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Yritorlial

Awyone having read Karven Hayden's zine 'One Lest wWish Fulfiiled? will, no
doubt, notice certain 'similarities' in the fivet half of this stoxy,

T freely admit that ny stoxry was written as a direct result of reading
Xaren's zine.

I sgree that a 'death' story does give enormous scope for bringing peonle's
decpest emotions to the surface. On the other hand, I personally find the death
off a well-loved character extremely distressing.

Karen's stoxy gave me an idea for a story of my own, whereby I could utilise
the death theme to the full, without anyone actually dying.

Liz Tutlexr
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When Liz first submitted her story fo us, we did feel slightly dubious
about printing it because of the source of her inspiration. However, ve very
carefully checked Liz's stery and Karen's against each other, and decided that
although there are similarities, the differences were great enough that we could
accept il we have never subscribed to the view that because one versen hasg
vritten a story on a certain theme, nobody else should ever try to develop that
theme., There are, alter all, very few basic themes in fiction anyway. The
importent thing, we believe, is the ultimate development of the story, and the
Pastet 1t leaves in the reader's mind.

In gome ways, zine writing is a very incosivous pursuit: T doubt that there
are many fap writers who have not, at some time, taken inspiration from another
story., And in a way it's quite a compliment to have produced something thet
another writer feels strongly encugh ahout to produce his/her own story as a
result.

We very much enjoyed this storyy we hope you will enjoy it asg much ss we
dido




FORIWARITED

Captain James T. Kirk sat back in the command chair, absently fapping the
arm 2s he gazed at the image of the lush, blue~green planet rotating slowly
below theé crbiting FEnterprise, Yielding'teo an elusive feelirg of...unsase, he
stabtbed the communicator bution. Minterprise to Mr. Spock.”

*Spock here, Captain.®
®Snock, how are you doing down thereT™
there was a slight pause. "How am I doing what, six?"

Kirk grinned. His First Officer never missed an oppertunity to pinpoint
irregularities of Human speech. It was a source of great amusement to his
colieagues, a fact with which he wag well acquainted, which wag very prcbably
why he persgisted in the practice., "All right, Mister. You know what I mean, so
cut the comedy and answer the questicn.m

"Very well, Captain., Although T wust point out that wy observation was not
intended to be humorous." RBefore Kirk had time to reply to that little gem,
Spock went on smoothly. "ihe survey bears out initial sensor reports. There is
ne trace of sentient life, and the tricorders have detected nothing so far that
would have an adverse effect on humanoid life. Some small arnimals, an abundance
of plant life and edible vegetation, and large expanses of fresh waler. The
atmosphere is, relatively, Farth normal, and the climate...pleasantly warm."

*What he means, Jim, is that it's bloody hot down herel®
"illi, Bones. It's not as bad as that, ig 17
Me-11," drawled the dector, "I sure wouldn't want to settle here.”

. Laughing, ¥irk asked, "How long do you think it will take to comnlete the
gurvey, Spock?"

"There appears to be a break in the forest, approximately one kilometre
anead, Captain. I think it would ke wisg to proceed in that direction, in order
to determine the nature of the surrounding countryside. I would estimate that
it will take uvs twenty minutes to cover that distance, allowing for the roughness
of  the terrain.”

"0, K., 8pocks FTeport back in twenty minutes. And, Spock...be carveful.
Kirk out.n

Spock eloged the communicator with a snap, and glanced at his companion.
Hare you ready to proceed, Doctort!

tubbing a weary hand over his sweating brow, McCoy scowled at him., "Ready
ag I'11 ever be. Why do I always manage to get stuck with surveys of tropical
rain foreste?"

Miight I remind you, that it was at your own requegt that you joined the
landing party?"

MeCoy didn't deilgn to answer that, and stalked off ahead, muitering darkly
about Vulecan know-alls, and 'fates that had it in for him'y Spock followed, an
ayebrow ralsed in amisement, snd the twoe security guards brought up the rear.
The 'roughness of the terrain' was an understatement if ever there wag one. All
manner of creeping plants twigted and snaked thelr way round exposed tree roois,
aad thorny bushes grew in abundance, catching at hair, clothes and hands., After
hig smecend headlong plunge into the undergrowth, McCoy scrambled to his feet,
shrugging of f the Vulcan's helping hand.
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FIL T'd bhad the slightest inkling of what was down here, I'd have stayed
on the ship! My name's McCoy, not Livingstona! I'm getting too old for this
larkin

"ag I pointed out, DNoctors...®
"eahs, I know. It's my own fault. How much further?"

Spock glanced at hig tricorder and peered ahead. “We awe almost at our
objective. Another hundred metres...and I would suggest that we proceed with
caution. Indications are that the land terminates abruptly.v -

"You mean we're gonna come out on the edge of a cliff?v

"Yes, Doctor, I believe that was what T said." Spock moved on ahead and
MeCoy glared at his retreating hack before following in his wake. The lagt
hundred metres seemed endless ag they trudged doggedly on, McCoy tramping head
down, keeping a wary eye on the tangled roots and hidden pitfalls, %o be brought
up sharply by Spock's restraining arm as they emerged from the forest. He
straightened and caught his breath at the vast panorama spread before themy mile
upon mile of open rolling country, studded with thickly wooded hille., 4 wide
river meandered through the valley far below, and a muffled roaring gradually
impinged on their consciousness. MWoving forward carefully, they sank to their
knees and lay full length on the very edge of the precipice, to peer over the
tope. fThe sight was breathtaking. The land fell sheer away, and far to their
right, a magnificent waterfall, sparkling white in the sunshine, cascaded
hundreds of feet to the river, providing the explanation for the roering. At
length Spock raised himself to a sitting position and unslung his tricorder to
check the readings. He studied them, adjusted the dials, and regarded them
intently. McCoy glanced acress at him, noting his consternation. “Something
wrong?h

"rong? No, not wrong -~ but it would appear that the senscr readings were
inaccurate,”

"In what wayTh

"1 am picking up readings of a metallic compound ~ certainly artificial -
approximately 3.5 kilometbres away, across the valley.M

"So there is intelligent life on this planet after all?®"

Mot necessarily. But there has cerbainly been sendient life here at some
time, even if they were only on a survey, as we are. No Federation survey has
been conducted in this system before, therefore an investigaiion is merited. T
suggest we beam back to the ship and transpert down to the appropriate locaticn.®

Having relayed the information, and themselves; back to the Interprise, they
stood walting for the co-ordinates to be fed into the transporter.

"This can't be good for you," grumbled McCoy. "All this scrambling and
re-scrambling of our molecules. Once is bad enough, but four times? It's just
not naturall®

#Perhaps you would prefer to remain on the ship?

The doctor glowered at Spock. "Ho, now I've come this far, I may as well
complete the survey."

A raised eyebrow was his only answer, and he shrugged in resignation.

Rematerialisation found them in a clearing by the river. Checking tricorder
readings, Spock started off towards a clump of trees about fifty wmetres distant,
the others cloge on his heels. Partiaily hidden by broken branches and the ever—
nresent creepers, was 2 ship, and they proceeded warily.

finy sign of 1life?" murmured MeCoy.

"Negative, Doctor,” replied Spock irn a normal speaking voice. "This vessel
hag been here for some considerable time. T would estimate somewhere in the
region of five hundred years.”
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"Five hundred years!" MecCoy whistled. "iherd
is it from? It doesn't look like any iederation
vegsel I've ever seen,!

oy, it is certainly not a Federation shin. 1% does,
hovever, lock vaguely familiaxr.®

They proceeded to clear away the foliage in crder to get a
better look at the craft. It was somewhat larger than one of their own
shuttlecraft, and as more of it was graduslly revealed, the config-
uration became increasingly familiar to all four of * them - it bore
an unmistakable resemblance to a Romulan scoutship!

homulans! Wonder what they were doing this far from the
Neutral Zone, even five hundred years ago?"

"Inknown, Doctor. Perhaps the ship's log will tell us
something,®

An attempt to operate the opening mechanism producing no
effect, Apock stepped back and took careful aim with his phaser.
A thin beam of intense blue light sprang out, melting
the mechanisih, dnd the door slid slowly back.
Motioning the socurity men to remain )
outside, Spock stepped into the
opening, closely follewad by the
doctor. Moving forwaxrd to the
sealed=-off piloi's section, their
footsteps echoing in the eerie
silence, MeCoy found himself
holding his breath, and gave
himself a mental shake. ¥o-
one was likely to confront them
in an abandoned sghip which had
been sealed for five centuries!

Then they found the homulan.

He sat in the pilot's chair,
leaning back, eyes closed, the
éry heat inside the ship having
perfectly preserved his body.
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Reaching past him, Spock examined the instrumentation; locating the ship's log.
Pressing it into the appropriate slot, he experimentally pressed the bution.
The viewing screen flickered into faint life. Fvidently the power packs were
almost expended, but after a few seconds, although the picture was still badly
distorted, the sound was clearly audible. The face on the screen was obviously
that of the dead man at the controls, and he appeared to be speaking with great
difficulty.

"Degpite all my efforts, the last one of the victims has now died.

Seventeen men and women, in perfect physical health just three wseks

ago, now lie buried on this strange world to which we were evacuated

from the mother ship. Bven now, as I myself have entered the terminal

stage of the illness, I do not comprehend the exact nature of the

virug. I have ascertained that it is a strain of the scarpoa virus,

which in normal circumstances is relatively harmless, producing

nothing more than a slight fever and irrvitation of the throat. Indeed,

That is how this whole nightmare started. Txamination of the first

patient to report sick identified the scarpoa virus. Two or three

days' treatment and rest, and he should have completely recovered.

Ee didn'ty on the fifth day the fever escalated, but at this stage

we viere not unduly worried, despite the fact that several more

people had developed similar symptoms. On the eighth day, to our

retief, the fever hroke and the patient appeared well on the way to

recovery. During the days which fellowed he experienced intermittent

blurring of vision, and by the thirteenth day he was totally blind,

Then his hearing gradually began tc fade, and by the sixteenth day,

he was dead.

Thus the pattern was gset for almost one hundred pecple. Despite all

we could do, every single one of them was dead within eighteen days of

the initial symptoms appearing. At this stage, the virus had success~

fully been confined to sickbay, which was then sealed off from the

rest of the ship. On being unable to formulate a cure, the eighteen

of ug still remaining in sickbay - largely medical and nursing staff -

were ordered to evacuate the ship in order to arrest the sprend of the

digeage. A somewhat harsh decision, butb one with which we wewxe all in

full agresment. There wag no other way.

I have made thig report in order that it may he of some assistance,

in the event of further investigations ag to our plight being carried

ount by my people.”

The tape wound slowly to a halt.

ot very pretty, huh?" Veloy's voice sounded loud in the ensuing silence,
A nasty way to gos even for a Romulan,®

indeed,.b

Something in the tone of the Vulcan's voice made McCoy regard him with
concern, “Spock, are you all right?"

Spock gazed levelly at the doctor., ™Of course, Dr. MeCoy. Why should T
not be?®

91 just thought you sounded... Wever mind, forget it, We'd better get
hack to the ship."

“Yege We have done all we can here.," BSpock ieaned forward and extracted
the tape.

¥Po you think we cught o bury him?*® MeCoy nodded in the direction of the
Romulan.

Spock sat silent for a long moment, gazing at the dead man, then nodded
agreemnent. Together they carried him ocutside and lald him to rest.
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PATT THO
TYour move, Spock.” Kirk glanced acreoss at his opponent as Spock mads no
move to weply. "Spockl® ’

The Vulecan glanced up guickly. "I'm sorry, Jim. Did vou say scmething?"
“Yes, I did." Hirk examined him closely. "It's your move.®
Teesapoliogige, I wag a Jittle...precccupied,.”

S0 T noticed. Is anything wrong?

"o, MNo, nothing is wrong." Svock speke a little too guickly for conviction
and 3 warning bell tinkled at the back of Xirk's mind.

"Are you sure? T haven't seen much of you these past few days. In fact,
It've hardly set eyes on you outside duty periods, since that survey on Almiridian.”

1 assure you, Captain, there ig nothing wrong." HEHe leaned forwsrd and
ma2de hig move. "“Checkmate, I think."

Yihat? Where did that come from?H

Spock ralsed an eyebrow. Wou intimated that 1t was I who was not concentrat-
ing & moment ago." )

0 JKey you wine As usual. Shall we start another game?®

Spock hesitated. "I you don't mind, I think I'd rather retire to my
guarters. 1 am a little - tired.” '

o, of course T don't mind, There's always tomorrow. Goodnight, Spock.®

He watched az the door closed behind his friend. Something was wrong, despite

Spock's agsurance to the contrar and that vague sense of uneasiness returned.
¥ t

Safely closeted in his own guarters, Spock leaned thankfully against the
deor and closed his eyes. He would have to be carefull e raised a shaking
hand to his too hot forehead, and swallowed painfully. Fever and a sore throat!
Surely coincidence. Hothing, even bacteria, could have survived without a host
for five centuries! Somehow he couldn't quite convince himgelf of" thai, and he
felt the cold hand of fear clutch at him., Coming to a2 sudden decigion, he
croaged to the intercom and summoned sickhay. '

e, Spock," came MeCoy's cheery voice. "I wasg just about to cz2ll you. I'm
all get up for your woutine physical, so get yourzelf down here.®

T would prefer you to come to my guarters, Doctor. I meed to talk to you
e eprivately

YieCoy sobered immediately. PI'1l be right there.®

He was ag good ag his word, and was standing outgide 8Speck's door two
minutes later, strangely reluciant to enter. Resolutely, he pressed the buzzer,
to recelve the custowmary 'Come'. The Vulcan sat at his desk, head in bhis hands,
and McCoy studied him for several seconds before crossing to stand in front of
him, %I've been expecting this call for days." BHis veoice was low and tensge.
TSymptomg?H

"T.eehave a slight fever, headache...and it hurts to swallow.m

MeCoy tock out his mediscanner and proceeded te pass it slowly over Spock's
body. Finally he straightened and turned away.

1t is the scarpoa virus, isn't 1t7?" Spock agked guietly.

The doctor swung to face him. "Maybe that's all it isg, TIt's posuible,
After all these years it could have reverted back to its originsl foxm and be
harmless.”

Spock'shook his head slowly, the faintest of smiles touching his lips. "You
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den't believe that, Leonard, any more than T myself do.n

fiat it is possiblel Well, isn't 147" He leaned forward and grasped the
Vulean's unresisting snouloovs, gripping tightly. %Spock, isntt it?w

Spock closed his eyves against the open anguish in the doctor's and tock =
deep breath. "It ig possible,” he conceded.

Releasing his hold, McCoy moved to perch on the end on the desk. 9It's
been how long since ve beamed back from that damned survey? Four, five days??

"oday is the fifth day."
'On the fifth day, the fever escalated.!

The words echoed in both their minds as the fwe wen locked gazes in mutual
understanding. At length, McCoy spoke. "Does Jim know??

A flagh of pain cressed Spock's fegtures, and hb looked away. "MNo. And he
must not. Not yet."

"t Spock, he has a right tc know. Him more than anyone. "

Not yet! Please, Bones, you must promise. me you won't mention this to
him until absolutely necessary., As you pointed out, it may just be the simple
scarpoa virus, and he would be worried nesdlessly. Plea399 promise me you
won't tell himi®

The entreaty im Spock’s volce cut through lHeCoy like a knife, and he laid s
gentle hand on the Vulecan's shoulder. "All right, T promise. Tor the moment,
T'11 keep quiet; butbt #f..eife..V

I it proves necessary, Doctor, I'1ll tell him myself.”

MeCoy nodded wordlessiy, then with an abrupt change of manner he stood and
crogsed to the door. "Come on. I want you in sickbay., I need tc taks scme blood
and tissue samples. Medical science has come a long way in five hundred years,
and even 1f it comes to the worst, maybe we can come up with an antidote.m

a1

Obediently, Spock rose and accompanied bim to sickbay.

As  Kizrk chaiiered inconsequentially at breakfast next morning, his Pirst
Officer's absolute silence gradually filtered through fo him, and he eyed him
concernedly. "Spock, what's wrong? And don't say there nothing wrong again.
You know you can't fool me." Te looked searchingly into the too bright eyes,
noting the rigid facial muscles, and reached out z hand to cover his frisnd's
tightly clenched fist lightly. "Please, Spock, tell me.™

spock took a deep, shuddaring breath and met Kirk's worried zaze. "I...
think T ocught to report sick, Capta in. Will you accompany me to sickhay?"

Firk felt a faint chill, and that warning bell sounded agsin, 2 little louder
thig time. %0f course, Spock. Are you sure you can wmake it? VYou look terrible,
Maybe I should call Bones...”

“That will not be necessary, Captain. T can walk."

Despite Speck's assurances, Kirk instinectively wmoved close to him and took
hig axm, half expecting him to move away, their being in full view of some
twenty crewmembers having breakfast. When, however, the Vulcan gratefully accepted
his help, Kirk felt his heart pound painfully and he was suddenly filled with
dread, The feeling did not diminish on reaching sickbay, where MeCoy did nct
gseem at all surprised to see them. It was almost as if he had been expecting just
this to happen., PFut that was ridiculous...wasn't 117 Spock had been perfectly
all right prior to thismorning, he wused, as he paced back and forth in Meloy's
office while the doctor exemined his friend. He brought up sharply even as this
thought formulated., wWho was he trying to kid? Hadn't he himself been worried
about Spock for days now? He stood gtock still in the middle of the room, and
considered. fhe Vulcan had been -~ Preoccupied - ever since that survey on
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Almiridian. There was nothing in the report to indicate anything untoward. An
avandoned scoutship - a dead Romulan ~ both of which had lain there for five
centuries. His musings vere interrupted by Meloy's entrance.

