim?"

"Tired."
"No pain?"
"No. .. Spock's taking care of me... "

l.ooking at the Vulcan, MaCoy felt the gulet empathy flow bhetween
the two. So Spock was using the 1link to help Kirk. The Vulcan'sa
face was relaxed, and he seemed to be... happy. And he could make
out no sgign of embarrassment in the dark eyes, even in front of him.
domehow he felt sure that now everything was golng to be all right
betweaen the two.

Y"Boneg... 2V

McCoy felt a palr of expectant, yet sleepy, eyes upon himself.
Giving Kirk's shoulder another squeeze, he sald, "Sorry, Jim. 1
guags your good cold Doctor was daydreaming. Glad to have you safe.
Now go to sleep.'

Kirk returned the Doctor's smile, then obediently closed his
ayes. And soon his even breathing indicated that he was agleep.
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A few hoursg later, MaeCoy emerged from the local hospital's
emergency room, tired but relieved. He crogsed to the Vulecan sitting
upright and tense on one of the benches lining the hallway.

The Vulcan's dark eyes looked up at him questiocningly.
"hooctor?"

That one word contained all the worry and hope that the Vulcan
could not voilce aloud. McCoy felt a wave of sympathy and affection
for the Vulcan wash over him and longed to reach aut and give him a
warm and reassuring hug - as he would any Human friend. But knowilng
that such extensive physical contact and open display of emotion
would not be appreciated, the only gesture he allowed himeelf was s
1ight pat on the Vulcan's tensge shoulder.

"REelax, Jim'a fine. They have filtered the drug out of his
plood. The equipment on the Enterprise or Starbase hosgpltal may be
more fancy and impressive, but for this purpose at least theirs is
just ag effective. Jim'1l be out of here in a day or itwo."

"Can I spee him?"

"Iure, but he is sgedated. Come on, they've moved him over there
to an IC cubicle.®
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Alarmed, the Vulcan loocked at him. "But you've Just sald - v

"Hey, easy. I asked them to. Unlike in Sickbay, they don't
have monitors on all the beds here, and I want Jim under observation
Just to be on the safe slde."

An eerle glow from the instrument lights filled the intensive
care cubicle. McCoy checkad the instruments and then gave a
satisfied nod 1in Spock's direction. "Everything's fine. This drip
feed 1s Just about finished, so0o I can take 1t off, then it's about
time we got some shut-eye too. You comlng, Spock? Spock!"

The Vulcan was obviocusly not liistening to him. For a long
moment he just stood looking down at Kirk, Then he pulled the single
chalr in the cubicle up to Kirk's bedside, seating himaelrf,

"You aren't going to tell me you're intending to spend the night
in that chair, are you?"

"Doctor., ..

"Oh, never mind answering that one. It wag a rhetorical
question. It's just that you look like death thrice warmed over
yourself. You need some sleep, Spock.™

"Doctor.. . Bones. Pleasge. I have a promige to keep."

McCoy welghed the merits of further arguing with the Vulcan
-before he gave s regigned shrug. "I should have known, and resevved
a double for you. - Borry, I'11 just get a blanket for you."

Soon McCoy returned with a blanket, which the Vulcan took
#ilently. Clearing his throat, McCoy sald, "Well, I'1l be just four
doors down the hall in the room normally raserved for the Dogtor on
call., Wake me 1f elther of you need anything, and try to get some
rest yourself, you hear?"

"I will, andg... Thanks, Bones."
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Thay had been able to take Kirk home the next day. Though gtill
weak from hils ordeal, Kirk was restless and eager to be out of the
confinement of the hospital. Once MceCoy had been sure that there
were indeed no after-effects of the drug, he had been only too ready
to agree with Kirk's wishes. Knowing Kirk as well as he d4id, he wag
well aware that Kirk would relax more easily in an informal and homy
environment, and there basgically wasn't anything wrong with him that
a sufficient amount of rest wouldn't cure,

Returning to the cabin had also made it easier for him to see
that the Vulcan got the rest he needed, for the Vulcan had seemed
determined not to leave Kirk's side as long as he was in hospital.
Kirk's trials had definitely taken their toll on Spock as well. The
Vulcan looked haggard and pale, but asg Kirk recovered over the days
that followed, Spock also got better, At firgt, thelr activities had
been resgtricted to playing chess 1in front of the fireplace or sitting
on the patio 1f the weather permitted it. Soon, however, they were
able to go for walks, and McCoy finally began to enjoy thelr leave.

As his friends were recuperating, he himself was able to relax
in the simple Jjoy of companionship. The tensgion between the two had
disappeared completely. A 1ot of the evenlngs were still spent



53

quietly in front of the fireplace with the two friends bent over the
chegaboarg. Now, however, the silence was companionable.

Somehow he never felt left out. Kirk usually managed to draw
him into the conversation gquite easily, and as he spent more and more
time with his two friends, he came to sense that the Vulcan also
appreciated his company in his own quiet way.

Qecaglonally, however, McCoy chose ta leave his two friends
alone when he sensed that they longed to talk in private. The two
certainly had a lot to talk over after the events of the last few
waeaks. T+ wag on the last evening of thelr leave before the
Enterprise was schaduled to pick them up that when he rose to leave
his friends to themselves that they begged him to stay.

"Bonen, please gstay," Kirk said.

"vas, Doctop," Spock added quiletly. "Wa need your assiptance.
Tt concerns the link that was established between Jim and mygelf."

The Vulcan fell silent. McCoy sensed hils unease and casl a look
in Kivrk's direction, only to see that no aexplanation would come forth
from that gquarter, for Kirk seemed to be at least ag 111 at ease as
his Vulecan friend. Hoping that direct guestions would make 1t easler
for his friends, he turned back to Spock.

"Wall, you know I'll give you any help I can, but 1t would help
me 1f I knew a bilt more about this whole affair. Look I don't want
to pry, but what dces that link of yours spell out exactly? Does it
mean you can read each other's minds, or what?"

"Oh, no, Bones. I don't even really feel it. It'g... it'e Just
like... like & thread. I can't really describe 1t, Bones. The
danger 1s that something like what happened with that girl might
happen again."”

"Danger?" There was alarm in MeCoy's volce. "How can a link ag
1ight as Jim desecribed it be dangerous? Spock?!®

Al though the contact we have over it is minimal, the 1link
itself 1sg very deep. The danger lies in the nature of the link. I
cannot really be sure how 1t could happen. After the meld, our minds
did not bacome completely separated; there was a... breach left
open, As it was not intended, I have no control over it, although I
can shield thought exchanges between Jim and myself. The danger is
that 1t leaves Jim vulnerable to any telepathiec interference such as
with that female. I will therefore have to attempt another deep meld
with Jim, in order to try to sever the iink, once we are back aboard
the Enterprise.”

McCoy consldered that information for a while, before asking,
"a1l right, and where do I fit in there?"

“The meld required will be very deep. We therefore need you to
monitor it, and interfere if necesgapry."

"youpr faith in my abilities flattere me, but wouldn't 1t be
better - and safer - for you 1f you congulted a Vulcan healer? I'm
not examctly experienced in dealing with mind melds, you know."

"I+ would take several weeks to reach an outpost where a healer
i1ig available, and time ig of the essence as it will become more and
mopre difficult to close the breach the more time elapspes. It was not
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posgibhle to do it sooner, as you need the eguipment aboard ship. I
will inatruct you exactly what you have to watech for and what to do."

Kirk leaned slightly forward in his chair. "There 18 one other
factor, Bones. We want to have you therae -~ as our friend." He
looked at the Vulcan. "Both of us."

Spock nodded ever go slightiy. "Affirmative... Bones.,"

"All r»dight. Just one more question, then,® McCoy said. Hig
this 18 as vital as you gay, then what if you faille®

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to 1it," Kirk sald, trying

to keep his tone light. "I guess Vulcan with all its healers and
specialists will still be there. For now, I could use a drink."
MeCoy leaned back heavily in his chalr. "Make that two."

1t was Spock who went to his room, soon to return carrying three
richly decorated goblets and a matching flask tucked under his arm.
Quietly, he set out the goblets, f1llling them with the dark green
Ligquid from the flask that glowed eerilily in the firelight.

"Kandruru. Brewed according to recipes passed on orally from
the clans from generatlon to generation since prehistoric times. It
is sald to return strength after a tiring battle and rejuvenate the
gpirit to face trying difficulties ahead." Raising one of the
goblets, Spock allowed himself a small smile. "I believe 'sante' is

.the appropriate ldiom for such occasions.™

"Thanks, Spock." Kirk returned the Vulcan's smile warmiy and
reached for another goblet. "Here's to yours."

McCoy took the remaining goblet and sniffed at 1t cauticusly.
Then, sgeeing that Kirk took a deep swig from his, he did the same.