How is he, Bones? Yhat's wrongs with him?®
g o

McCoy's tone was mildly placating, "Relax, Jim. I%'s Just a vizus he
picked up. He'll be right as rain in a couple of days,"

Kirk looked him straight in the eye. MAre you sure? Please, Bones, the
truth. You're not keeping anything firom me?"®

"Why on earth should I do that? Tie has a virus infection, pretty common
among Vuleans, It's no more dangerous than the common cold would be %o you or
mee  Just makes you feel rotien for a couple of days.  He'll be fine, you'll see.?

tcCoy mentally cressed his fingers, and sent up a silent prayer that that
would prove %o be the case. At any rate, Kirk seemad satisfied for the moment,
and left for the bridge, after extracting a firm promise that he would be kept
informed of Spock's condition. RHe—entering the ward, McCoy stood quietly watching
as Christine administered the prescribed drug for the scarpos vimus, He had, of
necessity, had to acquaint her with the true facts of the case. It was a cace
againgt time if they were to succeed in finding an antidote, but he wished with
all his heart that he could have kept her in ignorance. Ghe was taking it very
well, considering, but he knew that, deep inside, she was falling apart.

The Tever raged with increasing violence for the next forty-eight hours,
during which time the whole ship seemed to hold its breath. Then, as abruptly as
it gtarted, it abated, leaving Spock weak and exhausted; but othervise, secningly
in good health. Mcloy, somewhat reluctantly, released him from gickbay, coming
to the conclusion that there was nothing %o be gained by detaining him. Prelime
inary tests on the blood and tissue samples had indeed identified the gcarpoa
virug, and repeated dosages of the accepted antidote had failed to produce any
neticeable effect. Weither, so far, had anything else they'd tried. As yet
another possibility proved negative, MeCoy swapt the eguipment to the floor with
a resounding crash, in sheer frustration, bringing Christine running.

He grimmed wryly. "Sorry, Chris. I know I shouldn't have done that. T4
serves nc useful purpose and T'1l only have to set the whole dasmned thing up
again. It's Just that L feel s0.4."

"lt's all right, Doctor, I understand." She gazed at him with pain-filied
eyes. "It's not going to work, is it? There's nothing we can do,©

He moved to her side comfortingly, to say, "Chris, don't give up hope yatb,
As long as he's still alive, there's hope. You've got to believe that.®

“D'O }‘Dq?”

The stark misery in her voice effectively silenced him, and with a last
reagsuring squeeze ‘on her shoulder, he commenced salvaging what was left of
the shattersd sguipment. ;

Three days passed uneventfully, and MeCoy and Christine slowly began to
feel they could breathe again, Maybe they were going to be lucky after all, and
the virus would vemein largely inert. They still hadn’t come up with anything
to kill it, but on the other hand, it seemed pretty hamlesz. Spock went about
als dutles normally, and things slowly settled into the everyday working
atmosphere of the ship. :

Kirk settled comfortably back in the command chair and switched on the
recorder,

"Captain's Log. Stardate 4318e7, :
Having completed the survey of the planct Almiridian, we are now en



8

route for the second planet of the system., CQur course heading at .
this time 1g...7

He glanced across ait his First Officer.
204 mark 78, siry.?

284 mark 78," continued Kirk. WE,T.A. = "
hxeuse me, sir,"™ began Chakov hesitantly,.

Kirk switched off the recorder and turned to face the young Russian., "Yes,
Mr. Chekow?®

iBreseit's Just that... It moust be wmy fault, sir, but ay figures do not
agres with Mr. Spock’s...sir,”

Spock bent to his viewer, After a couple of seconds he straightened. "What
heading do you have, Mr. Chekov?®

Blushing furiously, Chekov lowered his eyes to his board, and stammered,
"I'm Seseg0rTy, sivr. I make it...264 mark 78.0

The Vulcan clasped hig hands behind hig back and stared straight ahead.
“Mr. Chekov is quite correct, Captain. The srror is mine.”

Those few quiet words had the effect of a photon torpedo suddenly exploding
in their midst, as a1l eyes turned to uﬁock in frank disbelief. Kirk was the
firgt to recover. "Mever mind, Spock, We all make mistakeg.n

Tven a8 he spoke the words, he recognised the utber futility of them,
Spoeck did not wake migitakes in calculation, Ever!

SThank you, sir." Spock's veice was ag emotionless as ever. "If I may be
greused, sir, I have some work fo attend to in the lab.?

As he moved towards the elevator, Kirk's eyss followed him worriedly. Making
his mind vwp fast, he rose from his seat,; and with a quick turn over of command %o
Sulv, raced to the elevetor. just weking it through the closing doors. Spock
acknowledged his presence with the raizing of an eyebrow, but offersd no comment
on his precipitate arrival. They rode in silence to Deck 5, then with one accord
procecded in the dirsction of Spock's cabin. Once inside, Kirk rounded on him,
fighting down a rising sense of panic. :

Spock, what the hell's going on? We both know you've never made 2 math-
ematical error in your 1lifel®

Spock regarded him intently, as if deeing him for the first time, then,
pressing his palms to his eyes, he shook his head slightly and sat on the edge of
the desk, This in itself was so totally uncharacteristic that Kirk was teupor-
arily thrown off balance, and just stood, waiting expectantly. When at last Spock
started to speak, his words were so low that Kirk had to move closer to heav.

#here 1g something I...have to tell you. T had hoped this would prove
unnecessary, but it seems that I have no choice. It is...difficult to find the
right words, but I must try.®

There wag such a wealth of misery in the words that ¥irk instinctively laid
his hendg on Speck's shoulders and said gently, "Come on, Spock, It can't be
that bads Just tell me what's wrong, and I'm sure we'll be able to work it out.!

Spock shook his head. "MNe, Jim. ¥Not this time, I'm afraid.” He looked up
to meet his friend's anxious gaze. "I'm sorry, my friend, There is no easy way
to tell you what T must." He drew his breath in slovly. "Jim... I am dying."

Time seemed to stop as the two men locked gazes.,
Vou'tre... Spock; did I hear you correctly?®

"Wes, Jim, yvou did. I would give anythlng to gpare you thig, but Mcloy wag
right., 7You, of all people, must know,"
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Kirk shook his head in bewilderment. "You...you can't be...dyingl why?
How? Can't Bones do something®' He seized on that thought. "Hones! He knows
about this? The other day when I took you to sickbay...he said there was nothing

to worry about. He lied 1o mel?

Spock gripped Kirk's armg and sheook him gently. "Jim, stop it! You're
losing controll Plesse don't make this any more difficult, for both our sakes.®

Hirk gézed at his friend in confusicn,; and swallowed convulgively, "I'm...
sorry. But...I was so worried about you that day. T begged Fones to tell me
the truth...and.. e Iiedl He said you'd be fine.® :

T know, Jime. T know. Don't blame McCoy. Ee was only carrying out my
wishes, I made him promise not to tell you the truth.t

"rat why, Spock? And what truth? How long have you both knownt®

Spock gently disengaged himself from Kirk's grasp and moved round the desgk
to 81t in the chalr., He leaned forward and regarded his friend over steepled
fingerg. "It started with the survey on Almiridian.®

Kirk stiffened. PAlwmiridian? .I knew there was something wrong on that
strvey at the time. T just knew.®

Spock nodded. "In my report,; T omitted to mention that we knew the cause
of the RTomulan's death." e reached into a drawer and passed a cagssette over.
W1 recovered that taps frowm the Romulan vessel.m

Kirk took it gingerly and stared at it, turning it over in his hands, before
inserting it into the viewer on the desk ftop. “This can't be happening," he
thought dazedly as that long dead Romulan voice calmly related the seguence of
events leading to his own inevitable death. DBut one glance at the grave brown
eyes of the Vulcan betrayed the fact that it was only too real. In a strange
way he felt drained of all emotion, his senses numbed, as he ventured, "That...
error.eseon the bridge. It was your eyes...blurring?v

Spock nodded wordlessly.

"Hutessthat doesn't necessarily mean that you'rve...going to die! Anyone
can experience blurred vision. Ir could be just coincidence.®

Jim, you are what I believe is referred to as 'cluitching at straws'. It's
Just too many coincldences. Besides vhich, that was not the first tims. And
Jim..ait?'s getting worse by the minute. In the short space of time that we have
been in this room, the lighting appears to have dimmed considerably. Ye both
have %o face the fact that, thig time, there is no way out. It is now fourteen
days sinece I contracted the virus. If is runs true to form, as it a2ppears o he
doing, I have, at mest, another four days.n

"Pour days," whispered Kirk., "four days to come fto terms with the fact that
', ,egoing to lose...ny dearest friend. How...how do I do that?®

Spock reached cut lightly to touch his arm., "You will, Jim, in time. You
have friends who care about you, They will help.”

Kirk looked up, his eyes bright with unshed tears. "Spock, isn't there any-
thing that can be done? Would anyone on Vulcan be able to help?®

B4 afraid not. This particular virus is a mutation of a relatively hazm—
less one. Bven Vulcan could not offer any advice without first running tests on
it, and the Tnterprise is eight days from Vuican, even at maximum warp. Time is
against us, my friend.t

They lapsed into silence; a sombre, brodding silence, which both were
loathe to break,
Hlaptain Kirk, to the bridge, please.”

Kirk stared unsecingly towards the intercom from which Uhura's volce issued,
but made no move to achnowledge, and Spock reached across to answer quietly,
Sfaptain Kirk is on his way.® o
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Rising to his feet, he moved round the desk and gripped Iirk's arm. "Jim,
ligten to me. You have a ship to run, despite anything that may be happening to
me. You are needed on the bridge.t

"o hell with the ship." Kirk's veice was bitter. "Deo you really think I
can go up there as though nothing has happened, after what you've Jjust told me?"

"Weg, Jim, T do. You are, first and feremost, a Starfleet Officer, respon-
sible for the lives of over four hundred pecple. You cannot, indesd I know you
will not, let your concern for one individual, no matter how close to you, blind
you to that fact. Go now. 1 haves..things to attend to." '

Kirk held his gaze for a long moment, then capitulated and drifted towards
the door. With his hand on the release he looked back. "Will...will you be all
right? I mean...shouldn't you go to sickbay? Maybe Roneg..."

o, that will not be necessary, just yet. I am in no pain, therefore
require no medication. T would prefer to remain in my quarters.”

Reluctantly, Kirk gave in-and left, promising to return. With the closing
of the door, Spock sank down onto the edge of the desk and c¢lasped his hands
together in an effort to stiil their trembling, Breathing deeply, he fought to
contrcl his chaotic emoticns. The moment he had dreaded had passed; he had
broken the tragic news to his friend. But it was by no wmeans over yet, he fully
realised. Doubtless Jim had hardly even taken it in yet, and the next four days
were going to test their gtrength to the limit.

The days passed slowly, and Spock was ultimately ordered tc sickbay as his
gight further deteriorated. Uews had leaked out, as these things always do, and
an atmosphere of sombre anticipation pervaded the entire ship, no-one quite sure
what was happening save the fact that thelr Vulcan First (fficer was gravely 1ill.
Kirk could feel the pitying glances directed at him whexsver he went, and at last
felt compelled to hand command over to Scotly, lest he lose control completelys
something he could not afford to do whilst Spock needed him.

On the morning of the third day, Christine approached Spock's room, and
stopred Just inside the doorway, her threcat consirieting painfully as she gazed
at the man in the bed. Fleetingly she vondered whether she ocught to have taken
Dr. McCoy's advice, and let another nurse atitend him, but quashed the thought
immediately. o matter how painful, she had to see this through. Whether he
admitted it or not, Spock needed to have friends arcund him at this time, and
although she didn't dare count herself ag a friend, exactly, at least her pressence
vas preferable to a strenger's...wasn't 147

"Iharse Chapel, have you come for a specific purpoge, or are you just whiling
awvay a few spare momentsth

Christine almost dropned the tray she was holding as she juapsd involuntarily.
Spock had not moved or even locked in her direction, yet that sixth sense of his
had imnediately detected both her presence and identity.

Good morning, Mr. Spock. I've brought you some breakfast.?
¥Thank you; but T don't believe T want any."

Christine set the tray down on the bedside table. "You really ought fo try
to eat something, you know.M

Wy 20

"Why?" she echoed uncertainly. "Well, because...you have to keep your
strength uvwp. Dr. McCoy's orders.™

Again, I repeat, why? I see no reason o conserve strength when, in all
probability, my existence will terminate in the next twenty-four hours.®

Christine drew back as if stung. "T...7T'm sorry...l only wanted...Il didn't
maedness Oh, Lord, I'm sorry.” ,
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She turned away quickly, but Speck's hand shot out to grasp her wrist. "No,
Chrigtine. It is I who should apologise. That was...unnecessary. I am not
usually prone to self-pity. Please forgive me." '

Something about his eyes caught her atfention, and she showly reached out
her free hand %o pass it across his face. The pupils did not react at all, and
Spock's cther hand caught hers. "Yes, you are right. I am blind,®

An inveoluntary sob escaped her, and she tried to pull away from his 21asp,
to no availl ¥e held her hands firmly, and started to speak, his voice holding
a very gentle note he had never used with her before.

Yohristine, T wilil not pretend that T do not know how you...feel about me.
I have stated that emotions are alien 4o me, but a small number of people, your—
self among them, know that to be false. I...realise how much the events of the
past few days have distressed you, and I would like to say thank you, for 'staying
on the cage'. Tt would have been...difficult,..to have had a strange nurse attend
me at this stage.?

Struggling to hold her emotions in check, Christing managed. to whisper,
"Thank you. T..chad to do it...for my own sake."

Spock nodded in understanding, then began, hesitantly, "I could - if you
permit ~ help you through this.? ‘

ielp me? What do you mean?®

"By using the mind meld, I could make you forget you ...emotional attachment
to mes In that way, my death would not come as such @... . cumatic gxperience M

Chiigiine stared at him for several seconds in silence, turning the thought
over in her mind. Hot to have to face the intonlerable agony of losing hims only
the noxmal regret of losing a crewmember; an end to this aching void in her heart.
She felt a slight pressure on her wrist as his hand tightened its grip, and came
to the only decision she could. "Thank you, Spock, but I can't let you do that.
Leveappreciate your motives, but...T don't want to forget vou as easily as that,
Tesocare about you, and I don't ever want +o ferget that., I'11 survive...some=-
how.® She squeezed the hand shich still held hers, and gazed into his sightless
eyes.  “But you knew that, didn't yous™

“Yes,; I knew,” he answered softly, "but I had to make the offer.? e released
her hands and relaxed against the pillows. Hearing the outer door swish OPEN,
Christine stooped to retrieve the untouched tray, and moved towards the door.

iGood morning, Murse Chapel,™ began Kirk, smiling. "How's the vpatient?”
3 Dely & 5 & D

She was not deceived by his teasing tone, and shook her head glowly, raising
a hand to point to her eyes. "Good morning, Captain. I've heen trying to persuade
him to have some breskfast. Without success, I might add. I'11 leave him in your
hands now."

Kirk nodded. "FThanks, Chris. T'11l stay here now."
"Chrigbine "
They both turned towards the bed. "Yes, I'm here. Can T do anything?"

Mosssthank you. T only wanted to say...goodbye...and thank you again for
JOUT. e aCaBTE. T

Herdly trusting her own voice, she managed to murmur, *Goodbye,.lMr. Spock."
She felt the warm pressure of Kirk's fingers on her shoulder, and took a last
iong lock at the man she loved so wuch, knowing without doubt that this was the
last time, then quickly mede her exit whilst she still retained some semblance
of contrel., XKirk watched her go, his own control none too secure, then lowered
himgelf onto the side of the bed,

l'me.esurprised...at the way Christine's taking all this., T thought she'd
have broken long ago."

A5 T believe I once said to you, Captain, she is a...remarksble woman.
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Perhaps, under different clrcumstances, away from the confines of the ship, I
could have..." He sighed. "o matter, that iz all in the past now, and there
is no future for me." He sensed more than heard Kirk's indrawn breath. "Jim,
I'm sorry. There is no point in pretending otherwise. You and I both know that.
We have to face it.®

"Yes, I know. But Spock, I'm...rniot sure if I can, I've lived in dread of
something like this for years; all the times you were ill before, or missing,
part of me has always been with you, suffering with you, even dying with you.
How do I go on without yout®

"You must! For myself, T do not fear death., Oh, I do not welcome it with
open axmg, but I can face what is to come quite calmly, if T can rest assured
that you will be able to handle it.”

Kirk's voice was ragged. "How? You've become o much a part of wmy life
that the prospect of not having you-with me is..sunbearable,.®

iJim, listen to me. Trust me. You do trust me, don't yous®
"With my life! You know thati®

"hen listen to me, and believe what I say. I will always be with you. Ve
are vound together so closely, that even death will not separate us. Uhenever
you need me, T will be there to help.®

ih, Spock. I'11 always need you.®

ithen T will always be with you. Believe that, and I beg of you, do not
let your grief mule you. Let your friends help. Don't shut them out.® After a
brief silence, he changed the subject abruptly. *I take it Mr. Scott is in
commnand T

TWhat? see0heosyeses«l thought it hest. Bveryone knows aboul your...illness,
andeeol Jusgt couldn't take it any more. They were all being so kind and compass-
ionate... had to get away from them before..." e took a deep, steadying breath.
"ind the bridge is so quiet. Uhura's heartbroken. She wanted to come to see you,
but I wasn't sure how you'd feel about that. And poor Chekov. He's taken over
the library computer, temporarily at least. Although he's stood in for you
dozens of times before, when I asked him to...take your place two days ago, he
Just stared at me ag if you were dead or somethinz. I...had to explain the
gituation to the whole bridge crew...God, I =2till don't know how I made it.