A moment later he regretted it. "Whoa!" he managed after a
half-suppregsed cough. "l.et me remlind you, Mr., Spock, that Vulcans
don't drink!t Thisg stuff could stand up even against Romulan Ale!
What's 1in it and why haven't I heard of it before?"

Spock slowly drank from his own goblet before answering McCoy's
gquestions. "T do not think you would know very many of the
ingredients, Doctor. Rest assured, however, none of them isg harmful
to Humans. Ag for the availlabllity of the beverage, 1t is normally
used only in rituals or at traditional gatherings of the family or
chogen companions. As you know, the alcohol content does not affect
it. Its main purpose 1s to conserve the strengthening herb
componhents. ™

After the Vulcan had finished, Kirk smiled at McCoy. ALl
really shrouded in mystery, isn't 1t, Bones? It does make an
excellent drink, though. Once you get used to the rather strong
taste, you'll 1like 1t, Bones."

"Ooh, I don't doubt that."™ Relaxing, McCoy took another, more
careful aip from his goblet. "Jim's right, Spock. This stuff is
vary good. Thanks for sharing it with us."

"7 am only consecrating it to its intended purpose," Spock
replied, then adding before the Doctor had time to contemplate this,
“would you like a refilie"”
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Sensing that the Vulcan did not want to discuss this further,
McCoy gave in to the effect of the beverage which was rapidly
beginning to cloud his worries concerning the planned course of
action sahead in a pleasant haze. Idly wondering whether he was going
to have a hangover the next morning, he gladly accepted the offered
raefilil.

¥ ¥ % % ¥

It was mid-afternocon by the time the three friends met in
Sickbay for the planned attempt to break the involuntary link between
Kirk and Spock. After the Enterprise had collected them there had
been the inevitable debriefings as well as a small soclal gethering
to welcome then back aboard,.

Kirk felt tired, but also 111 at easge about the undertaking
anhead of them. All the certainty and confidence he had felt after
his discussions with Spock had left him. When he stopped at the
vulcan's cabin to plck him up on the way to Sickbay, he looked at his
friend.

"Spock, do we have to do thig? Is there really no other way®?"

"ya have discussed this before, Jim. Are you afrald? There 1s
one., .. "

Realising that he was giving too much away, the Vulcan halted
his speech. As much as he desired it, he could not suggest the
alternative, which was establishing & traditional bonding hetwean
himgelf and the Human. He had no right to bind a spirit as free and
independent as Kirk's to hlmself. He had to try everything he could
to release Kirk from the confines of this involuntary iink,
Therefore he sald reassuringly, "Jim, McCoy will be monitoring the
meld. The danger to you wlll be minimal."™

Kirk toock hold of the Vulcan's arm lmpulgilvely. "Tt's not my
own safety I'm worried about. Spoeck, you gald yourself that the meld
would have to be very deep, deeper than any wae've ever shared
before. what 1if something like Kolos happens? You almost lost your
1ife then."

"Unlikely, Jim. Kolos was a telepath many times more powerful
than I. This time, I, as the only telepath, will be in contprol.™

Kirk's anxiety was stilill not entirely eliminated, but he gave
his Priend a smile. "*Onh, all right. I guesgs I'm really Jjust
stalling. Better let's get going before Boneg atarts thinking that
we've been lost on the way."

® Ok ¥ R XK

In Sickbay, McCoy had all the equipment set up and was nervously
waiting for them. After the Doctor had given Kirk a light medative
and settled him on one of the diagnostic couches, Bpock explained the
monitoring technique to him. It really sounded all quite eaay. ALl
he would have to do was watch two screens monitoring Kirk's and
Spock's brain waves.

"Ag the meld deepens," the Vulcan proceeded with his
explanation, "our brain wave patterns will c¢hange. when we resch the
point deep enough for me to cloge the breach, our brain waves will
become synchronised for an instant before separating again. it is
this moment you have to wateh for, Doctor. If cur brain waves do not
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disengage after an ingtant, you will have to break the meld
physically. After breaking the physical contact between Jim and me,
you mugt slap my face as 1f to wake me from a healing trance. There
shouldn't be any complications. Any questicons, Doctore”

"No, there's nothlng to 1t," McCoy gald as he began to attach
electrodes to Spock's temples as he had already done to Kirk. "y
Just have to watch for the right moment to save my friends' sanity,
posgsibly even their lives. I'm all happy and relaxed."

"Bones." The Vulcan caught held of his hand and held it for a
moment in a reassuring clasp. "I realise the pressure on you ig
enormaoug, but... "

"Oh, it's all right, Spock. I'm really just grumbling to
myself. You know,'" he sald, atteching the last of the electrodes to

the Vulcan geated on a chailir next to Kirk's diagnostiec couch, 'this
all locks 1ike onée of those old horror movies they made back in the
twentieth century. All we need is a bit of thunder and some

lishtning coming down from the ceiling.®

Catching the Doctor's mood, the Vulcan raised an eyebrow at
him. "What purpose would that serve, Doocton?'™

"Have you never heard of Frankenstein, Spock?"

"You're referring to the classilc gothic novel by Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley, published in 1818, I presume? I am familiar
.with the contents although I have not read it in its entirety. No,
boctor, I merely conslder our sources of energy more reliable than
that collected from electric discharges in a thunderstorm."

"Oh, hell, Spock... " McCoy had to grin. Resalising that he was
feeling c¢almer, he crogsed over to Kirk, who was dozing on the
couch., After rechecking that all the monitor hookups were attached
correctly, he placed his hand lightly on Kirk's shoulder. "TALL
right, we're Just about ready. Good luck, huh?"

Kirk cpened his eyes, and reaching for McCoy's hand, clasped it
in hieg own. “"Bones... wa trust you."

"I know, Jim. I won't let you down, S8pock... 7 Good luck."

He gtepped to hils posgition at the monitors and watched as Spock
placed hisg hands on Kirk's face in the posgsition of the meild. Then
his eyes became glued to the monitors.

The next few minutes geemed to stretch into eternity. All was
proceeding as Spock had described 1t, and he had to admit that he
would have given a fortune to know what was happening in the meld.
Then abruptly the two wave patterns on the monitor screen became one,
but instead of smeparating agaln as Spock had predicted, the one curve
began to soar higher and higher. For just one second, MceCoy was
paralysed with panic. Then he rushed over to his friends, sitting
motionlessly lost in the meld, and yanking the Vulcan away from Kirk
began to slap his face quickly and hard.

For a few long, fearful seconds this seemed to have no effect.
Then, however, Spock's face regained some of 1tes composure, and
finally he opened his eyves.

YDooctor... Jim? I'1l... manage."
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MeCoy let go of the Vulcan and rughed to Kirk's side. The
Captain's face was ashen, put when MeCoy looked up at Spock it was
with relief in his eyes.

"He's unconscious, but otherwise he seems to be all pight.®

Spock had followed the Doctor to Kirk's bedside and was standing
there unsteadlly. When he was about to git in the chair agaln, McCoy
shook his head.

"oh no, Mister. You're getting onto that other couch. Firast 1
want to make sure that you are all right as well, and then you can
tell me what happened."”

Once he was convinced that the Vulcan was unharmed, McCoy
allowed him to sit up. "a1l1 right, Spock. Now that you've scared
the wits out of me, tell me what happened. After your braln wave
patterns joined, as you predicted, they went haywire. I thought for
a moment that I had lost you both. A mental burnout - that's what 1t
looked 1like."

"That term, Doctor, might very well have been appropriate, had

you not separated us in time. The Captain's mind is unusually
powerful. When we reached a deep enough level, instead of severing
the link, I was drawn down into hig, beyond my control. We will need

expert help - and fast."

Before Mcloy had a chance to ask further question, Kirk moaned
and began to stir. McCoy returned to his bedside, and when Kirk
opened hils eyes, he found himself looking into a palir of anxious blue
oneaes.

"How do you feel, Jim%"

"lLousy." Kirk's bhand went to his temple while he struggled to
sit up. Ingtinctively turning in the right direction, he asked,
"Spock, did you... 2"

The Vulcan silently shook his head. Kirk swung his legs over
the edge of the couch and got to his feet,.

"Hey Jim, walit a minute! You look as if you could do with some
rast - both of you'"

"Later, Bones." Kirk waved him aside.

Senging that his friends needed to talk, McCoy offered no
further protest, v"Oh, all right then. Go to your quarters, but
you're off duty for the next twoe dayeg, both of you. And make sure
you do get some restt!"

MeCoy looked after them as tha Sickbay doors closed behind his
friends. What could he do to help them? 1f nothing else, he would
write a medical report and mnake sure they got to a Vulcan healer as
soon as possible. There just had to be a way to make this turn out
positive.

® ¥ % * X

They went to Kirk's quarters st the Vulean's insiastence that
Kirk lie down immediately. While Kirk undressed and got into bed,
Spock went to his gquarters and retrieved a flask of the kandruru that
¥Kirk had come to value. He pulled up a chalr to Kirk's bedside and
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then fillied a gliassg with kandruru for each of them.

Kirk drank deeply from hie glass before looking at the Vulecan.
"ALl right, what do we do now?"

"] will ask McCoy to put in a request for us to see a Vulcan
healer ag goon ag possible.™

"You still don't mention it. Spock, I thought we had agreed
that there would be no more pretence between us."

"Jim, I don't understand... "

"Look, Spack. I hoped ag much as you that you would bhe able to
close thig breach between us, since you obviousgly don't even want to
talk about the other optilion, but now that you've failled, I have to
bring 41t up - though I had hoped you would do 1t yourself. You said
thlig breach occurred because our minds asre particularly attuned to
each other. Now these last couple of days during our leave I did
gome reading on Vulcan melds and such. Spock, wouldn't a... what you
refer to as & 'bond' be the sclution to our problem?"

"Jim, you mean you want to - " Spock broke off. Then, after
collecting his composure, he continued in a toneless volce. "Jim,
vou do not understand what this entails. A bond i -

"A complete and permanent link between two minds. I've done my
homework. Spock... I had thought that as my friend, you would have

_come to understand my emotlons well encugh that it wouldn't be that
much of an embarrasgsment any more. I realise that a bond would

render you open to a constant bombardment of my emotions, but..,. "

Kirk broke off, tupning his face away.

"gince when," Spock sald smlowly, "have you known of the
exigtence of bonding?"

“T don't really know," came Kirk's slightly unsteady reply.
"Working closely with a Vulcan for the first time, I was curiocus ang

read as much as I could about your culture." he hesitated a moment
before adding, "Especially when I began to think of you as a
friend." Kirk fell sillient and turned towards the wall.

Spock sat regarding him in silence. Learning that Jim Kirk had
known of the exlstence of bonding all along had come as quite a shock
Yo him. The experience of the last few weeks had but increased his
desire to share a permanent bond with Kirk, 1f only for the sake of
knowing that he was well when they were separated. Yet he had to
admlt to himeself that hils caring for Kirk went far beyond that. For
the flrst time in hisg l1ife he had found total acceptance. He was no
longer afralid to show his... feelings... to Jim Kirk... Wall, almost
all of them. If they were to bond, even those last barriers would be
removed, revealing those innermost feelings he would never be able to
put into words. That aspect did not frighten him any more, though.
He ghould have known his friend better and should have brought up the
topic himself, He felt ashamed that he had not been completely open
with Kirk, as he had regolved he would be - a long time ago.

A silent shudder passing through Kirk's body caused the Vulcan
to abandon his train of thought. "Iim?" he asked with alarm in his
voice. nIIMPY

whan his exclamation produced no response but a muffled sound,
he reached out and gently touched his friend's arm. Spock felt
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muscles tense under hie touch. For a2 moment he lowered his metal
shlelds and felt a wave of hurt wash over him. Since Kirk still made
no aign of response, the Vulcan reached for his shoulder and gently
rolled him over so that he could see Kirk's face. Kirk did not
attenpt to hide the tears that were running freely down his cheeks.

"Jim... What is wrong?" the Vulcan asked.

"Oh, 8Spock, 1I'm sorry. I'm so damned selfish."

"No, Jim, don't. ... "

After searching unsuccesgsfully for a way to find the right words
to tell Kirk that it was he who had desgsired a bond with him for gquite
a long time, Spock reached for Kirk's face, placing his fingers in
the familiar position for the meld. For one fleeting moment, Kirk
geemed to ghrink away from him, but then welcomed him in a glow of
waymth. For an instant allowing himself to bask in the aura of
warmth and affection, Spock lowered hls mental shields.

WJim. Do not be ashamed. It ig I who have desired a bonding
for a long time.\

wWIs that true, Spock?\ DISBELIEF

Wiim, you know I wouldn't lie to ypou. Beglides, in the meld I
wouldn't be able to hide it from you.l\

JOY., RELIEF. Y\But then, why didn't you ever mention 1t?%

WA bond, Jim, is the highest form of commitment, and as you know

it is permanent, maybe lasting even beyond death. Jim, your mind is
so free, 8o independent. I thought it unfair even to suggest it.
Quyr minds are drawn to each other, but... Y

WiSpock, I felt drawn towards you since I filirst stepped aboard.
Wouldn't a bond be the culmination, the complietion of our
friendsnip?\ Kirk gave a mental smile. Y\Wouldn't 1t be the Llogical
thing to do?%

WThere would be certaln advantages to belng bonded, such as
knowing when the other was in difficulty, in case of separation.
Wwhat also made me hesitate to guggest a bonding 1s the fact that i1n
Starfleet marvice, we are often exposed to danger - as you well know
- and there is a certalin probabllity that should one of us die, the
other one would be drawn intoe death with him.\

WGood. ¥
Wim? I do not understand.y

\You don't know how much I wished for something like this on
Beta Cygni IIIT. But I'm being unfalyr, The Human life span iz =so
much shorter than that of a Vulcan. And 1f my death would mean death
to you, I could never ask that you bond with me.y\

Spock withdrew slightly from the meld. This was a perspective
he had not foreseen. How often in the past, when Kirk had faced
death, had he wished that he could have been in his place or join him
in death, should it come to that. Their friendship had come tTo mean
more to him than everything else. Yat he had no desire to draw Kirk
into death should scomething happen to him. As Kirk was a
non-telepath, there was a fair chance that Spock would be able to
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sever the bond before he diled. It would not be possible the other
way round, but that was something he was grateful for. As Kirk
seemad to desire a bonding at least as much as he, a half truth would
have to serve to allay that one fear of hia,

WAz only I am a telepath, there is the possibility that the bond
could be severed in time, although I will admit that there certainly
ig gome risk that death would claim us together. Does that frighten

You?y

WFrighten me? Spock, I always prayed that death would claim us
together, but 1t would be unfailr to you since your lifespan ig twilce
as long ag mine. - When can we get bonded? Do we have to go to
Vulcan for 117\ FEAGERNESS. EXCITEMENT.

WJim, be patient.y\ AFFECTION Y“The bonding does not regulre any
specific location. It 18 2 simple ritual, conducted according to
ancilent tradition.\

3WThen what are we waiting for?l

WJim - the ritual does require certain preparations. And as I
pointed out earliier, you... we... need rest. After the gtrain of our
earlier meld, I do not dare attempt ancther deep level meld for a few
days. Bonding will indeed solve our problem. In this case, a8 few
days will not make any difference. Reat now.\

Kirk B8til1ll was not satisfied, however. WThere iz one more thing
I want to know, Spock. When we melded down on Beta Cygni II, 1t was
ags if we had merged completely, each seeking out the other, and
discovering hs innermost self. What I don't understand is why we
didn't find out that both of us wished, more than anything else, to
bond with the other.y

\This thought also occurred to me, but I must admit I do not
really have an anawer, Jim, Having no experience with such a deep
level meld between two highly attuned minds, I can only... esgtimate.
The only possible explanation I have is that our mutual desire to
protect each other from what we thought to be a dangerous and selfilsh
wish was so great that both our minds erected a barrier arcund it
that was impossible to penetrate even in the meld. It certainly
ghowa that your mind is very powerful, Jim.¥

Wi'm just glad we did acknowledge our wishes at last. I'm 80
stupid, I should have come to you... I...%

The turmoil of Kirk's emotions started to boill again. WJim.,
Please. A1l 18 well now. Do not torment yourself any further. You
musat rest now.\

Ag he slowly wilithdrew from the meld, Spock sent caiming thoughts
meant to induce sleep through the remnants of the link. Then he sat
back and watched Kirk's features relsax.

Though he had to fight to keep open heavy eyelids, Kirk

struggled to stay awake. "Epock, whan we're bonded, will we be able
to 'mind talk' as we just did? Mutually, I mean? I... relished the

experlence. "

"Cartainly, Jim. Once properly linked, we will be able to use
the 1ink both ways toc communicate, though you will alsc have to learn
how to shield. But we can talk of all that later. You should sleep
now. "
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"] don't want to... shield. In the meld, we could talk...
without restrictione... " Kirk was becoming drowsier, but still
fought to continue. "Spock... I am... happy. Thank you. Sleep. ..
tight... my friend... "

At last, sleep had claimed the Captain of the Enterprise. Spock
roge and drew the blanket up to Kirk's shoulder. Then, once agaln
touching his fingers to Kirk's forehead, he projected \WThe same holds
true for me, tthy'la.\

Ok R ¥ %

Finally the day of the bonding had come. Kirk still c¢ould not
believe that at last thelr friendship would find this fulfilment.
Although he had not enjoyed the events of the past weeks, now that
they had led to their fully acknowledging theair feelings for each
other, he was almost grateful for them, in a way. Now that he
thought of 1t, 1t seemed =211lly that both he and Spoceck had longed for
a hond for such a long time without daring to mention 1t to the
other.