Chekov and Uhura dida't., That's...when I decided %o hand over to Scodty,., If Itd
stayed on the bridge ancther minute...J'd have broken dovn tooc." He felt panic
wvelllng up in him again as the memory washed over him. "0Oh Cod, why did T have
to send you on that survey? An incurable Romulan...plague...and I send a Vulecan
downl I sent you to your deathl®

Spock reached up and grasped Kirk's arms hard., ¥¥Ho, Jim} That's not true!
You had no way of knowing what lay on that planet, any more than I had. It was
Juste,sunfortunate, that I was the one to find the Romulan ship.©

infortunatel You have only...hours...to live, and you say it's...onfortun-
atel 0Oh, Spock, Spock, hew can you be s0..." His wvoice broke, and the tears at
lest spilled over, his body trembling with racking sobs as long days of sleepless-—
ness, btengion and shock finally teok their toll. Wordlessly, Spock pulled him
gnetly into his arms and held him close, tears in his own dark eyes at the thought
of the pain and suffering he was unavoidably inflicting on this man who was closer
to him than any brother could ever be. He. stroked his hair tenderly as the
racking sobs continued unabatedy; till at long last, cowpletely spent, Kirk lapsed
into un uneasy sleep of utter exhaustion.

Congclousness retumed slowly, and Firk was momentarily confused bo find
himgelf held in strong, gentle arms. Fut only momentarily, as full reallisation
came flooding back. Struggling upright, he looked down at the Vulcan, who gazmed
back with unseceing eves. He opened his mouth to speak, but Spock forestalled hiwm
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with a raiged hand held in the mind-meld position., Horror-sitricken, understanding
flooded ¥irk as he gripped the hand and guided it to his temple.

/Thank you, Jim. This iz now the only means of communicaiion open to us.
Both wy sight and hearing are gone./
/Oh, Spock. I'm sorry. If only there was something I could do./

/Tou are here. Thet is enough. T fear that time is running short, -and
there is still so much to say./

/Fow..how long?/ -

#3e brave, Jim. A matter of minutes only./

Juhat will T do? My life is meaningless without you./

/Life is never meaningless, my friend. You are young. You will accep®, in
time. Please, Jim, remember whatl have told you. You are not going to loge me
completely., I will always be with you, at your side.  The bond between us is
indestructible, even by death./

/1111 try, I promise. TI'11l try...for your sake./.

flot just for wy sake, but for your own sake too, and for the sake of your

friends, especially...Bones. ¥ow, you mast go, for I fear the end is near., You
mustbrealk the link in time or you will be drawn in with me./

/0b, Spock, that's a tempiting thought. It would be 80 CASYvee/

[Ho, Jim! Do not even think that way! We will be together in time, but not
vet, You mast live your own life. Promise me!

/Itts all wight, .Spock, T promise...I'll withdraw., But...l Jjust want you to
Inowess Spock, I love you./

/I know,...2g you mugt know, that you are the brother I never had. Jim, my
friend, my brother, you must withdraw. Wow! Before it ig too late./

/Spockeaaless Goodbye./

Kirlk lifted Spock's fingers from his face, breaking the 1ink, and gathered
him inte his arms where Spock clung to him for a few, all too briefl, seconds. A4
deep sigh escaped the Valcan's lips as hisg body went limp, and Kirk held him
close, the tears running unchecked down his face. Feeling a light touch on his
srm; he looked up intc McCoy's tear-bright ayes.

HRONETSes BT TS0 eI ' Seoa™

YT know, Jim. I'ves..been here a few minutes. I...didn't want to intrude.
Jim = T'm so sorry. I only wish there was something ~ anything -~ T could have
done.

hontt blame yourself, Bones. He didn't. As he pointed out a few minutes
ago - none of us could have foreseen what awalted us on Almiridian.® ¥e lsaned
forward and laid his burden gently against the pillows, laying a hand against the
already couling chesk. Suddenly he had to get away — be slone for a while., With
a maffled apology To the doctor he rose and almost ren from the room,

Meloy watched him go, his blue eyes reflecting the wrenching pain in his
heart, then slowly %took his place on the gide of the bed. He reached out a
tentative hand to touch the still face, feeling the tears rolling down his
cheeks ag he whispered, "That damned green blood of yours was your downfall in
the end, wasn't 14?7 I'm...gonna miss you, Spock. T did care...but I'm sure
you knew thai, You sure knew everything else." e absently itraced a finger
along an arched eyebrow, and trailed it down a pointed ear. A sob escaped his
aching throai as he murmured, "Goodbye...my friend.®

An immaculately uniformed Captain James T, Kirk stood waiting apprehensively
ag Scotty handled the controls of the transporter. The sparkling column of light
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slowly solidified into the familiar shapes of Ambassador Sarek of Vulcan and his
wife Amanda, and Kirk stepped forward, exchanging the customary Vulcan salute
and greeting. Sarek régarded him gravely,

MCaptain Kirk. T wish to thank you for returning Spoek to his home.®

Zizrk bowed his head in ackrowledgement. "There is no need for thanks,
Ambassador. I know...Spock...would have wished it.®

The momentary hesitaticn before Kirk uttered his son's name was not lost on
Sarek, and he found himself wishing that he could somehow find the right words of
comfort to say to Spock's closest friend. He looked %o his wife, & silent mess-
ege passing between them, then addressed Kirk again. "Captain, perhaps you will
look after my wife whilst Mr. Scoit takes me to my son.”

"es...yes, of course, sir," wmurmured Kirk, motioning Scotty forward. The
two men exited, leaving Kirk alone with Spock's mother. Taking a deep, steady-
ing breath, he began. "I'm...s0 sorry. We did...z2ll we could...bute.."

fmanda stepped forward and tock his hands in hervs. "Please, Jim, don't,.
Tou don't need to apologise. Sarek and T both realise what you and our s0n...
meznt to each other., Just answer me one guestion, if you will.®

Kirk locked up into eyes clouded with pain and deep sorrow. “Anything.n
¥ i

o

Spockesodidn't dies.salone, did he?®

He clasped her hands firmly., "No, Lady Amanda, he didntt. Te...died in
my arms,'

For the first time since the tragic news had been broken o her, Amanda's
eyes filled with tears as she whigpered, "Thank God. I've hoped and prayed that

it would be so, Thank you, Jim. I...could not have wished him in better hands,
for you were closer to him than even...I.®

As ¥irk fought a losing battle with his emotions, Amanda slipped her arms
around his trembling body and gently drew his head down to her shoulder, holding
him as she had so many times wished to hold her son, gaining comfort herself from
this close contact with the man Spock had locked on as his brother,

If anyone had asked Jim Kirk afterwards how a Vulcan funersl cerenony wasg
conducted, he would have been at a total loss., Sounds and images coalesced in
his mind and he was left with vegue impressions, insubstantial, like a dream,
only partially remsmbered. At some point in the proceedings he was acutely aware
of MPau's presence, but even her words failed to pierce the armour he had
uncengeiously built around his heart. Events long past flooded his wind., His
firgt meeting with the austere, forbidding Vulcan: his own determination to
break through the barrier between them to reach the lonely being hidden behind the
lron masks the firgt, tentative steps bowards the friendship which was ~ had
been ~ a legend in Starfleet. Key incidents came unbidden to mind, Spock's help
and understanding after lidith's death; his unconcealed joy at the revelaiion
that he had not in fact killed his Captain during the combat hrought about by
TPring's challenge. Spock's unwavering supporv when the transporter malfunction
had split his perscnality into two conflicting halives - when Janice Lester had
taken over his body - when the M5 computer had taken over his ghip., S0 wmany times,
uncountable, when the Vulcan's presence at his side had been essential to his very
exlgstence. How he was alone, and the fulure stretched before him...bleak...
frightening...long, long years without...

"Jiml  For heaven's sake snap out of it!  Jiml®

With a supreme effort Kirk mansged to recall himself to the present as MeCoy
shook his arm and gazed at him worriedly, ¥e looked about him in stariled
bewilderment, to find that the two of them, together with Spock's parents, were
the only pecple still lingering at the burial spot. His tongue felt thick as he
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managed to says "I...it's all right, Bones. Ton't worry. T'm all right."

Far from convinced, the doctor nodded and, gripping Kirk's arm tightly,
steered him towards the waiting aircar. Sarek and Amanda followed, slowly,
without a backward glance.

The journey back 1o Sareck's home was conducted in silence, broken as they
arrived by the bleeping of Kirk's communicator. With a wurmured apology he
flipped it open. '"Yes, Scotty, what is it?v

Hig Chief BEngineer was apclogetic. ™"I'm sorry, Captain. I waited as long
ags I dared, until T could be sure That...the ceremony would be concluded. T...
haven' dinterrupted anything, have I7%

o, Scotty. It's all right...it7s,...2ll-over now." The pain in his voice
reached out over the miles that stretched between them, causing tears of empathy
to spring to the eyes of his officers on the bridge. "What's the problem?™

Swallowing the lump that had risen in his throat, Scotty made his report.
"We'tve just received a distress call from Pollux 6; sir. They claim that they're
under attack from Klingons and request immediate help, sir."

"Klingonsi All right, get ready to bresk orbit and alert the fransporter
room, Give wme a couple of minuves.?

YOF course, sir. T.eereally am sorry I have to..;“.

Ttts 0,K.y Scotty. TIt's not your fault. Prepare to beam us up on my
sigmal, ¥irk out." He looked apologetically at Sarek, "It ssems that it is
time to say goodbye. T...thank you for allowing us to be here...at this time.®
He held ocut & hand fowards his friendt!s father. Sarek paused momentarily, #Hhen
took the proffered hand, drawing the younger wan towards him. Yielding to a
sudden impulse; he gripped his arms and held him close for a brief instant, before
holding him at arm's length, to say quietly,

MJamesg...you were truly a brother to Spock. I...thank you for that, and
henour his choice.™

Kirk bowed his head. ™Thank you, sir. It was,..an honour for me, to have
won your son'g friendship.”

The Vulcan turned to the doctor; holding out a hand which McCoy grasped
firmiy. %Dr. McCoy. My son regarded you as the closest of friends, and T thank
you also for making his life so much easier."

He ptepped aside, allowing his wife to move forward and guickly embrace both
men. As she rejoined her husband, Ssrek raised his hand in the Vulcan salute.
live leng and presper, Capiain Kirk, Dr. McCloy. Please feel free to visit us
at any time.v ' '

“thank you, sir,” Kirk replied in a choked voice, then flipped open his
communicator. M"Kirk to Tnterprise, You can beam us up now, Scotty.®

Amands, stood close to her husband as the two wmen dissolved in the sparkle
of the transporter beam, and whispered softly, "Coodbye, my son.n

McCoy watched anxiously as Kirk made no move to descend from the platfomm.
The thing he had feared wmost this interminable day was now happening, and he felt
20 helpless, unsure what to de or say to cage the pain he knew his friend was now
feeling. He understood only too well what was rooting James Kirk to the spot,
for he had himself felt a gsimilar pang on rematerlialisation., Only now was the
full zealisation of what had transpired making itselfl felt, as, for the first
time, they had beamed back to the Enterprise without her Vulcan #irst Officer.
Kirk raised agonised eyes to look pleadingly at his two semior officers,

“BOI‘IGS...SCOJG"&}/‘.” Teaol'm SOLYY s e e I cantt...”
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They were There in an instant, one either side of him, gently supporting
ags he stepped down. Over hig bowed head, Scotiy loocked a question to his friend,
who nodded in reassurance, and together they helped their Captain fo the turbo-
1ift, travelling in silence to their destination. Once inside Kirk's cabin, McCoy
gently eased him into a chair and regarded him with concern. He sighed in relief
ag the dazed look disappeared from Kirk's eyes and he slowly took in his surr-
oundings, his eyes coming to rest at last on his two friends. "I'm...sorry. I'm
all right now...really. I'm...not quite sure...what,.."

HJim," interrupted the docior compassionately. ™We understand. There's no
need to apologise. I've...been anticipating something of the sort since we left
the ship earlier today. Just now,; materialising in the transporter room, it
suddenly hit you that this is the way it's geoing to be from now on. That wag the
first time you've ever beamed back to the ship w1thout Spock elther being with
you, or walting for you when you arrived."

Kirk nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving those compassionate blue ones.
"Yes, Bones, that's exactly how I felt. TYou did %oo,; didn't you?®

"Yes, Jim, I felt it toc. I think we all did."

Kirk slowly drew himself erect, and smiled for the first fime since his
friend's death, "I'm all right now, I'll be fine. Thank you both."

The two men smiled back and moved towards the door.
TAvea.es Well, T'L1 be gettin' back to the bridge, sir.?
#Thanks, 3cotty. I'11l be there myself shortly.!

Scotty's voice was a little gruff as he ventured, "There's nae need tae
hurry, Captain. Tak' yer time. I'11 look after things for ye, until..." Hig
volce tailed off at Kirk's sad, understanding smile, and he left for the bridge
hurriedly, McCoy following only 4o turn back at the door.

"7'11 be back in a mirute, Jim."

Kirk threw a puzzled glance after the doctor asg the door swished closed
behind him, wondering at the hint of...embarrassment?...which had tinged hig
friend's voice. EHe was not left to ponder for very long, as, almest to the
minate, McCoy re-entered, a small box in his hand. ¥He fingered it for a moment,
composing himself; before : he looked up to meet Xirk's quizzical gaze.

FimessTaasdon't quite know what to say, righit now...but...I promised...s0
here goes. The night before...Spock died, he entrusted this bhox to me and agked
me to give it to you when we heamed back from Vulcan." He held out the box and
g pang shot through him at the sudden pain in Kirk's eyes and his instinctive
withdrawal. He reached out and took Kirk's hand, pressing the box inte it, then
turned to leave.

"o, Bones! Please...don't go."
He fturned back. "Are you sure, Jim? Wouldn't you rather be alone®™

Kirk shook his head. "VFVo, Bones. It's...always been the three of us,
Please...stay."

Mot trusting himself to answer, McCoy hitched himself onto the edge of the
desk and watched as Kirk fumblingly lifted the lid of the hox to display its
contents. He drew in & long slow breath and murmured softly, "So that's where
it was.™

With trembling fingers, Kirk gently lifted out Spock's IDIC. Silent tears
welled over, to run unheeded down hig cheeks as he lifted the medallion in both
hands and held it against his chest, his head bent ¢ver his clasped hands. McCoy,
his own eyes brimming and his throat aching, leaned forward and put his arms
round him, holding him comfortingly.

At length, Kirk disengaged himself, a little self-conscicusly, from his
friend's embrace, and brushed a hand across his eyes. He looked up, smiling
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tramulously. "Bones...I know I seen to be repeating myself a lot lately, but I
really will be all right now. I promise...it was Just...n

"1 know, Jim, I know. The 'straw that broke the camei‘s back', I did
vonder what had happened to it. BSarek must have known what Spock intended doing.
ile never mentioned the IDIC at all.m

Kirk nodded, fingering the upraiscd stone. Determinedly he smoothed out the
chain and lifted it over his head, letting the IDIC fall onto his chest. The
gentle pressure was somehow comfortlnm, filling him with much needed strength,
and he smiled up at his friend. "Thank you, Bones = from both of ug."

Heturning the smile, MeCoy relaxed with the knowledge that Jim would be all
right now. For a while there he'd been seriously worried that he waEETE”going
to make ity that Spock's death had broken him completely., His mind flashed back
to the night - was it really only six days ago? - when Spock had given him the
small box, with the reguest that he give it to Jim alfter they had returned from
the funeral, He'd wondered at the delay, and had asked Spock the reason. Spock's
reply would remain forever with him.

That is the time when he will need help most, which is why I ask you,
Bones, 1o give this to him.

Yes, Spock had understood Jim perfectly, could anticipate his resctions, and
s0 had arranged things accordingly. *You know, Spock,* McCoy thought wryly,
*you'd have made a great psychiatrist.* He felt a light touch on his arm and
dragged himself back to the present, returning Xirk's wistful smile. "Well, Jim,
it's Jjust the two of us now. Think we'll We able to muddle along together?®

"Welll managed, Bones9"K1rk answered softly, "and you're wrong; you know.
It's not just the twe of us. He's still here. Don't you feel it

ticCoy shook his head, instinctively glancing round the room. ‘YSorry, Jim,
I can say I do."

Kirk squeezed his arm and smiled. ™MNever mind. Just take my word for it.
Relieve me, he's here,"

Peeling a little...not worried, exactly, more perturbed...McCoy got to his
feet. FHe opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it and moved
to the door. As it swished open, he looked bhack, "You know where to find me...
if you need me.m

ies, Bones, I know. Thank you."

Alone in his room, Kirk settled back in his chair, eyes closed, and took
several deep breaths hefore leaning forward to press the intercom button
decisively., "YKirk to bridge.?

"Yes, Captain, Rridge here.”

"Mre Scott, please send Mr. Sulu and Lt. Uhurs to wy quarters as soon as
possible,”

Ave, sir, right away."
fihanks, Scotty. Kirk out.®

Resting his elbows on the desk, he cupped hisg chin thoughtfully, contem-
plating the coming interview, feeling reasonably certain of the oubcome. iis
thoughts were interrupted by the door buzzer. "Come in.®

The deoor siid open to admit the two officers, a little hesitant at first
but vieibly relaxing as their Captain smiled a welcome and bade them sit down,
e regarded them over steepled fingers, causing Uhura's heart to wiss a beat, as
ghe registered this unconscious imitation of Spock's usuval lecturing pos

"l.eerealise that wvhat I am about o say, may bhe...distressings..to all of
us, BPut focts have to be faced." He inhaled deeply. "The Interprises.eless
need a First Officer. I know that, under normal circumstances, personnel
replacements of this nature would be handled by Starfleet. But in this instance,
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T know you will both appreciate that T could
not envisage a stranger's ftaking over...
Spock's duties." The flash of pain vhich
crossed the faceg of his two youna companions
did not escape his notice,; and he paused
frenctionally to enable them to regain their
composure before continuing. WRoth of you
are eqgually qualified to assume the position
of Pirst Officer, and I need hardly say that
I would welceme eilther of you as such, which
makaes my decilsion...difficult,”

A3 if on cue, Uhura spoke up, as he had
known ghe would., "Sir, 1 can mzke the
decision for.you, if you will allow. In any
other situation, I would be only too willing
te tske up the position of First 0fficer,
bute,enct like this. I'm sorry, but I
really don't think T could step into..."