Over the last few days, Spock had thoeroughly filled him in on
all he needed to know about the bonding ritual. The previous night
he had taken & long relaxing bath in hot water scented with sweet
Vulecan herba after a long and strenucus workout in the gym and a long
stay 1n the ship's sauna, which was meant to cleanse both body and
spirit. For the bonding itself, Kirk was now dressed in a richliy
decorated Vulcan robe which Spock had gilven him. The robe wap made
of light white s8ilk with blue embroidered symbols running down the
front, Kirk wondered what Spock would be wearing for the occasion.

Kirk once more pulled\his robe straight before leaving for
Spock's cabln where the ceremony would take place. He had to admit
to himgelf that he did have some butterflies goling wild in his
stomach, even though this wag what he wanted most in his life. Well,
you didn't get bonded to your First Offilcer and best friend every
day. Later, when the bonding was completed, they would meet with
McCoy.

MceCoy. He had been delighted when he learned of their
intentions. Kirk remembered he had been worried ahout how the Doctor
would react to that revelation. He had feared that thelir mutual
friend would feel hurt and left out. Instead, he had encounteread
only deep undergtanding and delight; even something like
Itve-tried-to-tell-you~to~for-a-long-time. Could it be possible that
MceCoy had seen thisg for the two of them even before they themselves
did... %

Kirk took a deep breath and sounded the buzzer at his friend's
door. When the door opened to admlt him, Kirk held his breath for a
moment. Spock wore a robe matching his own, only the colours being
revergad. "Boy," Kirk said, letting out his breath as the door
clomsed behind him. "Anybody ever tell you you look terrifice®

Spock raised an eyebrow at him. "The same could be sald for
you, Captain.™

"Will you stop 'Captalining' me, Spock?""Il ask forglveness, I
presume Vulcans are creatures of habit.™

Kirk felt some of the tension he had felt earlier ebb away. He
gave the Vulcean a grin,. "Well, my Vulcan friend, do we remailn
standing here at the doon?"
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ttThat would prove to be rather inconvenient." The Vulcan led
Kirk over to the table where he had lald out a meal.

"Hey, Spock - I thought we were getting bonded tonight,
remember?" Eyeing the arrangement of fruit and other dishes, he
added, "You gaid nothing about a feagt.,"

"T did indicate that the bonding requlred certain preparation.
This meal will give strength and bhelp to bring us into the right
state of mind."

while Kirk seated himself at the low table, the Vulcan turned
down the lights so that the cabin was 1lluminated only by the Vulcan
firepot. e then glipped a tape into the player, and soon the cabin
wap filled with a gtrange but oddly relaxing music. They ate in
companionable silence. When they had finished, Spock filled their
slasses with light green Vulcan winea. Ralsing his glass, he saild
sombrely, "To your health and the evaerlissting kinghip of our minds,
t'hy'la. "

Kirk returned the toast, looking up curiocusly as the Vulcan got
to hig feeat. As he moved to follow suit, the Vulcan shook his head.
"No, Jim. Remain seated. I will be back in a moment."

Spock soon returned with what Kirk recognised as the instrument
that was to be the centrepiece of the bonding. For one silly moment
it reminded him of the tea-warmer he had seen at his grandmother's
houge. Then, discarding the thought, Kirk took a cloger look.

The centreplece sguare was measuring about aight inches on each
slde and was about two inches thick. It wag intricately carved from
haeavy brass, having a hollow on each side and a slight elevation
holding a wick in 1ts centre. The hollows would be filled wlth the
water offering, and the wilck was to be ignited with the psychic
flame. Kirk felt a shuddar run down hils back. Although he trusted
Spock implicitly, he doubted his own ability as far as contributing
to lighting the psychic flame was conceaerned.

Spock must have read hig face, for whan he set down the
centreplece on the table, he locked questioningly at Kirk.

"afraid, Jim?"

Kirk slowly shook his head. "No, I'm not afraild. My only fear
ig that I might not be able to do my part in thias. "™

“pontt worry, Jim," Spock said, cseating himself across from
Kirk. "Pogether, our minds will create the flame easgily."

Spock proceeded to clear thae table and lay out the things they
would need for the ceremony. He placed the centrepiece in the middle
of the table, arranging the small f#iask containing the water offering
and a small plpette next to it. Being rare on the desert planet,
water played an ilmportant part in the bonding ceremony. Spock had
explained to him that a few droplets would be placed in the hollows
on each side of the wick. The psychic flame was ignited, the water
would evaporated, and through the power of the flame, a crystal would
form in each of the hollows, which they would then wear on thein
IDICe as a symbol of theilr bond.

It had all sounded 80 eagy, but now that they were about to
initiate the meld needed for forming the bond and lighting the
psychic flame, he felt frightened. What 1f he let his friend down?



64

Spock seemed to have Iinfinite confidence in the power of their link,
but...

When Spock's fingers gently touched his face in the position of
the meld, all hies fear and doubts dissipated, however. Ha felt ¢alm,
joy, and the warmth of friendship flood himself, and as they entered
deeper and deeper into each other's mindes, lowering all shilelds and

mental barriers, he was aengulfed in pure, genulne love. Then they
became ona, and soared higher and higher on the wave of theilr
onenass. Finally, for one moment, there was a red-hot searing flame

shooting through his mind. Then his mind regasined its independence;
but he could clearly hear Spock's volce in his mind.

ZWoncentrate on the wick now, Jim.3\

Through his mind's eye he gsaw a blue flame form and light the
wick on the centrepiece, flcoding him and his friend with 1ts
warmth. For a long moment they basked together in that warmth. Then
Spock slowly gulded him upwards and finally broke the meld, but Kirk
could s8till feel the warmth wilithin himself.

Tentatively, he sent a \Spock?\ through the bond link.

Wes, it 1s done, Jim,%\ he heard the reassuring volece in his
mind. wWLook at the flame.y\

Awed, Kirk gazed at the blue flame on the ceantrepiece. It
continues to burn because our bond is complete,\ explained Spock's
volce in his mind. Kirk felt a tear of pure happiness running down
his c¢heek. To his amazement, Spock picked up the pilpette, and
catehing the single tear with it, added it to the water offering in
the flask. Then he took the flask and poured a little water into one
of the hollows.

Kirk did the =same, and together they watched the water slowly
avaporate and the crystals form in the hollows.

When thae last of the liquilid had evaporated, they poured the
remnant of the water in the flask over the wick, extinguishing the
flame. Spack then reached out to take the crystals which had formed
in the hollows.

When he held they up against the light of the firepot, he ralsed
an eyebrow in astonishment. *Fagscinating."

In his surprigse, the Vulcan had spoken aloud before he wag even
aware of it. Still unsure about using the bond link, Kirk too spoke.

"wWhat 1a 1t, Spock?" Kirk could feel alarm rising within
himgelf.

Sensing his friend's unease through the link, Spock immediliately
sent reassurance through the bond. JIt's Just the colour of the
erystals. Jim, please turn on the lights.\

As Kirk touched the light switch, a wave of amazement came over
the 1ink. Kirk hurried back to his friend's side to find him peering
clogsely at the crystals. "What about their colour, Spock?™"

"You remember I told you the colour of the crystals would
indicate the depths of the bond established, ranging from a dark
opague to crystalline white. Thage are crystal clear... " Spock's
voice faded. Instead, Kirk suddenly felt Spock's voice booming in
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his mind. BWJim? Cryatalline white means we have achieved the
deepest bonding level possible! This has not been accomplished since
the time of the ancient legends. In modern history, the deepest
level of bonding reached has been light bluse. The implications of
this... Y%

Kirk then felt the mind voice become unsteady, and when he
looked at his friend, he saw that Spock's face had turned pale. Kirk
stepped forward and caught his friend in an embrace, leading him *to
the bed.

We're really something, aren’t we? Hell, yvou're pretty well
shook up. You stay right here while I get us a brandy from my
cabin. %

Spock did not offer any protesta. wWhen he had reached his
cabin, Kirk experimentally probed the bond link.

WSpock, can you hear me?\
WA firmative. Y
WHey, this really works! It's no illuasion, is 1Lt2?\ AMAZEMENT

\What did you expect?\ AMUSEMENT \It would have to be a mutual
iliusion, and Vulcans are not prone to fall prey to 1llusions !ty

AWE %I'm so haeppy! Spock, stay right where you are. I'11l be
right with you.y\

“WI know.\

When Kirk returnad to Spock's guarters, he found that the
Vulean's face had recoverad some colour, but Kirk still insisted that
he accept some of the brandy he had fatchead, As they relaxed over
the brandy, Kirk looked expectant. "You mentioned something about
the implicatione of the colour of the erystals, .. ?"