She broke off, catching her breath painfully.

"Thank you, Uhura, T...suspected...
you might feel that way. Ir. Sulut®

Sulu started, switching his gaze from
Uhurae to the faptain. If the tmth were
told, he had similar gualms himself, but
one look at Kirk's drawn features and
haunted eyes made the decision for him.
Wi...would be honoured to accept, sir.
Thank you, sir."

Kirk let out hie Treath in a sigh of
blessed relief, having got that particular
hurdle crosged safely. He got to his feet.
"Thank you both for making this,...difficult
tagk a little easier. T aporeciate how
distressing the thought of stepping into
Spock's shogg must be ~ to both of you. I
did foresee that you would not feel able o
aceept, Uhura, snd I do vnde rstand, believe
me. And T can only say a grateful thank you
to you, Sulu, for fighiting your initial
inclination to do likewlse." He smiled at
Sulu's confusion, "Relsax, Sulu. Burely you
realise that I know how you feel...how we
all feel.®™ Stepping around the desk, he
dropped a casuzl arm around each shoulder.
"and now, if you'll both excsue me, I
think it's time I got out of this dress
uniform and back to work.!

At the door, Uhura turned to face him,

her gyes dropping to the IDIC hanging
sround nlg neck, MoireseloeeTae

kirk laid gentle fingers against her
lips. TT know,"
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Tmpulsively, she grasped his hand, holding it to her cheek for an instant,
then fied after Sulu, leaving Kirk smiling after her,

Turning back into the room, he leaned thankfully against the bulkhead,
lifting a hand to unfasten his dress tunic. Ile wandered slowly across the room
and; with his free hand, idly picked up the bok still lying on the corner of
his desk. ’

That small sction stopped him in hig tracks.,

The box was not, as he had thought, empty, and he looked inside, a puzzied
frown creasing his brow. He froze as his eyes fell on the cassette tape., Now
wheree.s It ceriainly hadn't been thers before, of that he felt sure. He cast
hig mind back to that earlier scene, comprehensicn dawning. Bones ~ of course!
He must have slipped it in vhilst he himself had been...teuporarily overcome.

He sank into his chair, heart thudding painfully as he clutched the tape. I%
could only be one thing...but why now? Why like this? Slowly, his hand shaking,
he reached across and pressed the tape into the viewer on his desk. The small
screen. lit. up to reveal the calm, serene face of the man who had meant more tc
him than any brother.

iJim « T purposely left this tape with Bones, to be given to you after
my funeral, as I felt that only then would you really believe that
what we had both fsared over the years had actually happened, and I
wanted to...help you to accept.

My friend, I know how you must be feeling at this moment, for I know
vhat T would feel were our positions reversed. I hope that what T am
about to say may ease the pain a little. I want to say thank you,
Jim, for bringing meaning into my life, You brought an end to my long
years of loneliness, and tavght me the meaning of the word love. When
I was a child, I longed for a brother, someone to share thes loneliness
my dusil heritige forced upon me. You became that brother, The years

we spent together on the Interprige were the wmost wonderful of my life.

I do not wish to think of you shutting yoursell away somewhere, grieve
ing for me. Grief is, I know, a natursl reaction to a2 loved one's
death, but I beg of you, do not let it become your masters You are
young, you have friends...especially Bones. He is a good friend, Jim.
We have had altercations in the past, indeed,; T cannot remember a time
when we were not 'at each other's throats'. But I'm sure he knows that
T really did care; at leasi, I hope go.

There is just.one thing wrpich, I hope, will not distress you unduly.
Indeed, T pray that you will find it a comfort. The bond that held
us so securely together in life cannot be entirely severed, even by -

" death. My physical beilng is at an end, but that which you call the
gmpirit, the soul, will remain at your side; always.

Jim, my dearest friend, my brothers I}m gure you know this, but I
feel I have to may 1%t this one time... I love you.!

Kirk sat, sgitaring unseeingly at the enpty screen, for long momenis, a wave
of infinite tenderness washing over him, Hig vision blurred and he brushed a
hand across his face, a smile of absolute Jjoy spreading across hig face. "Thank
you, my friend," he whisgpered, "for confirming what ['ve always known %o be true,
Oh, Spock...I love you."

Gradually, the heariache and tension of the lasl few days filtered away.
He straightened in his seat, and with firm, controlled movements, extracted
the tape and locked it safely away.

Ten minutes later, he stepped onto the bridge, new life infusing his whole
body. He could even look across it~ the sclence console, marmed by Chakov, with-
out that dreadful sinking feeling in his stomach. Almost.
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Seating himself in the command chair relinguished by Scotty at his approach,
his ceyes perused the bridge, drinking in the familiar faces around him. Ag if to
complete the picture, the elevator doors swished open, depositing MeCoy, who cast
a critical eye over him, then smiled, satisfied.

"Right, gentlemen, let's go sort out those ¥lingons! Do we have any more
information, Scotiy?"

Scotly looked worried. "Neo, Captain. Just that one distress call, then
nothin's T dinna like i%, sir., We carmma raise Pollux 6 at ali.”

iPpllux 6,7 mused Kirk. He swung to face Chekov. ™hat do we have on that
planet, Vr. Chekov?"

Javing anticipated the Captain's request, Chekoev had all the relevant
information at his fingeritips. "Class M planet, siry very unstable and inhos-
pitable. Wo native inhabitants. I% is used as a research station from time %o
time. According to records, the last group left three months ago.®

"Hme I agree, Scotty. It doesn't scund good. A trap, do you think?"
Could well be, sir, Ve know what Klingons avel® '

"Ye-es. On the other hand, we can't just ignore it. We'll have to take
the chance. Tow long before we reach Pallux 674

iThree peint four hours, sir, at present spsed.!
fihich is?®
TWarp four, sir.®

WWery well, Malntain,?

The image on the viewscresn was not very encouraging. Nense cloud obscured
most of the planet's surface, and what could be seen was a dull red=brown.

Ty life forms, Mr. Chekove®

The Tnsign loocked up from his viewer. "Difficult to say, Captain. The
plonet is largely volcanic and highly unstable, creating a strong magnetic
field which is confusing the sensors.t

H#lan you pinpoint the research station?®

T think so, isr., The co-oxdinates are logged in the computer banks, e
should be able to beam down to within a few metres.”

Right, Mr. Chekov, you come with me. Sulu, you have the con.®

Mntering the transporter room, Kirk was not entirely surprised to find MeCoy
ready and waiting., "Bones, whal are you deing here? We don't even know what's
dovmn there yet.®

ALl the more reagon why T ought to-come along," ¥He dropped the bhantering
tone abruptly and drew Kirk aside. "Please, Jim, I have to go with you. I just
couldn't rest, knowing you were dovm there...alone."

Firk refrained from poiniing out that taking Chekov and a couple of security
guards hardly censtituted going alone., He knev exactly what his friend meant,
A1l righty, Bones, you win. Let's go.®

They materialised on a slight slope overlooking the sprawling buildings
of the research station. Cheking hig tricorder, Chekov observed, “The readings
are still confused, Captain, ut T'm picking up life forms in the vicinity of
the complex.®

Yright, gentlemen, proceed with caution, phasers on stun.”

Picking thelr way carefully down the rocke-strewn hillside and keeping a
wary eye open for any sign of movement, the party slowly approached the first
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of the bulldings, and ¥irk held up 2 hand, locking about him, "Bones,; you come
with me. Chekov, take Adams and Bernmardi, end check the other buildings.?

fhye, sir,® The three moved off and Kirk set oul in the opposite direction,
YicCoy close on bis heelg. A search of the nearest buildings revealed nothings
they proceeded carefully to the.mein complex. Phaser at the ready, XKirk opened
the door and entered. There was an ingtant of blinding light, then complete and
utter blackness descended on the two Starfleet officers. :

¥irk groaned and yaised a hand to his'throbbing head.
"ah,y the Sleeping Beauty awakensg.”

The mocking tones banished all thought of pain, and Kirk draggéd himself
to a gitting position to glare at hig assailants.

"Greetings, Capiain Kirk., Wo tame Vulcan with you this time, I see,-

+
Ignoring the taunt, ¥irk surveyed the four Klingons standing over him,
weapong trained on him and his unconscious companion. "Karathl® He almost
spat out the name. "I suppose it was you who sent out the distress signal.”

5ut of courss. It was an opportunity I could not possibly pass ovéer. At
last, the chance to rid the Impire of its most troublesome PFedersiion Captain.®

WHow? How could you possibly have known that it would be the Enterprise
that would answer the distress call?®

“”? dear Kirk, do you think I would have gone to all this trouble just on
the of ¥ chance? Allow me to nxplaln."

"Please do," Kirk invited drily. "I'm all ears.h

Karath raised an eyebrow. WA description that would have suited your
Vulean friend ideally., A pity he was not with you. T was hoping to 'kill two
birds with one gtone'. No matter., There will be time later to deal with hiwm,?

“Just get to the pointl" snapped Xirk, the Klingon's taunts upgrovatlng
the gtill open wounds.

TAh yes, the point.” He smiled venomously. "we have...zcqguired...a
revolutionary new cloaking device. Where from need not concern youi suffice
to may that we now have it, and were employed in testing it within Pederation
gspace. It works admirably. Mot even the sophisticated tracking systems of
Vulcan Space Central were able to detect us! Rut ve were able to detect a
Starship in orbit around Vulecan. Mot just any Starship, but none other than
the famed Fnterprise. As I said, too good an opportunity tc miss. The rest
you know. It was fortunate, indeed; that this pariticular planet was in easy
renge of Vulean, The magnetlic field will serve to confuse the instruments on
your snip sufficlently to mask our presence here. And now, Caplain Jamon T
¥irk, 1 fear it is time for us fto say goodbye.®

Kirk reached out a protective hand to the still form of the doctor,
recognising the uwtter helplessness of his positicn, hoping ferveritly that
Chekov and~the others had not been discovered. Karath raised his disruptor,
and Xirk stiffened in anticipation. Slowly, deliberately, the Klingon lowered
the weapon 411l it was pointing directly at the Human's legs and fired. Jwank
dighelief showed cn Kirk's face. He had heard the whine of the weapon, but had
felt ~ nothing.

"What the hell...” He lunged forward to the sound of harsh laughter., Then.
ne wnderstood. He couldn't move! The lower half of his body was completely
paralysed, and he stared at the weapon incredulously.

Dangling the instrument from his fingers, the Klingon laughed again,
famusing Little toy, don't you think?" ‘

"What the hell are you playving ai? Why don't you just kill us?®
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"Playing, Captain? 0Oh, I assure you, I never play. o, T have sgomething
much wmore appropriate in store for you. You willjgo“with a '"bang', T promige
youl' He laughed &t his own jcke, and motioned his companiocns to retreat.

#You see, Capbain, this whole building is set o explode in exacily one minute.
Moch more spectacular, don't you agree? And no-one will ever know sxactly what
happened because there will be no trace of our ever having been here. Now I
really must say goodbye; it would be most regretiable to be caught in my own
trap. Goodbye, Capiain Kirk,™

The ¥lingons vanighed in the sparkle of their transporter beam, and Kirk
ganed at the empiy space bemusedly., iow long? Twenty ~ thirty seconds? It
no longer seemed to matbter. HMeCoy stirred,. and Xirk felt a momentary pang that
the doctor was to share his fate. A slight sound to hig right alsrted him to
the danger. "Chekov, get cutlr

SRR

iGet outl This whole building's going to go at any secondl Get the hell
out of here, and tell Scotty the Klingona arranged all this. Ti's a trapl®

Chekov hesitated. "Sir, I can't Just leave you and Dr. MeCoy.®
"Mr. Chekovy, for the last time, I'm ordering youUs.."

The order never came ag, with a deafening roar, the building collapsed
like a pack of cards, burying Kirk and McCoy under a vast mountain of rubble,

Y Jimi® MeCoy's voice was hoarse. He felt about in the darkness 411l his
hand encountered the vmmoving body of hig friend. With frantic fingers he sought
for, and found, the pulse in his neck, weak but definitely there, and felt reliefl
wash over him. Moving carefully, he attempted to determing the extent of Kirk's
injuries, his initial relief rapidly changing o acute dismay. A heavy beam lay
acroas his legs, one of which was obviously broken, and further investigation
revealed that his outflung arms were pinned under a heap of rubble. Fisg gently
vrobing fingers came away wet from a deep gash acrogs the unconsciocus man's
forehead, and he sat back on hig heels to consider the situstion, He could
remember very litile of what had cccurred. He remembered walking into the
buildivg, then his wmind was a blank until he had recovered consciousness a few
minutes ago. o, not quite 2 blapnk. He had vague recollections of ¥Kirk shouting
to Chekov to get out ~ something about a Klingon trap = then the whole world had
seemed to explode. Miraculously, he himself was uninjured, apart from o few euls
and bruises, and he prayed fervently that Chekov had menaged to get out in time,
Jim couldn't possibly survive for long under these conditions, the superficial
injuries alone being sufficient to cause him to bleed slowly te death. God alone
knewowhat was happening inside him. He felt aboutl him for his nedikit, cursing
aloud when he failed to locate. it.

“Hones...Bones, where are you?h

Moloy bent guickly Lo catch the whispered words, ¥ihasy, Jim, I'm here,
Dontt try tc move."

¥irk drew in breath painfuily. "Scotty was right. It...was a trap...and
we.eswalked right into 1t,.%

“Jim,'please just lie still, I don't know how badly injuwved you are. 1T
can't see a blassed thing, so I can only work by touch. Is the pain bad?¥

He felt Kirk's head nod slightly under his hand., '"My...my arngs...feel
like they're on fire.,.and..ddt hurts...to bresthe "

Inching forward, McCoy tried to move some of the debris from his arms, with
1ittle success, the slighitest movement causing Hirk to cry out with the pain,
till he was forced to abandon the attempt. He sat by his friend's side, laying
o comnforting arm across his shoulders. "Hold on, Jim. Maybe Chekov got away
in time. He'll alert Scotty and they'll soon have us out of here.?
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He noted with trepidation that Kirk had lapsed into unconsciousness again,
his breathing harsh and errgtic, and he reached ocut a hand to lay it on his brow.
The gkin felt hot and dry, and McCoy strugsled o control his seething emoiions.

H0ky Jims ¥ he whispeved brokenly, "I'm sorry...there's nothing T can do.
Hold on...please; hold on! fhey!'ll find us...they've got to find ugts
¥ &

He settled himself as comfortably as possible and resigned himself to a
long frustzating wait. The minutes stretched into hours, and he roused himself
from an uneasy doze Po check his patient as best he could. A swifd examination
filled him with consternation. It wasn't possible! Shifting position siightly,
he made & more detailed cheeck; as far as circumstances permitted. His first
conclusion was confirmed! The rapid, harsh breathing which had so alarmed him
earlier had eased perceptibly; and the hot, dry skin of Jim's forehead had
cooled considerably. Wonderingly, he laid his fingers against the pulse in his
neck, It vas still weak, but there was a definite improvement., ¥He sat back on
hig heels. What was happening here? He felt a thrill of fear...fear of the
unknowne. . .and peered into the all-enveloping darkness, as if geeking the angwer
there. There was no way in which the improvement in Jim's condition could have
occurred without medication of some kind, some ocutside fOrco...uniess... Hisg
breath caught in his throat as a thought occurred to him, a thought, at first, so
fantastic, so unbelisvable, that he almost dismissed it out of hand. But somehow
the thought persisted, and he forced himself to consider it seriously. Jim had
believed. Was 1t really so impossible? Hesitantly, he whigpered, “Spock?he

fle hadn't really expected an answer, but for a fleeting instant, he could
have sworn there was someone at his shoulder. Automatically he swung round,
reaching out & hand into the blackness...nothing., ¥He sighed and shook his haad,
tarming back to Jim. He stroked his halr gently, and by slow degrees a strange
gsengs 0of well-being washed over him. Slowly the conviction grew that everything
was going to be all right, and he murmured, "I don't konw how, Jim, bubt...T
thini. .syou were right. He is here, I think...we're going to come out of this,
Cimg

Kirk stirred and McCoy bent to hesr the whispered words, ®Thanks, Spock.'

The doctor closed his eyes against sudden tears. Of course, Jim could
have just been answering him, Spock's name slipping out unconsciously, but deep
inside McCoy knew without doubt that that was not so. There could be no other
possible cxplanation for Jim's renewed hold on life, and McCoy rejoiced with
him, relaxing in the knowledge that Jim was safe. ¥He gettled back to waii,

Time passed glowly.

A sudden sound made VMeCoy =it up sharply. There! There it waes again! e
ligtened intently, and was rewarded by the distant sound of voices. A shaft of
light plerced the blackness, and his heart gave a great leap of joy as a familiar
Scots burr drifted over to him,

iGood God Almighty! They couldna' possibly hae survived under at! that lotl®

MeCoy struggled o his knees and leaned forward., "Scottyl! Over here,
Scottyln

"Leonard?" Scotty's volce was incredulous. "Leonard, by all that's holy,
is that you? Is the Captain wi' you?w

les, Scotty, it's me. Jim's right here beside me., He's...badly injured,
but mercifully still alive.®

ihang ony Len. "We'll hae ye both oot o' there in no time,™

McCoy breathed a sigh of heartfelt relief and laid gentle hands on Kirk's
shoulders. "Hold on, Jim. We're going home, do you hear me? We're going homel"

As MeCoy's eyes adjusted fto the dim light permeating their 'tomb', he saw
Kirk's eyelids flicker open. IHis syes focused with difficulty on the doctor's
face. "Home? They've..,.lound us?h
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eg, Jim, Tdisteni®™ The sound of volces and moving rubble was novw cleaxrly
audibie, and Kirlk smiled weakly.

they found us," he murmuired with satisfaction.
es, Jim. It won't be long now before both of us are back on the ship.®

Kirk turned his head to look straight inte McCoy's eyves, and said gquietly.
but quite clearly, "The three of us, Bones.™

McCoy stared at him for several long seconds, then nodded slowly. "Yes,
Jim, " he agreed goftly, no longer in any doubt., “The three of us.” '

PART THRIVE

Svock awoke with a start, his whole body trembling uncontrellably. The
nightmare, if such it wasg, was startlingly vivid in his mind. Fvery detail
gtood cut with crystal clarity. e had had dreams in the past, although he
always maintained that Vulcans didn't dream, but this wag like nothing he had
ever experienced before. Indeed, if 1% were someone else's death involved,; he
would have had extreme difficulty in being convinced 1t was just a nightmare.