"Wall, Jim, I am not expert on such matters, but I do know that
we have accomplished something thought not vosslble before. I will
eventually consult with one of the Mastars. For now, however - "
@pock smiled, then, slipping back into the mind volice, YWwe should
finish what we have begun.\

He raached out and took a black leather case from his
nightstand. He opened the case to reveal two IDICs. The Vulcan
carafully inserted each of the crystals into the corraegponding
fixture. He then slipped the necklace over Kirk'a neck, touching the
fingers of his right hand to Kirk's in the Vulcan gesture of
affection. Kirk did the same to him, but after a moment moved to hug
gpock tight in a warm embrace,

RI'm so happy, Spock, I could burstiy

%I share your happiness, t'hy'la. However, I would not
raecommand the latter as we have an appointment with Bones. Since he
wanted to make sure we have suffered no adverse effecta, I do not
think he would appreciate it 1f you ruptured.\

wWSpeoek, you're pulling my leg. N\

Al am not aware of having done such =a thing, Captain.\ TBASING
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“WCh, to hell. Comea on, let's go and see Bones!ly,
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MaCoy falt intense relief when he saw his two friends entering
Sickbay side by =side. They had told him they intended to perform the
bonding ceremony that night, and although he had not let them see it,
McCoy had been worried as hell about the cutcome, especially after
having witnessed the unsuccassful attempt to break the 1link. McCoy
had been delighted when the two had told him they wanted to bond. It
seemed so perfect, so right for them, McCoy had wondered why they'd
hadn't thought of it before, particularly whén Spock had mentioned
that bhonding earlier would have prevented all the trouble triggered
by the deep healing meld between him and Kirk.

The affinity and closeness between his two friends juast called
out for a bond complete with harmony. MceCoy had read up as much as
ha could on Vulcan bonding, and knew that such a bond as his friends
wisgshed to form was rare but highly respected by Vulcan culture. it
dated back to the times of old warrior traditions, when two warriors
who complemented each other well would become bonded as Brothers of
the Sword, making a team it was almost impossible to cutguess in
battle. Later, when wars were replaced by the teachings of SBurak,
the tradition had been carried on in case of those selected few whose
minds were extraordinarily attuned to each other. Such c¢cases had
become more and more rare, but such a bond was consldered highly
desirable as 1t symbolised the philoscophy of IDIC as two individuels
joined to create a more perfect union while retaining the strengths
‘of each individual.

When he had found no information on Human/Vulecan bonding in any
of his pources, marriages bonds such as that of Sarek and Amanda
being the only exception, McCoy had questioned Spock on the subject.
The Vulcan had acknowledged that the bonding between himself and Kirk
was Iindeed unprecedented.

McCoy had seen in the pasgt how well hils two friends matched each
other and how easy it was for them to form a meld. Yet a Vulcan full
bend wag somathing entirely different, and MeCoy could not help but
worry about what effects 1%t would have on them, especially on Kirk.
Aftar having seen how deeply shaken they had been after that other
deep meld, he would have preferred to monitor them during the
bonding, or better still have 1t done under the supervision of a
Vulecan healer. He understood and respected, however, that it was too
private a thing for the two to have wilitnesses intruding on their very
gpecial ceremony. The besgt compromise he had been able to come up
with was asking them to report to Sickbay as soon a2 the bonding was
complete.

Now that they were approaching, McCoy dildn't need his
ipngstruments to tell that they lookaed more happy and relaxed than they
had 1n ages. Kirk seemed to be burating with excitement and
nhappiness, and even the Vulcan was not entirely successful in hilding
hias pleasure and contentment.

McCoy got up from his dask and went to meet hias friends. "Well,
you two, you seam happy aenough. 80 no difficulties, I presume?"

Suddenly McCoy found himself clutched in a bear hug by the

Captain of the Enterprise. "Oh, Boneaes, 1t's wonderful! I can't
begin to tell you what it wes like. Spock pald we accomplished the
very deepest form of bond possible! Bones, I... " Kirk's volice

failed him, and McCoy felt his eyes becoming suspiciously moist when
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he gensed the intense happinesgs radiating from his friends. it was
something that lay beyond words, and McCoy wished for a moment that
he could see just a glimpse of what those two ahared.

"Well, I'm happy for both of you," he said gruffly, "hut you'wve
come down here for me to glve you a once-over, 80 make vouraelves
comfy on the couches.™

For the next half hour, McCoy busied himself running various
tests on both Kirk and Spock, including a full electroencephalogram.
When he was finally satisfied that there was indeed nothing wrong
with his twoe friends, he shut off the instruments with =a £lourish.
For a moment he tried to retain a businesslike expression on his
face, but his emotlons got the better of him, and he broke into =a
happy grin. "Well, this calls for a celebratlon. I still should
have that old brandy bottle hidden somewhere... "

"fg that your diagnosis, Doctor?" Spock raised an eyebrow at
him, but there was a new sparkle in his eyes.

"My diliagnosis is that both of you are more healthy than I had
dared to hope. Spock, your days of ldleness are over,. You've gtill
got to take it easy, but I1I'll let you back on light duty. Ag for the
mald, 1t doesn't seem to have caused any 11l effects to elther of
you. If anything, you're the better for it, as all the slgns of
strain I previocusly detected in you - yes, Spock, 1in you as well -
have all disappeared. Now, what about celebrating?"

He loocked at his friends expectantly. Although Spock'™s face was
expressionless, an inner battle sBeemed to take place. Then both his
friends' expressions became dimstant. Undetected by McCoy, the two
discussed the subject. It wags, in fact, Kirk who felt more uneasy
about the suggestion. Knowlng that their newly established bond was
very gpecial to the Vulcan, he was not =sure if Spock would appreciate
ciose contact with the Doctor so soon, Instead, he thought that
Spock would want first to savour the pond in private only. He
himself wished to become more famlliar with the bond before he let
anyone elsge in on it. Although they would register thelr bond
officlally on Vulean, they had not yet decilded if they would tell
anyona else but the Doctor about it. With McCoy, though, 1t was very
different. He already knew, and Kirk didn't want him to feel left
ocut. The Doctor had, 1in fact, helped them to find thelir way, and
Kirk wanted to share at least some of his newfound happinesgs with his
old friend.

He finally directed a thought at the Vulcan.

WSpock, what do you think? If you would rather have your peace
and quiet now, we'll simply say we're tired.. . %

gensing Kirk's emotions in addition to hle words, Spock
snswerad, \Bones <2 our friend, and as such I welcome the opportunity
to celabrate our union with him. Howaver, you do requilre some rest.
I would therefore advise that we schedule this event for a later
date. W\

WThank you, Spock.y WARMTH Y\When would you like *later?! to be?\

Wrhis evening would leave you gsufficient time to rest, I
believe, and it would still be the day of our bonding.\

When he did not receive a reply immediately, McCoy almost
regretted asking his friends. After all, the bonding was a vary
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private thing for them, and why would they want to have an old
country doctor around to celebrate it? He lmagined that Spock,

especially, would prefer his privacgy. "Hey, look -~ i1if you den't
really want to, I understand. It was s8illy of me... "

Just then, his two frilends began t¢ speak in unison. "Tonight
would be... " RBealilsing that they both had spoken, they stopped, and

Kirk began to laugh.

"What we meant to say, Bones,™ he finally managed to gagp, "is
that we would very much lilike you to jeoln usg tonight.®

"We? I don't guite get this. Are you sure? Spock?!

The Vulcan inclined his head gravely. "Yeg, Doctor. We have
discussed this in detail, and we would both be honoured if you came
to my gquarters to do honour to our bonding, which you, as our closest
friend, are entitled to share."

"You discussed 1t? I didn't hear - Oh, boy, I forgot all about
that bond of yours. You know, 1it'll take me a while to get used to
it. For an innccent bystander, it sure isg spooky... " Suddenly

MceCoy broke off as the full impact of Spock's words hit home. Foxr
the second time that day, McCoy felt his syes sting. He cleared his
throat noisily. "The honour 1s mine, Spock. Are you really sure you
want me around<?"

“"According to Vulcan tradition, Bones," the Vulcan sald with
only the slightest hesltation at the use of MeCoy's nickname, "a
bonding is celebrated in the cirele of the immediate family or, in
the casgse of a friendship bond much as ours, in the company of the
bonded palr's clogest friends.” Not to do so would be a breach of
tradition. Please come, Doctor,?

McCoy helplessly locked from one friend to the other, at a logs
for words. Kirk gave him a grin in an attempt to lighten the
atmoaspherea. "Don't forget to bring the bottle, Bones. You promised
it, remembepr?"