But the inescapable fact remained. It was his own death he had witnessed,
through the eyes of his closest friends. Tven now, convinced as he was that he
vizs indeed gtill in the land of the living, he felt a curious dread., A sense
of foreboding. Irritably, he shrugged off these morbid thoughts and proceeded
to prepare fer the day ahead., Was Jim still unconscious? He presumed so, for
had not McCoy promised to inform him the instant Jim awoke?

e glghed, wishing, not for the first time, that his commanding officer
would exercige a little more caution. He would insist on involving hiwself in
the majority of landing party details, and somehow had the uncanny knack of,
wore often than not,; being the one who got hurt. fThis present sojourn in
sickbay was the regult of having been caught under 2 rockfall on their last
planetfall, twe days ago. Juckily, it didn't seem too seriousy a couple of
cracked ribs and concussion, but, up until last night, he still hadn't regained
consciousness.

As Spock allowed his mind o dwell on the image of hig friend, certain
aspecha of his nightware surged, unbidden, into his consciouness, and he shudd-
ered involuntarily. Was the dream exaggerated, or would his death really have
such a devastating «ffect on Jim and McCoy? Tn all honesty, he felt compelled
to acknowledge the fact that there was no exaggeration, egpecially Iin Jim's
cage., He knew how wmuch he meant to his friend. And, despite their famous
arguments, he alge knew that there was a very gpecial relationship between
himgelf and McCoy.

And Christine? Yes, he could well imagine the heartache his dsath would
cause her. And Thura, Chekov, Scotty, Sulu? This was getting out of hand, and
he firmly thrust the images from him as he left his quarters to make hig way to
sickhay.

McCoy stood by Jim's bedside, undecided, feeling an irresistable compulsion
to buzz Spock's quarters. It was silly, but he had to assure himself that the
Tulcan was, in fact, there. He crossed to the intercom and resolutely pressed
the button. "Sickbay to Commander Bpock.™

¥o pesponse. He tried again, fighting down the illogical fear., Hell, all
this fuss over & dream... No, scrub that - a real humdinger of a unightwarel
He was just about to try for a third time when the door swished open, and Spock
himself walked into sickbay. With an inward sigh of blessed reliefl, McCoy
ateeled hig features and turned to face him. "Morming, Spock. Come to see
Jim, huhtH

Spock raised an elegant eyebrow and remarked lightly, "0f course, Noctor.
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Why else would I voluntarily vieit sickbayt®

¥eCoy grimmed and accompanied him to the captain's bedside. As Spock looked
down at Kirk, McCoy surreptitiocusly scrutinised him, thanking all the stars in
heaven that the experience of the previous night had just been a nighimare. BHut,
dear God, whalt a nightmare! Ile could recall every deball, even now, and instingte-
ively moved closer to Spock, as if seecking reassurance of his presence., e
watehed the Vulean closely, taking in the alwmost imperceptible signs of recent
stress —~ the tensgeness of his whole body. ¥He laid a hand on his arwm, as much for
his own sake ag Spock's, and said gently, "He'll be 0.,K. There are no bones
broken and the concusgion ghouldn't lagt wmuch longer. In fact, he was stirring

a few mirutes ago, according to Dr. M'Benga. He should waken fairly soon.®

Spoclk nodded and looked squarsly at McCoy for the first time, Yloctor, are
you guite well? You look...unusually tired for someone who has just arisen.®

A little taken aback at the direct question, McCoy muttered, "Me? Sure,
Tty O,K. Just didn't sleep very well last night, that's all."®

Spock looked about to say something wmeore, then abruptly changed his mind.
0f course there was ne connection.  Why on esarth should there be? He inclined
hig head slightly in acknowledgement of the doctor's reply, and continued matter-
of-factly, "I shall be on the bridge, should you regquire me during the next four
hours.®

As he departed, Christine entered from the lab looking like death, strugg-
ling o hold her emotions in check.

“That was Spock who was just here, wasn't 1t?" she asked, almost pleadingly.

HeCoy, alarmed at her appearance, stepped btowards her sud laid his hands on
her shoulders. "Yes, he came to see how Jim was." He spcke guietly, lookinf at
her searchingly. A% his words, Christine closed her eyes and swayed slightly,
and MeCoy gquickly led her to an examination couch and sat down beside her, a
supporting arm avound her. He gave her a moment to pull herself together.

iow, " he commanded firmly, "suppose you tell me what all that was about.”

he tock a deep breath. "I'm sorry, Doctor. I'm quite all right." Ghe
looked at him, and as she met his eyes, ghe knew suddenly that she wanted -
needed -~ to talk. She had to have someone convince her that it had all been a
dream, She looked away and spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. '"MNo, I'm
not all right. Last night... I had the most horrific, most heartbreaking night-
mare T've ever had In my life. It wag all so real.,.m

" ghtonare? Christine, what was it about?"

As she gazed at him, puzzled at the alarm in his volce, he urged, "It's
important,; Chris, I have to know."

Slowvly, hesitantly, she related her story, and as she spoke the feeling of
fear returned, almost suffocating MeCoy. I+% could be himself speaking. There
wvere slight variations - but only in as wuch as the story was from Christine's
point of view rather than his, but the essential theme was ldentical. He held
up a hand, stopping her in mid-sentence.

tjugt a minute, Chris, This planet. It was Almiridian, wasn't it7%
Her eyes widened in astonishment. "Yes., But how could you possibly know?"

MeCoy swallowed convulsively and looked directly into her eyes., "o you
realise that could have been me telling that story? Rvery incident is imprinted
on my minG. Have you any idea of the odds against two people having exactly the
same dream at the same time?®

She stared, dumbfounded. "You mean, you, toc... Bute.. That's impossiblel®

ey gazed at each other in silence; then MeCoy went on, thinking aloud,
ST 4 wasntt 2 dream...what the hell was it%  And why us??
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o you think maybe we cught to tell someone??

MoCoy sal up straight and clasped his hands together. "Ho., Not at the
moment. T suppose it could just be an incredible coincidence, We've neither
of us even heard of Almiridian. ¥o, T think we'll just keep it to ourselves for
now, and keep our eyes and ears open. In the meantime, you could search the
med-computers for anything on the scarpna virus, with particular reference to
any mutations that might have evolved.®

As Christine stood up and left for the lab, icCoy moved to Jim's bedside,
deep in thought. It had to be just coincidence. A dream. He found himself
praying that it was so. The heartrending wemory of Jim's terrible grief enveloped
him, and he instinctively laid a comforting hand on the unconsecious man's arm.

As Spock stepped out of the elevator onto the bridge, the air of relief was
almost tangible. FHe could actually feel waves of it emanating from Uhura, Chekov
and Sulv, and it puzzled him considerably. He approached the command chair,
hastily vacated by Sulu, and gettled into it, asking for the usual status report
as he did so.

A1l guiet; sir. Proceeding on course as ordered.w

Was it his imagination, or wasg Sulu's voice a trifle unsteady? He watched
intently as the Oriental resumed his own station, but he seemed to have regained
his composure. As his eyes flicked over Chekov, that yound man abruptly dropped
hig eyes to his board, colouvzing slightly.

Spock was rnot normally prone to intuition, but he knew without doubt that
gomething was definitely amiss here. This belief was confirmed when he swung
his chair to face Uhura, just in time to catch her rubbing a sleeve across her
gyes, oShe gazed levelly back, coffering no explanation, and after & moment's
hesitation, Spock elected not to pursue the matiter at the present dtime, still
having considerable difficulty in coming %o terms with his own 'problem!,

Instead,; he crogsed to his science sitation and keyed the library computer to
veriiy the co=ordinates for their next port of call. As he examinsed the readout
on the screen, he could feel three pairs of eyes boeing into bim, and he had +o
fight down an urge Lo swing round o face them and demand an explanation for
their dnerdinate interest in him teday. After relaying the co-ordinates for
course correction to Chekov, Spock keyed in a request for further information
regarding thelr destination. As he rapidly scanned the information, his oye was
caught by a name he had hoped never 1o see again. With fingers which trembled
ever =0 =lightly, he backiracked and slowly re-read the dats on the screen. He
gripped the edge of his conscole and bent his head, eyes tightly closed. The
others, who had been watching his every move, now threw zll caution and discipline
to the winds, arnd hurried across o Join him, scanning the screen which had been
the cause of their First O0fficer's obvious distress. 4 concerted gasp escaped
them, though none of them was aware of the reason for the others' shock, nobody
having brought up the subject on all thelr minds. Uhura's anguished, "Ch, deaxr
God, nol®™ brought Spock back to reality, and he siralghtened and fixed her with
his penetrating gaze.

"lieutenant, please explain.”

She wag staring in horror at the screen and Spock gripped her aims and
tormed her to face him. 7o his intense dismay, her eyes brimmed with tears, and
she trembled violently. Somewhat at a loss, he locked for enlightenment to the
equally shocked Chekov and Sulu. It was Chekov who eventually broke the silence.

" 'm ogorry, siv.e T don't know why the others are so affected by that
information, 1 can only speak for myseif." He took a deep, calming breath.
f0ne of the planets in that system we are en route for, featured largely in
2 particularly vivid and extremely disgtressing nightmare T had lasgt night.®

As Chekov's words slowly penetrated, Spock's almost whispered, "Almiridian?"
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brought forth astonished reaction from Sulu, Chekov and Uhura.
es, sirlt
Filow did you know?h
"Wou, TooTh

The four sitared at each other in conster-
nation, and Spock, suddenly realising he was still
nelding Yhura, stood up and gently pushed her
into hisg chair; himsell leaning back agsinst
the consoie to face them.

Tt would seem that we have something of
an enigrea facing us. Am I to asgsume that all
four of us experienced &.,.nightmare...last
night, centred arcund an event which origin-
ated on Almiridian®®

At the neds of affirmation, he contin-
ued more slowly, and not a little self-
conscicusly. ™May T further assume that
the event in gquestion was my contraction
of an incurable disease and subsequent
deagth?d

R AT LTI,

I




Uhura gazed up ¢t him in disbelief, making no attempt to control the tears
coursing down her cheeks, "Sir, I don't understand. Surely, what you are
suggesting 1s impossible?" She switched her gaze to Sulu and Chekov. #and you
two. Did you have the same dream?V

WYes," they answered in unison.

"Putce.that's not possible,® stammered Chekov. "The odds against all of us
having identical dreams are..."

fhstronomical ¥ finished Spock.

FAnd yet," wondexred Uhura, "what other explanation could there possibly be?
We've none of us ever come across a planet named Almiridian until now, have we?"

It was obvious from their expressions that her assumption was correct. It
was also obvicus that they had all, indeed, gone through an identical experience.

“Pour or us," mased Spock, "shared a dream, I wonder..." He broke off and
leaned over to flip the switch on the intercom at his console. "Bridge to
aickbay.”

"Yeg, Spock, what can I do for you? If it's about Jim -~ ¥

"o, Doctor, not this time," Spock interrupted. "Doctor, this may sound
strange, but does the planet Almiridian hold any special significance for youi"

There was a stummed silence at the other end which seemed to go on for ever.
“loctor, are you still there?!
¥YeSees Yesy; I'm still here. T think... I'd better come up.t®

The bridge crew exchanged glances, No-one dared to veoice an opinion, and
they stood, walting apprehensively for the doctor's arrival., As the elevator
doors opened, McCoy and Christine gtepped out to tind the usually crderly bridge
personnel gathered round Spock, Uhura still sitting in his chair, tears clearly
vigible on her cheeks. Taking in the scene at a2 glance, McCoy came straight to

the point., "Iid any of you have a nightmare concerning Spockt's death, last night??
Spock himself answered. ™We all did, Doctor. You two did too?®

"Yes, we did too. What the hell's goin' on round here? It just isn't
posgsible that sgix people, in six different locations, suffer from the same
nighitmarel®

Spock gighed. "ihe words possible, impossible and nightmare have been used
freguently in the last few minutes. OQuite obviously it is not only possible, but
has been proved, conclusively, to have cccurred."

"o you know 1f anyone else was affected?®

"hoctor," retorted 8Spock, a little sharply, "until this moment, we were not
even aware that the six of us were involved. I have no idea how wmany wmore, but I
would suspect that the only others will be Mr. Scotlt and Captain Kirk.®

McCoy looked at him curiously. YHow do you arrive at that supposition?®

Spock looked at each of them in turn. "In this...I suppose we will have to
continue using the term 'nightmare'...do any of you remember any other person
playing a significant part in it, other than ourselves, Mr. Scott and the Captain?®

"Yeg, gir." ALl eyes regarded Christine.
“¥eg?" Spock nrompted gently,
"Your parents, Mr. Spock.!

9Gf course., I was thinking in fterms of the Inmterprise, but it ig possible
that my parents algo have had 2 similar experience. Anyone elge?®

Fveryone shook their heads with the exception of Mcloy. "There wag cne
other,¥
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Spock nodded, ™Yes; Doctor. If my theory is correct, you, wmyself and the
Captain will be the only ones to remember the other person.

The doctor appeared -2 little bewlldered, btut after a moment's thought his
face cleared. "Of course. Only Jim and T accompanied your body back to Vulcan
for the furderal, vhere we met T'Pau.®

"ixactly. It would seem that each of us experienced this...vision...only
ag far as we were individuslly invelved. As if it were actually happening.®

At
i

Tesy of course. In normal cirvcumstances we would only remember an event
from our own point of view.™ McCoy locked at Spock thoughtfully. 'How come you
suffered the same nightmare? T mean, you wers dead halfway through,®

ithat T cannot answer, DLoctor. I can think of no logical explanation,®
"1 think we ought fo get Scotty up here, and get this thing sirzaight.®
GAgreed,

As Spock leaned over to the intercom to summon the Chief Thgineer, Uhura
voleed the thought uppermost in all their minds.

“What about Captain Kirk? He's still unconscious, If he's suffered the .
same nightmare... Docter, he won't know it's just a dream. He'll gtill he
convinced that Mr. Spock is...dead!

FART TOUR
Jim Xirk opened his eyes, ilmmediately 'thought

better of it as & wave of pain hit hin, and closzed

them againe. That brief second had revezled that

he was in sickbay, and he forced himself %o

relax and determine how he had ended up hers,

vet again. Almost instantly, wmemory came

fleoding back, bringing with it a sense of

deep loss, tempered by a feeling of...psace-

ful acceptance,.

Spock had retumed when he needed him,
and Kirk knew in his heart that it would
always be so. Deathwmight have claimed his
physical body, but nothing could destroy
the 1ife force that was Spock. Thatb
would alwsys remain EI?h him, yet he
still could not stem completely the
vearning to have him back, to
continue thelr lives together.
He sighed regretfully. What was
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that old, old phrase his ancestors had used? T'Wishing for the moon'. That, of
course, no longer applied; HMMan nov had the Moon, the planets, the stars, but he
undergtood the sentiment,

Steeling himgelf, he very slowly opened hig eves again and, to his relief,
the pain had subsided to a dull ache. He moved his head experimentally., The
room spun for an instant, then steadied, and he gradually eased himself into a
glitting position. M'Benga chose that moment to enter, and he quickly crossed
to the bed.

¥Sir, you really shouldn't be sititing up. Tou've been unconsclous for two
days. That was a nasty knock on the head you got.®

%irvk gmiled. "I'm 0K, Just a bit of a headache. Those Kiingons sure
have a2 lot to answer for.™

A little puzzled, M'Benga enquired, "Klingons, sir?!

“Yeg, Klingons, Noctor. The ones who set the irap down there. Wasg anyone
else murt in the explosion?®

¥!'Benga refroined from pointing cut that there had been no explosion,
whether set up by Xlingons or otherwise, and replied carefully, ¥¥o, sir, there
were no other casualtieg.”

Yiell, that's a relief anyway. T assume Fr. Sulu will have commenced
investigations to discever the whersabouts of the Klingong?®
Wir. Sulu, sirt®

¥irk stared a% him irritably. "That's the second time you've repeated
gomething I've said, in ag many minutes. I asgked if Mr. Sulu had - ¥

"Yem, sir, I hesrd what you said. I'm afraid I don't understand. Vhy Mr.
iy ny D6
Suln?

Hihy ee T Kirk stopped in exasperation, then continued slowly, "loctor,
is it you ¢r I who has suffered a head injury? As Plrst Officer, 1t is Mr.
Sulutg duty to -~ "

M'Benga siopped himself from echolng Xirk's words yet again, and stepped
back a pace. flxcuse me, {aptain, I think I'd better call Dr. McCoy.®

Yes, Doctor, you de that, Waybe he'll be able to give me a sensible
snavwer. Where is he, anyway?"

“0n the bridge, sir.”

#he bridge? Is someone injured?!

T don't know, sir. He hurried intc the lad a few minutes age, collected
Wurse Chapel, and told me to hold the fort as he was going to the bridge.!

Kirk flung back the cover and swung his legs over the side of the bed,
gripping the edge as a wave of nausea swepl over him. M'Benga wes there in an
instant, 2 regtraining hand on his shoulder.

UGaptain, vwhat are you doing®™

- piting his lip in an effort to stem the rising nausea, Kirk closed his
eves and fought to regain control, After several long seconds he looked up.