"Don't waorry, I won't forget 1it." McCoy returned the grin, but
then gquickly crossed the few steps that peparsted him from hils
friends, and he drew Kirk close into another embrace. Finally, his

emotions got the better of him, and his withheld tears spilled over,.
Kirk returned the hug, and when McCoy loocked Into the Captain’s eyes
he saw hig own emotions mirrored there. "I'm gorrey. Thig 1s a happy
occasion. You're really right with what you've so often told me,
Spock; I should really learn to keep my emotions in check.™

Suddenly McCoy felt a third, =1llightly warmer, hand on his

shoulder. "Emotional regtraint is not always desirable, Bones. The
pagt eventsg have been strenuocus for all of us. Wae do appreciate your
care. For now, however, 1t would be advisable that we all rest.”

Sensing the emotional turmoll in MceCoy, he withdrew his hand
from the Doctor's shoulder, reaching for hlg face insgtead. "If you
will permit, Boneg... "

McCoy looked iIncredulously at the Vulcan for the fraction of a
soecond, not really belleving that he had given up his dislike of
physlcal contact for him and was offering him 2 meld - something
which in extreme emergency had been regerved only for Kirk, Unable
to speak, he only signalled his permission with his eyes.
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He then felt a featherliight touch in his ming. Ha felt all his
narvous tenslon disappear and the turmoll of hisg emotions ease. From
somewhere, he also sensed Kirk's presence, but Spock withdrew the
1ink before he had time to assimilate any of the input. Yet the
brief touch had shown him some of the beauty the meld held, and he
felt the warm friendship coming from both Kirk and Spock. It was
hard to believe that he had once been afraid of the telepathic
contact.

It toock him a moment to adjust back to reallty. Straightening,
he simply ssald, "Thanks, Spock."™

Spock gave him a small smile in return. "You are welcome,
Bonas, "

Kirk felt that bhe, too, would have a hard time dealing with his
emotions and tagged Spock's sleeve. "Come on, my Vulcan friend. Yaou
said we should gat some rest, and we won't get that hanging around
herae in Sickbay. RBasides, you promised to play me pome musle on your
lyretta before I go to sleep. We'll see you tonight, Bones."

Although he was overjoyed for his two friends, McCoy also felt a
genge of relief when the Sickbay doors had clesed behind them. McCoy
agreed with whoever 1t was who had said that too much of anything,
even happiness, could be too hard to bear, He di1d not know how he
would have managed had the Vulcan not helped him.

Spock. McCoy smlled fondly at the thought. The supposedly
unemotional Vulcan had besen cdncerned about the peace of mind of
someone who, by strangers, had sometimes been thought to be an
anemy. I+ had taken them a long time to acknowledge thelr
friendship, 1f only through their mutual bickering, let alone in
words. MaeCoy would slways have trusted the Vulean with hig lifa, but
g0 far had not been sure about the extent of their friendship. He
had always considered their shared friendship for Kirk as the one
gtablilising factor in theilir relationship, The evants of the past
weeksg had let him reconsider and re-evaluate their relationship.

What passed betwaen Kirk and Spock was more than mere
friendship. The two were the closegt friends and were what was
poetically called 'brothers of the soul',. It seemed that, though
Spock would probably never admit it to him, he had learned the
meaning of the word 'love'.

McCoy now ragraettad that he had once accused the Vulcan of not
having that word in his vocabulary. Maybe he did not pronounce 1it,
but he lived 1t all right. Come to think of it, it had been Spock
who was around Kirk most of the time in the firat few days and weeks
after he had lost his androjid love, and it seemed that Spock had been
able to help Kirk come to terms with his loss.

So why did it almost have to cost his friends' lives to make
them and him fully realise and acknowledge thelr feelings for each
othepr?

Dwelling on past mistakes, however, doesg not help but only
wastes precious time and 4=z wunproductive.

Now where had that thought come from? His mind was beginning to
gsound like Spock! Those speech patterns must really rub off.

Tiredly, McCoy stopped his train of thought and rubbed his
eyes. Spock had been right; they all needed rest. Knowing about his
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friends' planned bonding, McCoy had been unable to sleep the previous
night. Wondering if he would be able to settle down to sleep now,
MoeCoy walked over to the mediceine cabinet. When he opened it to take
out a bhottle of sleeping pills, though, he felt a pleasant feeling of
tiredness come over him and a yawn gascaped him. He put the bottle
back 1in the cabinet. He would be able to sleep wilithout the dubious
ald of drugs. That brief mind touch of Spock's must really have done
the trick. Maybe Kirk would not need sleeping pills so often...

Closing the cabinet, McCoy stifled another yawn, Never had the
thought of his bed - without some pretty company - seemed 80
attractive. He would have to catech up on his paperwork later.
Leaving Sickbay, McCoy made astralght for his cabin without even
conpidering visiting one of the rec rooms for an early lunch,

Oonce he had reached his quarters, McCoy just pulled off his
boots before lying down and pulling the cover up to hils chin. A
wonderful warmith began to spread through him, and within a few
minutes, he slept.
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Kirk and Spock walked in silence down the corridor to the
turbolift. Ingtead of talking, Kirk was almogt constantly testing
their communication through the bond. Spack could feel Kirk's
excltement bubble, and he was also aware that the mental exchanges
were wearing Kirk out as he, as a non-telepath, wag not used to
them. Yet ha khew Kirk would never admit Just how tired he wasz, and
Knowing how excited he was Spock guessed that he probably did not
aven feel 1t at the moment. Spock had been hard put to 1t to
convince Kirk that 1t was not‘wise to stopr at the mess to eat. Only
reminding him of the evening ahead had made him amccept the idea that
the food dispenser in his quarters would also provide him with a meal
and possibly an additional hour of sleep.

Once they had stopped at the door to Kirk's cabin, Spock
wondered 1t he should maybe use the link to help Kirk sleep as he had
done for Mcloy. Kirk, who was becoming quite good at pleking up
Spock's thoughts, immediately sent a protest through their bond.

WNo, Spock! You promisged you would play me to sBleep on your
lyrette. You know how much your playing relaxes me. Pleage.\

Kirk's wishes were becoming illogical because of his tiredness.
vet he did not want to escalate it through a lengthy diacussion,
which ~ Knowing Kirk - would probably be frultless anyway. Also he
must not allow Kirk to tire himself any further by continulng to use
the mind voice. Without shutting the Humen out completely, Spock
gently shielded his mind. Shielding would become imperative soon,
anyway, since Kirk was learning to read him even faster than he had
expected, and an excess of this klnd of exchange could be harmful to
their individuality.

For the moment, though, the most important thing was to parsuade
Kivrk to get the rest he needed so badly. The easiest course of
action weould probably be to humour him.

1t was not to be easy., however. Kirk had sensed the erection of
Spockt's shields, and there was hurt in his voice when he spoke.

"Why are you shutting me out, Spock?"

"Jim, please. I am not shutting you out. You should still feel
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me in your mind. Both of us will have to learn to shield our

thoughtsa, however. AS you are a non-telepath, belng in constant
contact places great strain on you. It will become easler as your
mind becomesa accustomed to the bond. Algoe since hoth ocur races usge

speech as the main means of compunication, 1t is advisable that we
maintain it as such, particularly in publiec.®

"vou aren't having second thoughts, are you?" Kirk asked in a
small volice.

Aware of his friend's need for reassurance, Spock switched back
to the mind voice. ZWJim, we went through this before we bonded. You
are very tired and should rest.\

"yYou're right, of course, Spock. I should be grateful instead
of doubting your motlives. I'm sorry." He smiled sheeplahly before
adding mentally, \And 1I'1l1 be a good boy and get ready for bed.\

While I get my lyraeatte, Spock flashed back.

When the Vulcan had left, Kirk undressed, carelessly tossing his
clothes on the floor. He stepped into the shower, allowing himself

the luxury of a hot water shower. Az he stood under the running hot
water, he slowly felt tight muscles relax and some of the strain
dlsappear. He had not really realised just how tired he was. He

just hoped that he hadn't hurt the Vulcan. Spock had told him about
the necesslty of learning to shield before they bonded.

He had not thought he would get used to the close 1ink so fast
or so eaglly. 1t had only taken him a few hours to interpret the
remissions' from the Vulcan. When Spock had shlelded some of his
output, he had felt something very akin to panic. The closenass wasg
so beautiful, so special, that he did not want to missg any of it.
vyet Spock was right, of course. They had to keep functioning as two
individuals, and shielding was necessary.

Besides, there might well be some thoughts he himself would
rather not let Spock see,. Somehow he had the feeling that Spock
would not appreciate sharing his fantaslies about smome pretty
womean., . . Kirk smiled and began to hum to himself. They still had =2
iot of learning to do, but it would sure be rewarding.

By the time Spock returned carrying his lyrette, he could hear
Kirk's loud but not too melodious voilce singing disharmony with the
splashing of the running water. The Vulecan was just considering
raturning after Kirk had finished his shower when the sounds stopped
and Kirk emerged from the bathroom, c¢lad in his bathrobe. On bare
feet, he padded over to his bed. S8itting down wearily, he began to
rub dry his hailr. Then he slipped into bed and pulled the cover up
to his shoulders.