Y omuest find out what's going on. If Bones and Nurse Chapel have gone
hurrying off to the bridge, something must be seriously wrongi®

“put gir, you're in no fit siate to go anywherel TPlease stay right where
you ave, and I'1l contact the bridge.”

Kirk drew himself upright and his eyves met those of the doctor calmly,
determination written clearly con his features. "Doctor, I have told you, I am
nerfectly all right."™ e held up a hand, forestalling the doctor's obvious
denial. “Very well, I'11l stay herec. You contact the bridge and find out what
the hell'!'s happeningi® T



31

li'Benga hesitated for a moment to assure himself that the Captain was
indeed 'all right', then he moved quickly to the intercom. "Sickbay to bridge.v

bridge here. Do you wish to speak to Dr. MfeCoy?h

1'Benga's reply was lost to Zirk as he stared in stuuned disbelief at the
intercom, That voicel It wasn't possible! The head injury must be worse than
he thought and his fevered imagination was playing a horrific trick on him. An
enguighed cry was wrung from his lipe ag hig tortured nind refused to accept
what his ears told him, and blackness descended on him once more, ¥M'Benga swung
round as Kirk's body craghed to the floox, With a hurried, "Dr. MeCoy is
urgently needed in sickbay,® he raced to Kirk's side.

In less than a winube the doors to sickbay swooshed open and MeCoy catapul ted
through, closely followed by Spock,

"What happened?" McCoy replied tersely, as he dropped +to his knees at Rixk's
side. HM'Benga, rising to his feet to make way for Spock, related exactly what
had occurred up to the moment he had contacted the bridge.

"1 don't know exactly what caused his collapse. He seemed all right...
angry, in fact, untii I spoke to Mr. Spock,"

“Tad you mentioned Spock before thenth

"Ho, sir. In fact; his name wasn't mentioned at all, which is very strange.t
”Ho; Noctor, 1t isn't strange at all,” Spock observed quietly.

TEirH

Spock looked directly at M'RBenga. "Think very carefully back to the moment
of the Capbain's collapse. Was it before or after I replied to your summong?h

The dark doctor's face creased in concentration, "I had my back to hime..
T think it was aflter you replied. As I saild, he was angry at umy confusion, and
readily agreed to my summoning Dr. McCoy, so that he could,..'get a sensible
answer! wag, I believe, the term he used.fn

Spock and Meloy exchanged glances, "That would seem to bear out our theory,
Poctor. OCbviously the Captain did suffer the same nightmare as the rest of us,
but, due to his deep unconsciousness from the blow to his head, it had a wmich
greater impact on him. So much sc that on regaining congciocusness he remained
firmly convinced that the whole thing had really happened. Waking up in sickbay
with strapped up ribs and a head injury would also coincide with the injuries
he sustained from the 'Klingons' booby trap', thus reinforcing that conviction
in his subconscioug.™

McCoy slowly nodded, taking in the full implications of Spock'ts words., "So
Uhura wag right. Te does believe you're dead! O0Oh, my Godl After all that,
finally coming to terms with your 'death'...suddenly hearing your volce again...
no wonder he collapsed.®

Both men gazed dowm at the closed eyes of their commanding officer, then
MeCoy murmured gmffly, "We'd better get him back into bed. Give me a hand,
will you, Spock?#

#TE's all right, Doctor, I can menage.® With these words Spock leaned
forvard snd gently lifted XKirk into his arms, holding him briefly for a few
seconds before laying him on the bed. Guickly scanning the readings above
Kirk's head, McCoy breathed a sigh of relief.

THe'!ll be all right. He's only fainted.”® Resting a hand lightly on his
hair, he looked across at Spock. "What do we do now? He's going to wake up
confused and scared.®

SpockTs features reflected his concern as he askéd9 a little uncertainly,
“Tn his present state of mind, do you think he could take a direct confroniation?h
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YMeCoy's anxious gaze flicked from Spockts to Kirk's face. 9T 'm not sures
T would. gay not., He's firmly convinced yvou're dead.. Coming face to face with
a ghost could prove a travmatic expevience. The sams goes for a mind link. T
really don't think he could cope on this particular cccasion. You see,; on
similar occasions in the past, he's had to accept your apparent death. Put
always, in the back of his mind, has been the conviection that there was 2 logical”
explanation., He's never really believed that you'd been taken from him, But
thisl $pock, you had the same nightware. You followed it through, step by step.
You saw his terrible grief and pain at your death. And rewember, to Jim it was
no nightmare, IHe firmly believes it to have actually occurred. There's no way
out this time for him. 8pock, vou died in his amas! He took your bedy bo
Vulican, watched yove burial... It's real this time, no possible doubtlv

He broke off as he saw the effect his words were having on Spock. The
Vulean gtood rigidly, eyes closed, fighting for compogure. In an instant MelCoy
was at his side, a comforting arm round him as he led him from +the room, throwing
quick instiuctions over his shoulder to the still bewildered ¥'Benga, to infoimnm
him immediately if Kirk showed signs of waking.

Pusghing Spock into a seat in his office, he crossed to the cabinet on the
wall and withdrew a bottle and glass. Pouring a measure into the zlass, he
thrust 1t into the Vulcan's hand, "Drink it!% he commanded. A little to his
surprise, Spock downed the liquid without protest, grimzcing at the taste. McCoy
laid & firm hand on his shoulder, noting with satisfaction that the colour was
slowly returning to his ashen cheeks. He started to speak gquietly. "I'm sorry,
Spock. That was stupid of me. I just didn't think., I'm afraid we all tend to
regard you as something of o superman, taking everything in your stride without
a qualwm. Tt must have been a horrifying experience for you, witnesging your own
death like that, and then discovering that the rest of us had had exactly the
same experience. I can't even begin to imagine how I would have reacted, had it
been my death so vividly portrayed.®

Spock was rapidly wegaining contrel of his shattered composure, and raised
his eyes %o the doctor's face. "Thank you, Doctor. T am quifc...recovered now.
And it wasnt't just the.,..”

i1 know, Bpock," interrupted McCoy gently. "It's Jim, ien't it9 The thought
of his being convinced of your death.”

o8

Spock nodded wordlessly, his eyes reflecting his inner torment, "Hones."
MeCoy smiled slightly at the Vulcan's unconscious use of Jim's nickname for him.
“What are we going to do? How do we convince him that it was 21l 2 dream,

without causing any further damage?h

“Leave 1t to me. T'1l break it to him gently when he wakes. In the mean-
time, maybe you'd be better off on the bridge? Help take yowr mind off all thisg,”

AT doubt that, Doctor.t

Something in  the tone of the Vulcan's voice brought ¥Meloy's head up sharply.
Bonock, what is 1t? There's something more, isn't there?®

Rising to his feet and adopting his habitual stence, hands clagped behind
his back, Spock regarded the other man steadily.l "Yes, Doctor, T'w afraid there
igs You see, a few moments before I contacted you in sickbhay, I checked the
computer for information relating to our next pori of call. As you are no doubt
aware, we are undertaking a survey of the star system Ineptrae Dragma.h

Thnd? prompted ¥eloy as Spock fell silent, his mind vnwillingly returning
to that fateful woment on the bridge.

"And, " he continuad, slowly walking towards the door, "one of the planets of
that star gsystem ig., Almiridian.®

With the last word, Spock stepped through the deor and out of sickbay,
leaving ¥MeCoy staring, transfixed, behing him.
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H'Benga's call from the ward jolted Melfoy cut of hig hovror-stricken imme
obility. Hurriedly he re-entered the ward, waving the other doctor out as he
did so. Tols was likely to be...difficult, and he preferred to be alone with
Jim., He waited as the man in *the bed slowly opened his eyes and fixed his gaze
unwaveringly on the doctor,

"Bones," he mutiered thickly. "what...what happened?®
“You fainted, Jim. Don't worry about it right nowv.”

MeCoy watched anxiously as Kirk struggled to remember. “Faintedy why...
gshould I..." He reached out suddenly and grasped McCoy's arm. "Bones! T
heard him! T heard Speckis voicel™

"Eaay, Jim, Calm down.'
#You still don't believe me, do you? Fven after what happened down there."

MeCoy turned his head away to hide the sudden glint of tears. This was
going to be mowe difficult than he'd imagined. Ve felt the fingers of Kirk's
hand tighten on his arm.

“Hones, I'm sorry. I know you do believe me: you admitted as much...after
they found ue...but...but., .0 ‘

Ye watched the play of emotions on Kirk's face as the Captain trisd to cone
to terms with this new developmen®, “But Bones, this was...different. UYe wasn't
talking to me. It was just his voice on the intercom...from the bridge. Tiones,
how could that be?™ Ie struggled to raise himself on his elbows and MeCoy gently
pushed him back, holsting himgelf onto the side of the bed,

BJim, relax. Just take i% easy and listen to me. Can you remenber the
accident?h

WAceident®®
“Yeg, Jim, the accident that brought you to sickbay in the first place?®
irk looked at him in puzzlement, "Vaguely. 3But what has that to doe.."

Please, Jim. Don't ask questions, Jusi try to remember. Think back,
slowly. Mow, what happened??

St41l a little confused; he obeyed. "We beamed down to Pollux 6 to investige
ate reports of a Klingon attack., The whole thing was a trap...the Klingons were
walting for us. T..,was shot with...some sort of paralyser gun, and Karath told
me the building was rigged to explode. The Klingons beamed back to their ship...
T remember yelling at Chekov.,.to get out, then...nothing. When T woke up...
there wag pain...and fear...and then," his voice took on a note of awe, "then,
suddenly, there wasn't any pain. e was there, Bones. I needed him desperately,
and...ne cane,’

MeCoy deliberately closed his mind againest the torrent of emotion that
threatened to destroy bis hard won compogure. "Go on, Jim,* he urged,
¥irk swallowed hard. VI don't...remember much after that...vou told me

they'd found us...that we were going home...then the next thing I rereuber is
waking here,..all bandaged up.” :

McUoy pounced on the opening he had sought. ™ALL bandaged upl Jim, look
at yourselfl" We grasped Kirk's wrists and held hig srms up in front of hisg
ayes. “lLook, Jiaml® ‘

Kirk stared at his bare arms in bewilderment. "But...l don't understand.
They were bandaged...l know they were,"

Were they, Jin?¥ MeCoy's voice was urgent., "Think! Vhen you woke up
hefore ~ they weren't bandaged then, were they??

Kirk frowned in concentration. "Ho... ifo, T remember now, they weren't.
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It didn't register at the time, but,..no, there were no bandages. He raised
puzzied eyes to MeCoy's. "But...the explosion?®

What explosion?’ HMeCou spoke slowly and distincetly, fizing his gaze on
Kirk's face.

The booby trap set by the Klingons., You were thers...¥ e stopped as
Melloy shook his head.

“Jim, there was no explosion,”

f0f course there was an explosion!™ he shouted. ™"yhere do you think T got
theses.s'" Iig voice tailed off as he stared again at his undamaged arms, then
cloged his eyes. There was no sound for several secondg, then he spoke in a
whisper. "There was no explosion?® '

"Ho, Jim. o explosion." MeCoy keld his breath, waitins,

~ "No explosion,” repeated Kirk slowly, opening his eyes and gtaring straight
aheszt, Yo Klingonsfth
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Kirk turned his head to look directly into his friend's eyes. “iones, what
are you trying to tell me? I imagined it? Dreamed it?" e gearched the doctor's
face, fighting desperately against the sudden illogical hope that flared scomewhere
within him, McCoy remained silent, retsining a fimm grip on Kirk's wrists as the
implications slowly began to sink into his befuddled brain. "A dreat...the
ilingons, the explosion...all a dream? And...the rest? (Oh God, Bones...the
regbt, I8 it possgible?®

Up uatil that moment, MoCoy had let him work it out gradually by himself.
How, he Jjudged, was the time to intervens, to help.

Weg, Jim. The rest too.m
ut you don't know. Yous..can't know,.."

#jim, calm down and listen. I've let you work it out so far by yourselfl,
becauge you wouldn't have believed me if I'd told you the truth straight out. It
would have come as too wmuch of a shock, and I dida't dare take the wisk. Tut
new you've managed to break through part of the way, I think it's safe encugh
to set your mind at rest,®

Kirk looked up at him, barely breathing, alraid to allow the tiny flare
of hope to fan into a flame, as ¥eloy continued,

"Last night, eight people on this ship experienced exactly the same nightmare.
Because of your increased susceptibility through being deeply unconscious, it had
a much deeper impact on you, so that on waking, you actually believed it to have
occurred. It didn't, Jim. You have to believe that! It didn't happeni®

fTtesedidntt happen? Almiridian - the scarpos virus mutation - Vulcan?ie
o, Jim, none of it.%

Fitesedidntt..happen.”  The words were whispered hesitantly, almost
unbelievingly. Xirk's eyes closed tightly in an effort to stop the tears which
threatened to engulf him, and McCoy crossed quickly to the intercom, speaking
quietly, out of Kirk's hearing.

Bickbay to bridge.t
"Teg, Doctor." The reply came instantly.
Bhpocky get down here nowl®

Without waiting for an acknowledgewent he returned to Kirk, who still lay,
eyes closed, fighting a losing battle against the tears of joy and relief which
would no longer be held 2t bay. At the light touch on his arm, he locked up

and whispered brokenly, "Rones...where...wvhere is he?™
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Mooy swalloved the lump in his throat and squeezed hig amm comfortingly.
ie's on hig way, Jim, TIt's all wight. Iwverything's all right now." He blinked
furiously against unshed tears as Kirk's hand reached out to cover his.

As the door to sickbay swished open, McCoy gently disengaged Kirk's hand
and stood aside as Spock walked slowly into the room. He waiched Kirk closely as
uncertainty, hesitant acceptance, relief and joy passed in rapid succession
across his features, and he backed away as Spock fook his place at the side of
the beds Tor a long moment neither spoke, then Kirk whispered, "Spock! It
really is you? I am awake now, aren't I?®

#¥es, Jim, I am here.” Spock's voice was infinitely gentle and a smile
touched his lips as he reached out and covered one of Kixk's hands with his own. -

At hig touch, the fragile control Kirk had managed to maintain finally gave
way, and with a convulsive sob, he flung his arms round his friend and hugged him
clogse, Silently, McCoy withdrew, leaving the two together. HNeither of his
friends needed him at this moment, and he urgently needed a few wminutes alone.

"The whole thing's incredible!® exclaimed Scotty from his position in
temporary command of Tthe Interprise. "Absolutely incrediblel®

Yes," mirmured Uhura quietly, "and it's not over yet.®

He followed her gaze as she gtared, mesmerised, at the viewscreen where a
tiny point of light marked thelr destination.

It was a sobering thought to the five people left on the bridge. The
discovery which had brought things to a head had not been mentioned again, and

~now it was brought home to them with siunning force as the Fnterprise sped onward,
ever closer to a small, unexplored planet named Almiridian.

The swish of the elevator doors broke the silence, and McCoy stbepped out
cntoe the bridge, his whole bearing reflecting the emotional 4ension of the
lagt hour or so. Scoity swifily rose t¢ his feet and ushered his friend into
the command chair. YAre ye ail right, Len?®

"Yesess Yes, I'm fine,"™ McCoy answered tiredly. "But, oh God, I wouldn't
want to go throush that again.®

"Rough, wasg 1t7"
imess You could say that.m
“liow are things now, down there?”

MeCoy leaned bhack comfortably, eyes closed. "Oh, T think they!'1ll be 0.XK,
Jim's finally accepted that Spock's alive, though he tock some convincing at
first.®

"The problem now, of course,” mused UThura after 2 woment, “is, what do we
do about that survey?™

McCoy sat up abruptly. "Well, one thing's for sure,"” he declared with
feeling, "there's no way Spock's going down there! If last night's...occurrence
seewaentt a warning, my name's not Leonaxd McCoy!lY He locked across to where
Christine sat in Spock's chair, "Chris, did you, by any chance, dig up anything
onn that VYulcan virus mutation?®

Christine shuddered. "Nothing. In fact, no more than we 2ll knew from..."
She hroke off, catching her breath at the memoxry. C(learing her throat, she
started again, in a purely businesslike manner. "I couldn't find any trace of
a mutation of the virus. Obvicusly, the Romulans kept it to themselves, 10,
indeed, there ever was one. As far ag we know, the original virus is pretty
common on Vulcan, affecting wmainly children. Symptoms are a slight fever and
gsore throat, not disgssimilar to the common cold in Humans. If, however, there is
2 mutation, there's no guarantee that 1t wouldn't affect Humans."
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A chill seemed to descend over the bridge at the quiet words, then Chekov
ventured; "So we do not «<now if any of usg would he zafe?n

1T we are to be guided by our...premonition, I suppose we're cowmpelled to
regard it as - Humans should be immune.?

How!d ye work that out, Sulut™ enguired Scotty.

"Well, Mr, Spock wasn't alone on the survey; he took a landing party with
him, including Tr. McCoy here, and no~cne else was affected.”

WAye," Scotty agreed slowly, "but I dirmms ken that I'd care tae rigk it
ma'leel,”

Besides which," added Christine, "there is the possibility that, even if
the disease doesn't affect Humans, it could still be carried and transmitted by
them, in which casge," she finighed fearfully, "Spock still wouldn!'t be safe,
aven if he remained on the ship.”

"1 suppose,™ continued Sulu, "we have to accept that it was a warning...a
premonition...we were given? I mean, how do we know that there iz a homulan
ship harbouring a deadly disease on that planet?h

McCoy turned %o vegard him steadily. 'Would you be prepared to take the
rigk?® '

o, sir,"™ replied Sulu, colouring slightly. YI was just thinking of
¥
Starfleet.@

TAye, the lad's got a point there. We can hardly tell Starflest that we're
gorry, we won't be completing the survey assigned ic us, because we all had a
dreaml®

Y

"That 1s exactly what we will be telling themi®

Jimll  What the hell are you doing out of bed?" MeCoy swung the command
chair to face the elevator, which no-one had heard arrive. "Spock, what did you
let him up here for?®

“fle 1g the Captain,” remarked Spock calmly, "and I did try to dissuade him,
to no avall. He can be very stubborm.®

MeCoy stared at him. 9Coming from you, that's laughable, but I take your
point. He canbevery stubborn at timeg.?®

fi7ill you two stop discussing me as if I weren't here?" doemanded Kirk with
mock severity. "ind Bones, if you wouldn't mind, I would rather like to sit down."