Turning onto his side he looked at Spock expectantly. "I'm so
glad you'rea herea. I love mugic." When he noticed Spock's eyebrow
rise glightly, he grinned. "You caught me singing in the shower,

didn't you? I hope 1 didn't ssgsault your hearing too much, my
friendl!"

Spock pulled up a chailr and dimmed the lights. He began to play

softly, -and scon Kirk's eyes baegan to close. When the Vulcan slowed
his play, however, Kirk's eyes opened again. "pilease, Spock, don't
stop," he begged in a sleepy volice. wWlease stay... %

3I'11 stay until you're asleep,\ came the reassuring thought in
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return.

After a while, Kirk's even breathing told the Vulcan that he wasn
agleap. He continued to play softly, nevertheless, watching the
sleeping faeatures of his friend. The mind union with Kirk was closer
than he had dared hope for. in his mind, he could feel Kirk's
presence and well-being. At last he would no longer have to worpy
when they were separated. He would sensge 1t immediately 1if something
was wrong wlth Kirk. He was not sure over how great a distance the
bond would allow them to reach each other; only time would show
that. But he would always be aware of Kirk's presence in his mindg,
and theilr bond being as close as was indicated by the psychic
cryatals, no-one could yet tell what they were golng to accomplish.
Kirk's powerful mind was one of the main contributing factors to the
depth of theilr bond.

Spock could not help but feel amazed at the ease with which Kirk
was adapting to it. Already he was beginning to usge the link as a
natural means of communlcation, as was Indlcated by his using it Just
hefore he fell asleep.

A happy smlle appeared on Kirk's lipg, and for a moment Spock
wondered what wag passing though hig gleeping friend's mind. He
could have 'listened in' on Kirk's dream, buit that was a temptation
Spoeck did not even think about. He szat gazing at Kirk's bedside
viewer, which was displaying a view of space — Kirk had turned it on
before he lay down, as he usually digd.

The stars waere beautiful Indeed. Among them, he had not only
found a home, but also friends. And. .. love. He had always
suspected that it had been the same with Kirk, and maybe that, in
part, explalned their special affinity.

After touching the lyrette to produce one final note, he lald it
aglde and got up to pull the cover back up to Kirk's shoulder from
where 1t had sglipped when Kirk had moved in his sleep. He bent over
and turned off tha viewer. Then, picking up hig lyrette, he cast one
finel look at his sleeping friend. He, too, would reguire a period
of maeditation before taking care of the preparations for tonight's
caelebration. He walked over to the door guletly, turned ocut the
lights, angd left.
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Whan Mcedloy woke in the late afternoon, he felt refreshed and
rejiaxed. He was looking forward to the speclal evenlng spent with
Kirk and Spock, especilially as Spock had seaid that it was to be held
according to Vulcan tradition. McCoy was not exactly sure what to
expect, considering that Spock did not usumsily talk too much about
Vulcan customs. MeCoy brilefly wondered 1f he should wear his dress
uniform to honour the ocecasion, but dismissed the ldea. After all,
he was spending an evening with his friliends, and wearing the hated
dregs uniform would only make him feel stiff and out of place.
ITngtead, he finally declded to waar not even his sgtandard uniform,
but civilian clothes,. He simply felt more comfortable in cordurcys
and a cardigan, and he wasg sure that the thorough Vulcan would have
informed him if any sgpecizal attlire wasg required. The only thing he
was worried about was that a traditional Vulcan mesal might include
plomeek goup.

The best way to find out would he to get going. Glancling at his
wriast chroncmeter, MeCoy saw 1t was time to leave anyway. He
certainly did not want to be late for thig, his friends' special
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evening!?

When the door to Spock's quarters opened to admit him, he stook

in awed sillence for a moment. Spock and Kirk were a sight to
hehold. They wore ldentical Vulcan robes, the only difference being
that the colours were revarsad. Then the itwo stepped forward to

welcome him. McCoy found himself clasped 1n a tight bear hug by Kirk
whilile the Vulcan almoest shyly clagpeqd his hand. After axtracting
himself from Kirk's hug, McCoy cleared hig throat and withdrew the
hrandy bottle from the pocket of his cardigan.

"Wall, I'm not sure what to gay on such an oceasion, but you
know you have all my best wlshes."

Kirk took the bottle from him and smiled warmly. "We're glad to
have you with us tonight, Boneg." Not wanting the atmosphere to
haecome over emotional again, he guickly indicated the bottle and
grinned. "You know, thig alone is well worth 1t."

"Indeed.” Spock gravely inclined his head. "Yet I hope this
will not keep you from trying some Vulcan beverages tonight, Doctor.™

"andruru?" McCoy asked axpectantly.

He was rewarded by a slight smile from the Vulcan. "Among other
things, yes. Now come.,"

McCoy was led over to a low table laden with dishes. The meal
that followed lasted for over two hours and was shared in
companiconabhle slilence. To McCoy's great relief there had baeaen no
plomeek soup. The Vulcan diehes that had been present were all
recipes from Spock's home - except for Kirk's favourlte chocolate
chunk ice cream and a large butter cream cake - and were deliciocus.
MceCoy had never thought he would be able to enjoy strictly vegetarian
food to such an extent. Spock told them that he had had the food
processor especially programmed for thisg occcasion, and it had been
well worth the effort.

When the dishes were all empty at last, McCoy, with a sigh,
leaned back on the cushlons arranged on the floor. "Spock, that was
the greataegt meal I1've ever had, but I'm so full I think I'm going to
die."

"1 think not, Doctor. I have recently had the opportunity to
atudy Humans and their eating habits more closely, and 1f a rich meal
were fatal to them, Jim would be dead a hundred times over.,"

Kirk grinned accusingly in the Vulcan's direction, sendlng an
affectionate, \8o you've used me as a guinea pig!\ through the bond
link before turning to McCoy. "Tt+'s true, Bones. Ever sgsince we came
back from our medical leave, Spock's been gtuffing me with all kinds
of different Vulcan treats. If it continues like this, you'll scoon
put me on a diet again. I've found, however, that a drop of kandruru
has helped me in ¢ase of indigestion, so I suggest we have some."

"Gladly," McCoy sald, studying the Vulcan as he rosme, got the
flask and the goblets, and filled one for each of them. The Vulcan's
features were relaxaed, and McCoy wasg sure he detected a sparkle of

amusement at their exchange Iin the dark eyes. It was hard to
baelieve, but with his guard lowered somewhat, the Vulcan was able to
tease and enjoy a teasing in return. Not that it made him any less

Vulcan! McCoy had observed the same kind of behaviour between Barek
and his wife. He was happy, though, that Spock had finally relaxed
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enough in hilig presence to allow him to see this trait in his
pergcnallty, which he normally kept so carefully hidden. Judging
from the look 1in Kirk's eyes and the answering affectionate glow in
Spock's darker ones, another amusling thought had just passed between

them. If only he could share for just one second... But that was an
unfair wish. You didn't pry on the thoughts passed between two who
were ag close as his friends. He should be - and was - grateful that

they waere willling to spend the evening of their bonding with him.

MoCoy took the goblet holding the kandruru that Kirk offered and
drank slowly. He watched his two friends do the same, and when they
had finished, both got to their feet in unison and started to clear
the table. MceCoy made a move to help, but Kirk placed a restraining
hand on hisg shoulder while the Vulcan said, "Don't, Doctor. Tonlght
yvou are our guest, therefore you must not bother about auch tasks.
Jim and I will be back with you in a moment."

McCoy lay back wilith a contented sigh. In the beginning he had
found it strange to eat geated only on cushilons on the floor, but
goon had begun to apprecilate the relaxed atmosphere it created. At
informal gatherings such as thia, the Vulcang returned to the ways
rassed on over the centurles, and this sure was to be preferred to a
meal spent pitting on those hard, high-backed chalrs McCoy had come
to know and hate on his few visits to Vulcan.

Praegently his two friends returned, with Kirk carrying a
beautifully carved chandelier holding incense candles while Spock had
brought his lyrette. Thae Vulcan seated himself in a chaly and began
to tune the lyrette softly. After lighting the candles, Kirk sat on
the floor, leaning against Spock's chair.

Now that he thought of it, McCoy reallsed that it was the
pogition Kirk almost always chose on the rare occaslions when the
three friends spent an evaening together and 3Bpock declded to play for
them. Then Spock began to play, and Mcloy became lost in the music.
Time ceased to exist ag he floated upwards with each notae Spock
played. Although he had heard the Vulcan play before, and admired
hig talent, this was the most beautiful music he had ever heard.

McCoy had lost all sense of time when the music finally
stopped. He seemed too relaxed even to move an eyelid, but when he
finally did open his eyes he found Spock's dark eyes gazing at him
with an expresgsion of open warmth. The ailr had become heady wilith
incense, and McCoy wasn't sure at first if it hadn't clouded his
senses. Then Kirk, toa, opened his eyes and smilled at his confused
expression.

"T gee you enjoyed yourself, Bones. Wa dld too, didn't we,
Spock??

Spock broke into one of his rare smlles. "Tndead wa did."

Finally McCoy found that he could trust his voice agaln enocugh
to speak. "3pock, I don't know how to thank you. This was the most
beautiful music I have ever heard. But tell me, how dld you do
it... 2%

In responsse, Spock gave him another almost shy smile. "1t geems
that since beling bonded to Jim, I am more able to appreciate and
create. .. baauty. I am not entirely sure why, but... Jim hasa been

contributing to my playing."

Kirk had risgsen end rsefilled thelr goblets. Then he reachad
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McCoy, he touched his arm briefly. "Bonesg, I can sense that there i1sg
something you... need. If there ig anything we can do, just ask.™

MeCoy felt that yearning for unity rise again, and had to admlt
to himself that he did feel left out, just a little. Lost in his
thoughts, he had not noticed Spock move with swlift grace to stand at
his slde as well. Then the Vulcan sat on the floor next to him and
spoke guiletly.

"There 1is no need to be ashamed of your longing, Bones. And do
naot feel left out. We are both your friends."

Sensing what the Vulcan intended, Xirk flopped down on the other
alde of MaelCoy. Now that he and S8pock were s8¢ closge, they had to take
great care not to hurt their mutual friend. MoecCoy was just as lonely
ag they had been.

Ha was amazed that Spock was already willing to share some of
their precious closeness with thelr friliend, but 1t would be the
perfect solution to show MceCoy that he wasg gtill appreciated and
needead. Knowing that Spock might be embarrassed to put into words
just how much he cared for the Doctor, Xirk spoke for both of them.

"Bones, there ia something we would very much like to share with
yaou. If you'll agree, Spock can initiate a three-way meld, a way to
affirm our shared gift of friendship.”

MeCoy had great trouble fighting down the lump that was
_beginning to form in his throat. When he could speak at last, 1t was
in a rather hoarse voice.

"You can't begin to imagine how much I would like that, but...

I... I can't ask that of you, Your bond 1s 80 new... so0 precicus and
unlque. .. I have no right to pry into it."

"You won't pry, Bones," Kirk said. "We want to share this with
YOu. You belong... " Hiep voilce tralled off, at a loss to put into

words what he felt and what he thought of their special triad
relationship.

Kirk turned to Spock, but before he had time to asgk for any
agaistance, the Vulcan wasg acting on his own. He reached out a hand
and gently turned McCoy's face towards himself.

"Boneg, Jim 1is right," he saild softly. "You do belong with us,
and you will not 'pry’'. The meld I c¢sn offear will only help us...
acknowledge our feelings for each other. You are our closest friend,
and. .. You know that I have great difficulty... ®

When the Vulcan fell silent, McCoy responded in the only way he
knew at that moment and drew him into an lwmpulsive and very Human
hug. The next momant MeCoy regretted hieg impulsiveness, for he
feared that the Vulcan would resent the physical contact.

Howaver, instead of tensging under the embrace as McCoy had
expacted, he sghyly, 1f slightly awkwardly, briefly returned the hug.
Then he moved and gently touched his fingers to Kirk's and MecCoy's
temples, instructing them to do the same. In the heginning, McCoy
only sensed a vague fealing of warmth in his mind. Socan, however, he
could make out twe presences in his mind, and the two gently guilded
him on his discovery of the maze of thelr inner beings.

MaeCoy saw himself pictured through the eyes of the others; buddy
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and confidant for Jim Kirk, reaespected collieague and trusted friend
for Spock. Then Spock showed him how their friendship had developed.

First there had been miid professional curiosity how a Human ag
accantric as MclCoy had earned such a brilliant reputation in
Starfleet. Thaen, as they worked together, open respect for the
other's abllities had arisen. After the first couple of months their
mutual friendship and concern for their impetuous Captain had drawn
them together. Gradually, friendship and mutual affectlion had
developaed ocut of the respect, turning finally into unspoken but
underlying love. Then, as they were at last able to acknowledge
their fealings for each other, Kirk's empsence Jjoined them, spreading
a aoft, warm golden glow over his two friends, f£ililing their minds
wlith affectlionate lasughter.

The part of the mental trinity that was McCoy felt a sense of
wonder at the immenge c¢loseness and love shared with his friends.
This was a2 glft of pure love. Presently, he felt his thoughts
mirrored and reflected back by the other two,. Suddenliy, the last of
hig subconscious resistance was gone and he was Ttruly one with his
friends. For an eternity, all three drifted, enveloped by the sea of
love as they had done before with the music. Only this floating was
more intent, and then it was as if music was born out of their mentsal
union, softly at first, becoming more and more intense. It seemed to
congist of three different parts, Jjolning together to form a plece
evan more beautiful than the music Spock had played before,

Finally the music faded slowly, and wilth it the closenessg with
hlis two friends. He felt intense regret at having the unity with his
friends hroken, but the ratiocnsl part of his mind telid him that
closeness such ag he had just experienced could not be maintalned
over any longer periocd of time.

Gradually the meld diminished in intensity, and at last all
McCoy could feel was again Just a feather like touch and a gentle
warmth caressing him. When the contact wasg broken, a warm sense of
well-being stayed with him, but to hizg amazement he felt emotionally
exhaustad and physically so relaxed that he ¢ouldn't move. He felt
strong hands eaging him back against the cushions. Even to gpeak
seemed to much effort, but he felt he had to express his gratitude.

"Iim, Spock,!" he whigpered. "I can haprdly... "

Simultaneously, Kirk reached ocut and placed a gentle finger on
hig 1lipg, hushing him, while Spock chided mildly, "No need to spesk,
Bones. This was shared, therefore there is no need to put into words
what you felt, as we each felt the same."

"], ,.. " MceCoy tried again, but Kirk said softly, "Quit being
s8illy, Bones. You heard what Spock said. Just relax. I know you
must feel exhausted. I'm closely attuned to 8pock, yet this has
drained me."

Kirk stretched out on the cushions next to MceCoy, punching the
Doctor playfully. "It feels good to be so totally relsesxed, doesn't
it, Bones. You really feel a bit like a rag doll!"™

McCoy felt himpelf growing rapldly sleepy. Already half asleep,
he mumbled, "I don't want to leave... "

"We don’t want you to, Bones," sald Spock's volce quietly, and
McCoy Pelt a blanket being snugly wrapped around him. The Vulcan
then moved over to spread ancother blanket over Kirk, who smiled his
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thanks at him. Kirk too had te battle his tiredness, but he caught
the Vulcan's hand, which was tugging the blanket around his
shoulders, and squeezed it tightly.

Wspock, I know you'll say I'm not logical, but I want to thank
you nevertheless, especially for Bones. I've been so afraid our new
found closeness would hurt him... I'm Just so glad for all of us.\

\Wim, you are being illogical. Through the melds and our bond,
you know that I share your affection and concern for MaeCoy. But I,
too, am grateful... Humans do have that need to have reassurance of
how others feel about them, and I... %

“WAnd my unemotional Vulcan couldn't express in words what his
heart felt. Just take 1t from this very 1liogicval Human, I'm zo
happy we have this, and I felt the Human need to communicate my
gratitude.y

“WI know and I understand, Jim. However, I also Know you were
exhausted by this meld and require pest.\

W don't want this evening to end, Spock. Therefore, although
I'm tired, I don't think I want to sleep just yet.\

RI don't think I'll ever be able to follow that particular way
of reasoning you employ on occcasion.y AMUSEMENT %\I think I will be
able to help, however.\

Spock pilcecked up his lyrette and began to play softly. Soon the
awarenessg of Kirk in his mind became dimmed hy a haze of sleep. He
continued playing for a while longer. Finally he put his lyrette
agide and for ona fleeting moment consgldered retiring to the sleeping
section of his cabin; then dismissed the idea and gave 1in to his
illogical desgire to stay and wateh his friends in their sleep.

Only time would tell how their relationship was golng to
develop. With time, his bond with Kirk would probably even deepen in
straength. When they had learned to use it to its full extent, it
could become an enormous help in their work as well. Yet Spock had
to admit to himself that that was not the aspect he savoured most.

At last the part of his inner being that had alwsays been longing had
bean filled.

One night when he was a little boy, whan he had been heartbroken
and on the verge of tears after a particularly sharp taunting from
his classmates, his mother had gathered him in her arms, and polnting
te the stars she had told him that somewhere out there there were
friends for everyone, and Fate would bring him hie just as she had
met his fathenr.

Ha had had to walt for a long time, but the reward of his
onenegs with Kirk and the friendship with the Doctor had been well
worth the walting.

He wasg content.
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