Realising he was still in the command chair, McCoy hastily removed himself,
as Spock heliped the distinctly unsteady Captain ¥irk into it. vhipping out his
aver-present medi~scammer; he proceeded o pass it over Kirk's body until the
Captain waved it away from his face with a touch of impatience. “iones, for
heaven's sake, put that thing away. Don't you ever go anywhere without itew

ifope." McCoy was completely unabashed. He studied the readings, and with
a sigh of resignation, observed, "Well... I suppose you'll do, You really
shouldn't be out of bed yet, but, under the circumstances...”

Wes,™ finished ¥irk, suddenly serious., %iUnder the circumstances, I want -
I have to - be hare." He swung to face Chekov. '"Mr, Chekov, how long before we
veach Ineptrae Trsgna?h :

Chekov consulted his board and replied, "rhree hours, twenbty-sixz minutes,
sixr.”

“Three and a half hours,;" repeated Kirk slowly, with a sideways glance at
Spock. Murning to the communications station, he continued, "ifhura, put in a
call to Starfleet, please.”

"Yes, 8ireee Bire.. It's good to see you... T mean...that is..."" Ghe
broke off in confusion.
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"Tt's all right, Uhura," smiled Kirlk, "I undersitand; thank you.®

Returning his emile gratefully, Thurs transferred her attention to her
conscle.

sweeping his gaze round the bridee, Firk asked, YHave we established whether
or not anyone else was affected by last night's...vision, or was it just confined
to the eight of us?"

"To all intents and purposes," stated Spock, with deliberate casualness,
fonly the eight of us here at this moment shared the same experience. Several
others have confessed to suffering a nightwmare last night, but none can remembex
any details -~ only a vague feeling of unease on waking."

“Imm. I take it we're all agreed that it was a definite warning?"

., A chorus of "Yes, sir," "Aye, sir,” and "Definitely," met this question,
and fpock ventured carefully, "It would certainly appear to be.a great deal more
than mere coincidence."

"ixactlyl Consequently, no member of the crew of this ship is going any-
vhere near Almiridian.® ' ‘

HSir, Y apoke up Uhura, "I have Commodore Wengel."
#Thank you, Iieutenant. Put it on the screen.”
" iYeg, sir.®

_ The stars on the vicwscreen vanisghed, to be replaced by the austere visage
of Commodore Wengel. YCaptain Kirk.®

¥Commodore," acknowledged Kirk. "Ag you are no doubt aware, the nmterprise
ig at present on a survey mission of the star system Ineptrae Dragna.”

“Yes, Captain, 1 am aware of that fact. Are you having trouble?w
No, sire At least, not the kind of trouble usually associated with surveys.?
Wixplain.”

Jumping in with both feet, Kirk commenced, "Sir, I reguest that T be given
permisgion to exclude one of the planets from the survey.”

"Tndeed? For what reason®"

How came the difficult part. "Inring the last feow hours, several of my
genior officers have experienced an identical...vision, you could call it. On
examination, we have concluded that we have been given a definite warning to
steer clear of Alwiridian.”

"heally, Captain.” Wengel looked faintly amused. "A..ovigiond., I believe
that wag the term you used? Am T to understand that you are electing to forego
a planetary survey because of a...vigion?"

"es, sir, that is exactly what I do mean."”

ALl trace of feigned humour disappeared from Wengel's tone. "Captain, survey
reports on thisg particular system couvld be crucial to the Federaiicn, as yeou
yourself know perfectly well, Long range scanmers have detected mineral deposits
which could be of inestimable value o us. You have your orders. [nless you can
give me a valid reason for not carrying out those orders, I'm afraid I will have
to insist.”

Rirk maintained an air of calm diplomacy with grea$ difficulty. "Sir, I
gave you wmy reason. The experience of my crew...had a dramatic impact on all of
them, It cannot be put down to coincidence. Hight officers, including myself
and wmy Vulcan First Officer, suffered the same nightmare down to the smallegt
detail. I am convinced that there is a greai danger to us if we venture down to
the gsurface of Almiridian, and for that reason I refuse to risk any member of
ny crew.H ' :

The Commodore straightened and glared cminously at the image of Capiain Kirk.
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"Panger is our business, Captain. Orders must be obeyed regardless of personal
righk ¥

"I am well aware of that, sir," ¥irk almost spat out through clenched teeth,
Pas are wmy crevw. Our past record illustrates our devotion to duty quite graph-
ically. However, on this occasion circumstances force me to take extreme
measures, I will not risk my meni®

The last sentence was delivered with great euphasis on each word, and the
knuckles stood out white on Kirk's hands as he gripped the arms of hisg chair.

_ "This is flagrant dereliction of duty, Captain Xirk! You are, I presume,
avare of the congequences of your acticns?"

"Weg, sir. Perfectly.”

"Wery well, The matter will be referred to a higher authority. But I warm
you, Starfleet Command does not recognise...premonitions. You will proceed with
your wission with regard to the other planets of the gystem, and await instructions.mn

"Yeg, sir. However, I must point out my decision will he the same.”
#That ig, of course, your prerogative. Starfleet out.®

As the image of the Commodore faded from the screen, the asgembled officers
let out the breath they had all unconscicusly been holding.

iPhew!l” whistled McCoy,., "You sure siirred up a hornei's nest there, Jim.
You ceuld be court-martialled, Fave you thought of thaton

Zirk met his gsze unflinchingly. "Yes, Bones, I thought of that. It doesn't
alter wy decision in the slightest.”

"Jim, " Spock spoke gquietly, "I appreciate your concern, but this could cost
you your eareer.’

®And you our life! To you really imagine I have a choice? My career
. 9 Y o 25 y
against your life? It isn't a question of choice. I have nonel®

The unashamed emotion in his voice effectively silenced any further discussion
on the matter, and to break the sudden air of tension, Scotty cheerfully declared,
#Itd just like to see them court-wartial the entire crew of the Interprise.

Pecauge that's what it would amount to, believe me. Given the circumstances, not
onie person on this ship will go down to Almiridian. T'd etake ma 1life on 1t.7

Kirk smiled in spite of himself. "Thanks, Scotty. Tet's hope it doesn't
come to that.,”" At his sudden intake of breath, Meloy had his scanner out
instantly, and took a quieck reading.

"Seotty, take over here, will you? T'm taking the Captain to sickbay." He
glared purpogsefully at Kirk as he attempted to protest. "Moo arguments, Jim!
That's a medical order! 7You need rest, and I aim to see you get it, with or
without your co-operation. Will you come quietly,.cr do I have to get 3pock to

SR

You wouldnt!t darel
T SDOCR . 1]

As Spock stepped towards him, ¥Kirk held up his hands in mock surrender,
B WKe CJKes you win. I'il come guietly.®

He got unsteadily to his feet, gratefully accepting the Vwulcan's help, and
the three of them made a slew exit from the bridge.

PART 51X
It was hot! Tunny, after all these years of living on Vulcan, she'd never

really noticed how het it could get. Amanda paced restlessly, trying, without
success, to rid her wind of memories of the previcus night. It was illiogical,
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she told herself for the hundredth time that day. It wasn't as
i1f 1t was the first time she'd had a vightmare; after ally not
even the first time she'd dreamed of her son's death. But never
before had she been able to recall every gesture, every look,
every word, so clearly., Should she have told Sarek this morning?
ffos..of course notl He was very understanding, always, but even
he had his limits., To burden him with details of a nightmare was
Egking too much. Hesides, he'd been very pre-occupied this
morning, she remembered. He'd hardly spoken at breakfast. Maybe
thig evening she would find an opportunity to broach the subject.

In the event, it was Sarek hiwmself who brought up the matter
ag they sat together after dinner. His pre-occupation of the
morning wag still very much in evidence, and Amandz at last felt
compelled to ask, "Sarek, is something wrong?"

"Wrong? Why should you assume that there is anything wrong?"

TTou're very quiet." She smiled at the raised eyebrow, "I
know. You're hardly effusive at any time, but today you've been
unusually reticent. You've hardly said a word to me. I just
wondered if, perhaps, thore is something on your mind." A sudden
thought struck her. "You're not i1ll, are you? You're looking
very tired., You haven't had a recurrence of that heart trouble?®

Sarek held up a hand. “Pleage, Amands, do.not fuss, I
agsuara you, T am gquite well.?

Not to be put off, hig wife persisted. "There's something
wrong, Sarek. I know you too well, If you're not ill, then you
must be worried about something.
Please tell me. It scmebimes helps
to talk about things. Is it something
" 40 do with your work at the Academy?"

o, ¥Wo, nothing like that,* he
agsured her,

"Then there ig something?

Sarek sighed in exasperation.
"How do you invariably manage to catch
me out in thig way?®" e

Amanda leaned back in her chair
and smiled. "I told you. I know you
too well by now not to notice when
anything's wrong."
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sarek appeared a little embarrassed. "It's nothing, really. T wouldn't
have bothered you with it, if you hadn't persisted in your crosgs—examingtion,t

*Go on," she prompted.

"Wery well, if you insisgt. I bad 2 most...disturbing experience, in the
early hours of this morning.®

Amanda was instantly alert. UDisturbing... 7You mean, a nightmarer®

"Yes.. .l suppose you would use that term, although Vulcans are not normally
prone to such things.®

"Poppycockl® Amanda automatically retowrted, though she was feeling far from
flippent at that particular moment. "This...dream... Wwhat was it about? Can
you remember?®

“Obviously, oxr I would not be troubled by it now. Really, Amands, you can
be most illogical at times.®

%I know. And don't prevaricate. This nightmare...did it concern Spock?™

Sarek waved a hand dismissively. "Do not alsym yourself, It was, after
all, merely an,..illusion,®

Amanda strove to keep the fear out of her voice. "Please, Savek, Don't just
dismiss it like that, You don't understand. It could be important. You sec...Y
she took a deep breath ",..,T, myself, have spent the whole day txying to rid
myself of memories of a particularly distressing nightmare T suffered last night.?

Hder husband was all attention now, though he kept his concern carefully
hidden. “Indeed? Vhat was so distressing, to have made such an impression®!

How it came to the point, Amanda was strangely reluctant to go on, but
feeling Sarek's gaze on her, she steeled herself to say, "We received o message
from the Interprise, informing us of our son's...death, from a virus he'd picked
up on & survey., I know that, in itself, is not too significanty T'!'ve dreamed of
Spock's death on many occasicns. It's inevitable, 1 suppose, in view of the fact
that he faces danger almest every day in his chosen career, and I can't altogether
subdue the constant fear T feel for him. But in this instance it was all so very
mich mores..real. I actually seemed to live through it. Jim brought...Spock's
body home, and we beamed up to the Fnterprise. Oh, Sarek, T can still remember
the look on Jim's face as he met us in the fransporter room. He looked S04 e0l08t,
80 alonesssand frightened.” She shuddered. "I hope T never see that look on
anyone, ever again. He and Dr. McCoy came with us 4o Vulecan to attend the funeral
sesand.eand; when it was over, and they beamed back to the shiv...l felt as
though the last link with cur...son had been broken..."

Her voice broke at the remembered pain of that final parting, and her eyes
filled with tears. Saxek moved to sit by her side, and with a wuffled sob, she
relaxed against bim and let the tears flow.

Holding his wife in his arms, Sarek allowed his wmind to dwell on his own
experience, reliving it step by step. The events coinecided exactly with those
just related by Amanda, and the thought troubled him greatly. As her tears
subsided, Amanda reised anxious eyes %o those of her husband.

fSarek, was yours...”
fiAlmogt identical," was the quiet reply.

Hut what does 1t mean? It can't possibly be...true, can it9% She gripped
his arms convulsively. "It's an accepted fact that sometimes close relatives
tfeel! another's death., Sarek, you don't suppose Spock could bes.sdead?

"Flease do net jump to such conclusions. Tt could well be Jjust a sharad
nightmare, The bond between us has strengthened over the years, and it is not
beyond the realms of possibility for one of us to have sensed the other's thoughts.®

"You know that isn't the case. Senging one's thoughts is cone thing, but this

et i e
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was far more than that. Such a sharing has never happened to us before, Sarck...
I'wm afraid, TIs there any way we can contact the interprise?®

Sarek loocked doubtful. “What reason could T possibly give? I have no idea
where the ship is at the moment. It could be at the other 31de of the Calaxyl®

ictouldn't you ask Starfleet Hesdquarters?®

"I suppose I could," Sarek answered slowly, "but there again, I would have
o give a valid reason for ry request. I hardly think they'd be impressed by a
dream, no watter how vivid.”

Qd‘

THaybe 1f you ask T'Pau. You could explain to her. T know she'll regard
the whole thing as illogical, but she'll listen to you. She respects Spock, and
I'm sure she's fond of him in her own way. She could contact Starfleet, She's
done 1t before when Spock's 1ife was in danger.®

Sarek nodded thoughtfully. "Yes. Yes, I could do that." He rose and
entered his study. Several minutes later he re-entered the living xoom, and at
the look on his face, Amanda rushed to his side,

fSarek, what is 1t%¥ Did you reach T'Pauq"

For answer, he laid gentle handg on her shoulders and drew her towards him.
“T'm afraid there has been a further development. Tt seems we are not the only
ones who had a restless night.®

She searcned his face with anguished eyes. "You mean...? Pau too?s
TtPau toos. BShe's placing a call o Starfleet Command now.%
ithy Sarek,; I'm frightened.®

He glid his arms round her and held her close. %I know. T krnow. To be
perfectly honest...so am I.7

fle could say those words to hisg wife now, and know them to be true., FHe
was deeply afraid for his son.

PART SEVEN

Hell, we certainly canna' tak'! a landing party doon there!’ Scotty'stared
at the seething mass depicted on the viewscreen. '"Anything of interest to be
found on that planet is just going to have to stay therel!

Tne planet in question was the first of the system, designated Alandra on
the star chart, It didn't take sensors to determine that the whole planet was
a pulgating volecano, inimical to any form of humancid life.

¥r, Chekov, take us oul of orbit.n

“hye, sir... B5ir, the next planet is Almiridian. To we avoid it and go on
to the next?® :

Scotty sat back and considered. ™Mo, Chekov. Take us to Almiridian,®

"But Mr. Scott," exclaimed a horrified Uhura, "I thought we weren't going
anyvhere near that planeti®

"Relax, Uhura, we're not. I just want to have a look at it. Ve can use
the sensors from pretty close range. Maybe they'll tell us something. If we
can find the smallest scrap of evidence to substantiate our story, it'll go down
a 1ot better with Starfleet.n

Whorry, Scolty,¥ apologised Uhura, "I should have known better,®

"that's all right, lass. We'll all a bit on edge over this business,.v

On close inspection, Almiridian didn't look at all formidable. Quite‘the
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reverse, in fact. Much of the planet was covered with lush vegetation and large
expanses of water., Scnsors revealed a fairly nowmal aitrogen-oxygen atwosphere,
and, though the surface temperature was a little high for ¥uman comfort, it

vould suit vuleanoid races admirably, if a trifle humid. And it was uninhabited!

Under nommal circumstances the planet would have been a prize find., All of
which did nothing to raise the spirits of the bridge crew. The pressnt circun~
gtances were far from nowmal, and they'd have much preferved to find a barren
wasteland. As it was, Storfleet was going to take 2 very dim view of their
voycott of this veritable paradise.

"Toke us in closer, Sulu. Chekov, keep on those sensors. We're looking
for any sign of previous habitation...specifically an abandoned spaceship.”

Wes gip,® acknowled?:ed Chekov without removing his eyes from the viewer
b H & 2 &
at Spock's gta tlon.

i, Sulu began, "what if we don't find the ship just by using the sensors?d

e keep on lookin', laddlel! Itts got to ba down there somewhere,v

Whones, there's really no reason why I have to stay here now. T feel fine,®
Rirk protested loudly, sitting up in $he bed to which he had been confined some
hours eariier,

"het we be the judge of that. who's the doctor around here, anyway? I'lLl
tell you when you feel fine!"™ admonished McCoy crustily as he pushed his
recaleltrant patient back against the pillows.

#Buzt 1 should be on the bridgel Slarfleet could call back any time nowlh
W50 Spook can deal with them. He's quite capable.t

"Corzection, Tocter. Mr. Scott is at present in command, bhut I am quite
gure that he also is 'quite capablas'.t

McCoy turned gratefully to Spock ag he stepped into the room. "fSpock, thank
goodness, Will you try to persuade him to stay put? T'm not having much success.?”
Halting at the door, he added, "And please try to he a bit more forceful than the
lagt time. I don't want him vanishing to the bridge the wimite my back's turmed.?

Kirk glared at the doctor's retresting figure until the doors closed behind
him, then plumped himgelf back into the pillows in disgust. "Ee fusses too mwuchl®

Perhaps. He worries about you...as I do.” The last words were barely
audible, ceusing Firk to forget hig irritation and regard his friend concernedly.

tSpocks. oI 'm sorry. We haven't really had much chance to talk ahout this
situation, have we?"

Spock sank down onto the edge of the bed wearily, and stared into nothingness,
till Kirk reached out and laid a hand lightly on his arm. "Are you all right?v

Raeieing haunted eyes to Kirk's, Spock murmured gquietly, "Yes. VYes, I am all
rights It's just... Jim, we have to talk, This vhole gituation is...impossiblel™

Fisg voice caught and Kirk realiged that at that moment his Triend was in much
greater need of help than he himself was, and he felt momentarily at a loss,
wondering whether to summon McCoy. Spock seemed to sense his intent, and smiled
glightly, shaking his head. ™Mo, Jim., It will not be necessary to call Dr,
MeCoye. } am not ill. I am, however, extremely...ill at ease.®

HSpock, Therc's no need. Whatever Starfieet says, no-one on this ship is
going down to Almiridian,®

Shaking his head slightly, Spock went on. "Moo, Jim, you misundersiand. T
lknow you will not send anyone on this particular survey. Thet ig not what
concerns me., What does concern me is what could happen in the future. This...
vigion...has served to prepare us, in a way:m§3§ what must inevitably happen.®
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"What do you mean®V XKirk asked zuardediv,

“You know what T mean, Jim." e guazed steadily into Kirk's eyes. "Don't
youth

¥irk nodded slowly, instinctively tightening his grip on Spock's srm. "Ves,
Tes, T know. It's just...T don't want to think about it at the moment.™

Spock reached out and took hold of Kirk's shoulders; shaking him gently.
Jim, that won't help. You can't yun away from the truth. You and T are cloSc.e.
perhaps too close. I know neither of us sought to become so dependent on the
other; but we can't change things now, nor would we wish to.% He stopped to
collect his thoughis., There was so wuach to say, but how to say it%? “We both
experienced the same nightmare., We both heard the tape I left for you. Jime..

a similar copy of that tape lies, at this woment, in the safe in wy gquarters.t

A copy®®

iaybe that is the wrong word. The...original, would perhaps be a better
term to deseribe it. I recorded it some time ago, shoritly after DHr. McCoy and I
listened %o your lagt message during the Tholian episode.” He smiled a litile
at the memoxy of that incident. "You did know, of course, that we had played
that tape, though we both denied it at the time?® -

Kirk returned the swile. #0f course I knew., But Spock, what do you mean
about the tape? Your tape?y

“That incident; when T thought we had lost you, brought home to we the fact
that either one of us could be killed at any time. There is no need for pretence
between ws. We both know perfectly well the effect of one's death on the other,
I.oowanted to hoelp, if I could, So I followed your example and recorded a message
bo you." He paused fractionally, then, "You heard that message last night,
altheugh in that particular instance, the content was...somewhat extended, to
encompass the specific circumstances.®

Kirk felt himself colouring slightly as he thought back to the words Spock
had spoken in that megsage.

#Jimg I'm sorxy if I've embarrassed you, It is always...difficult...to
et into werds one's innermost feelings towards another., Repecially in the casge
of the relationship between two males. One's feelings are apt to be...ndsconstrued
by a thirxd party.m

"Misconstrued? Oh, I see what you mean. But surely no-one could sericusly
think thabte. .78

Wo?  Would you have wanted a witness to our...reunlén...earlier on, when
you flung yourself, sebbing, inte my ams?®

Firk's flush deepened considerably as he stared at his friend uncertainly,
and Spock gmiled. ©I'm sory Jim. That was unfair. 3But you do zse what I mean?"
D Y ¢

Firk grimmed suddenly, throwing a friendly punch at the Vulecan. Yes, uy
friend. I know exactly what you mean. I'm just surprised that the thought
occurred to you. Besides, theve was a witness. Bones was still there.b

iAh yes, the good doctor. Strangely, I can't fthink of him as merely...a
witness oxr third party. He's so much a vart of our lives that T tend to regard
him ag..stpart of the furniture' is, I believe, the appropriate termd?

"Spock, it's not strange at all. The three of us seem to belong together,
and T knoew you feel that too.?

"Weg, Jim, I do. Unfortunately, after last night, ¥MeCoy now alsc knows how
I Teel.” e straightened and looked steadily at Hirk. 9"411 of vhich brings us
back to the msin point of this conversation, Jim. Somehow we have to face the
fact that, sooner or later, one of us ig going to have tc go on without the other.
You have just faced, and accepted, my death. I know it was not real, but you
were convinced for a while that it was true, and you did eventually come to terms
withk the situation. I need to he sure that, in the event, you will accept - and
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go on without wme."

Kixk looked away, biting his livs. He'd realisged, of course, what this had

been leading up to, but hig wnole being ghrank away from such a possibility.

With slow deliberation, he forced himself to consider Spoclk's words. e had

come to bexms with hig friendts death - eventually. But the vemembered pain

and anguish he had endured in the days following his death returned with brutal
force, tearing him apart. The fingers of his hand dug spasmodically into Spock's
arm. Dimly he became aware of the gentle, insistent voice, and willed himself

to ligten.

fJim - listen to me. Think of that message I left for you. Concentrate
on that, What I said was perfectly true. Tou won't be aleone, I promise you.
The bond between us is too strong to be broken ~ even by death. Flease believe
thetlH

A gigh escaped Kirk's lips ag he relaxed and let his head rest on Spock's
ghoulder, the words of that precious tape washing over him.

/Yon brought an end to my long years of loneliness and taught we the
meaning of the word love. When I was a child, I longed for a brother,

You became that brother.

I do not wish to think of you, shutting yourself away somewhere, grieving
fOI‘ Mme o

My vhysical being is at an end, but that which you call the spirit, the
soul, will remain at your side always,

Jim, my dearest friend, my brother; I'm sure you know thisg, but I feel
T have %o say it this one time,

T love you./

An eternity seemed to pass, before he answered gquietly, I think...I do
helieve 1t. But...8pock, I doen't want to have to put it to the test. I've
hoped and prayed that if - when - death claimed us; we would be faken togethar.”
e roised hisz head, and his eyeg met the pain-filled oneg of hig friend. "I
will promise to txzy to do what you ask of me...though I would wish that [ be the
firgt one to diel.®

The words were out before he could stop them, and sesmed to hang in the air
between them. Norvor-siricken, he attempted to make amends. "Oh Spock, what am
T gayinzg? I'm sorry. T'm so wrapped up with my own feelings, I haven't even
congidared yours. It would be so much worse for you. 7T have...others T can
turn to foxr comfort.. But you...Spock, please forgive me.?

Ly

iThere is nothing to forgive, my friend. If I am to be honest, T have to
admit I have wighed the game thing.®

The two sat in silence, each lost in his own thoughts, then Kirk murmured,
e haven't really resolved anything, have we?"

Yvo. YPerhaps there really isntt any way to prepare ourselves for...death.
Maybe you were right in the first place. It is better not to think about it.
Tt's just that I wanted,.. Mo, Jim, you are right; let's just forget it.®

¥irk nodded agreement. "We'll Just have to hope that the question won'st
arise for 2 good many years yet.” He leaned back against the pillows and looked
at Spock., Wihere's one good thing to have come out of all this.®

“here is?"

fCome on. You yourself admitted that there's no need for predence between
us, so gtop it. You know what I mean.®

A smile played about Spock's lips. “Yes, I know.e It is a great pity that
under normel circumsiances we would never have heen able to...acknowledge...
what we feel for each cother.®
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U1 wonder why that is," mused Kirvk, ¥It's guite normal Tor a2 man to tell a
woman he loves her and vice versa. But for a wan to confess to feeling love for
another man - that would never dol®

"Yes, A great pity. And yel we both know it to be true. In that taped
message, L found it very easy to express my feelings for you, because I knew T
would not be physically present when you heard the words. Tut at this mowent,
although we both know the truth of those words, T doubt very wmuch if T could
bring wysell to actually say them.m

Kirk took Spock's hands in hig as he said softly, "That's what I meant.
The one good thing about this...vision...is that now I know how you feel, I
donn't have io walt until it's toc late to find out that you fesl as T do,w

Although they both realised that nc further words were necessary, neverthe-
lesgs ¥irik felt the need, just once, to say what was in his heart. He lay silently
for several seconds,; trying to think of the right words to convey his feelings
without embarraszing the Vulcan., At length he locked up and said simply, YYou
never met my brother Sam, did you? I loved him, I suppose, as much a8 any man
can love hig brother. But what I felt for him wasg as nothing o what I feel for
you. Yo wman has ever loved his brother more than I love you,."

"Whoops, sorry! Am T interrupiin' something??

Both men looked up to find MceCoy grimnming wickedly at them, hands clasped
behind his back.

Feeling a red tide creeping up his neck, Kirk challenged, "Bones, how long
nurg you been standing there?t

"Long encughl  Aren't you glad it was me who came in, inetead of M'Benga
o7 Christine?®

97 don't know what you meanl®
Mdiar! Anyway, vou know your secret's safe with me.®

spockts volce dripped ice ag he observed, "T'm sure we are bholh gratifi@d
to hear that, Doctor.”

MeCoy locked at him uncertainly. "i¥ow just 2 minute, Spock,®

"es, Doctor? An eyebrow rose questioningly.. .

Looking from one to the other, McCoy burst out, ¥Hell, it was only a Joke...
T didn't mean... Jim, for heaven's sake, you know I didn't wmean Lti¥

MMean what, Bores?" ¥irk asked innocently.

Whatess UCh, come on now, Jim. I wish I hadn't started +he damnesd thing
in the first place.”

Kirk welented at the doctor's obvicus distress and smiled, "It's Q0.K.,
fones. We know you didn't mean anything untoward. We're both guite well
acguainted with your perverted sense of humour,®

Breathing a sigh of relief, MeCoy relaxed and =at on the other gide of the
ned. ViHow do you feel now?h

"Pine. And don't tell me I don'tl! _I know how I feel,"

The grin flaghed back to the doctorts face. P0.K. Jimy I believe you. But
you did need rest. You were giill very tenge the last time I was here. I'm glad
S0 mee that tension seems to have disappeared, 1 think T can safely let you
out of here, but I wam you, take it esasy. You've still golt a couple of cracked
wibs, so don't start doing any workeouts in the gymil®

wOhy, I think I can safely promise that, I don't feel that fine.n

McCoy grunted, "HMuh, I'm glad to see Spock managed to keep you here this
time, anyway. DBeen having a heart to heart?"
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You could gay that.,” Kirk glanced at the Vulecan, then dropped his eyes
to examine his finger nails closely. #ire..l0nes... What you sald when you
came in,."

“Now Jim, I thought T explained all that. Tt wasn't meant seriously. ¥or
heaven's sake forget it. It was just a jokelw

#T know. T know. DIut,..0ones, you know Spock and me better than anyone. ™
"Tes, I suppose s0. WhyTv

Kirk ghifted uncomfortablv, "Have you, at any timae e ser. .o thought that
there was more to our...relationship...than we would be prepared to admit??

MeCoy stared at them both for several seconds considering the guestion, then
a wide grin split his face. "You mean, did I think you were shaking up togethert®

Taken aback, Kirk spluttered, “Y.you don't mince words, do you?®

"L never saw the poini of pussy-footin' round anything. Speak your mind,
that's what I always believed.®

Hiell .. did you?n

“You'lre serious, area't you?" At Kirk's nod, FcCoy thought for a moment,
then commenced. "To be perfectly honest, Jlhave to confess... Yesh, the thought
crogsed my mind once cor twice in the beginning. It was obvious, .xight from the
start, that there was a lot wore then mere friendship between the two of YOU = &
very special bond. But it was none of my business - still isnt't,®

TSIl disn't, Doctox?T Spock put in gquietly. "Are we o assume, by that
cheervation, that you still have doubts?n

MeCoy leaned back, clasping his hands round his knee, and surveyed the two
men before him. "o, Spock, that's not what I meant. It was a plain statement
of fact, I Just bappen fo belicve that pecple's private lives are just that -
private., Noene else's business. For what it's worth, no, T never really believed
that your relationship had progressed to 2...physical one.”

He looked pointedly from one to the other. "Whilst we're hell hent on
embarragsing each other, you've had your turn, now can T ask the counterpart of
the same question? Just to set wy mind at rest, 4s I said, it isn't any of my
business, but have you ever...l mean..,.are you...hell, you know what I meani®

Kirk and Spock exchanged glances, then Kirk shouted with laughter. '"Pones -
Bones, whatever happened to 'speaking your mind'en

MeCoy got to his feel uncomfortably, feeling a flugh staining his cheeks.,
iellewel dows.nommally,. but there are times when...welle,.”

With a reproving glance at Kirk, Spvock came to MeCov's rescue. We under—
gtand. e Bones. To answer your question, no, our relationship has never been &
physical one, nor is there the slightest possibility that it ever could be sc.t

MeCoy let out a relieved breath., “I'm glad, I guess I'm just the old-
faghioned type at heart, and although I do honestly believe thot what people do
with thelr lives is their own concern, | would have been...dissppointed, had it
been otherwige.®

Ly further discussion was halted by the voice of Uhura, issuing from the
intercom, "Red aler "l Red alert! 7This is not a drill. Repeat, this is not
a drill,?

Kirk was out of bed in & single bound, znd over to the intercom. "Xirk
to bridge. Seotity, what the hell's going on?w

Sorry, sir. There wasn't time to contact you - it was on us before we
even noticed 1ti"

"Hoticed what, for heaven's sake? (alm down man, and explain.”

"Weg, sir. A Klingon crulser just popped out of nowhere. Our sensors
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certainly didn't detect it, but it's there now all right., Large as lifeln
Zirk froze. "Klingonst Any contact? Any sign of hostile action?w
o, sir, They're Jjust...zitting theprein

Kirk turned quickly %o Spock, ¥Spock, get up there and see vhat's going
ons” He turned back to the intercim. ©0,¥K., Scotty, maintain red alert., Mr.
Spockts on hig way, and T'11 be there in a feow minutes.?

"hight, sir.®
Roneg) ¥

Hirk gmiled as the doctor appreached with a fresh uniform. “lsntt it
lucky,” he drawled, "I always keep a spare set of clothes for you and Spock down
here? Tt's amazing the number of times you both seem 1o need one.”

"Thanks, RBones," replied Kirk, shrugging into his shirt., "That's 211 we
need right now! Klingonsgl®

P EIGAT

Hlaptain.®

Hirk 1éoked up sharply. "“Yes, Spock. What have you found?h
“That's just it, Captain. Hothing.m

Mothing! Ixplain,?

"Teescammot, sgir. According to sensor readings, there is no ghip out there.®

He looked a2t the viewscreen and Xirk followed his z2es The outline of the
)
Flingon cruiser stood out starkly against the backdrop of stars,

Hhat doesn't make sense, It's there! We can all see itid

TAffirmative. Vet the sensors state quitedefinitely that it ig not there,
I have checked and re-checked. The sensors are not malfunctioning. T...am at a
less to explain it, Captain.*

“Jounld they have some foxrm of cloaking device??

"It is poseible. However, i1t would be mogt illogical for them to show
themselves so blatantly whilgt operating a cloaking device., That would rather
defeat the object.”

"Yeg, I know. But what other explanation iz there?®
fiaybe 1t 1s not theke," suggested Chekov brightly.
find maybe you should report to sickbay for an eye test, laddie.®

Kirk emiled at Scotty's retort, and regarded the young ensign thoughtfully.

"T.essuppose 1t 1s possible that we're all under some sort of mass hallucination.
This whole thing!s so incredible to start with,. anything's possiblel®

"inlikely, Captain,®

Kirk sighed. "Yes; Spock, I agree. ALl right, for the moment, we maintain
red alert. I don't intend %o ftake any chances if we're dealing with Klingons.®

He leaned back to study the Klingon vessel that 'wasn't there!, Thisg whole
mission was rapidly taking on the proportions of some bizarrs cosmic joke.

"aptain, there's a message coming in from Starfleet Command.n
hank you, Lieutenant. Put it on the screen,”
flaptoin Kirk,"

Kirk straightened as he recognised Admiral Norvack. They'd certainly
raferred the situation to the highest levels. WHe inclined his head in aclow-
ledgement. "admiral Norvack.®
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“Captain, T have in front of we a...somewhat scathing report from Commodore
Wengel

“Yes, sir. If you would allecw me to explain...®

i0ne moment, Captain. T have also had 2 direct communication from T'Pau of
Vulcan., It seems she gives credence to 3 joar...pfamonltlon.

T Pant™  Kirk looked across at his Pilrst Officer, who rose from his viewer
and came to join him. "Did she give a reason for her communication, sir®"

5he did. It would appear that she...and your parents, Commander Spock - "
he glanced in the Vulcan's direction " - shared your experience. In view of the
unusval cirveumstances, I accept your decision to avoid direct contact with
Almipidian, but would suggest that you execture a close sensor scan.

“thank youy sir. Ve are in fact orbiting the planet at this moment, in an
attempt to substantiate cur...conviction.®

"Good. Geood. Any luckyn

o, siry, not so far," adnitted Kirk regretfully. "There is just one more
thing, Admiral. WVe...appear to have 2 Klingon cruiser off our port bow, although
it doesn't register on our sensors."

fhoesn't register! You do seem to be having an eventful wmission. There
certainly shouldn't be any ¥lingons in that sector. We've had no reports of any
regently, but you are advised, of course, to take all precautions.t

0f course, sir. And...thank you."

"Flease submit a full report of your findings relating to AlmlTldlaﬂ.
Starfleet out.n

Kirk and Spock exchanged glances, WP!'Pau?®

"Tndeed, Capfain. I rather expected my parents to have been affected, but
T'Pau is...another matter entirely,”

“ilell, thank goodness she was, It's certainly eased the situation with
Starfleet(” e examined his Pirst O0fficer. "This whole thing is unbelievable,
Why should so many people be subjected o this.,.vision? T could understand
better if it were Just wmyself, or your parents. But ten - eleven; if you include
yourself, Why?®

nknown, Captain.” Spock looked away in embarrassment. "It dces seem a
little extreme., No one person's 1life is so important as to affect the lives of
so many people over such a vast digtance.”

HThat depends on the person,® answered Kirk softly.

RESWR W AL

Kirk turmed. "Yes, Mr. Chekov.®

iSensorg are now registering the Klingon shivn, I can't understand it, sir.
mhero wag nothing - then suddenly...it wag therel®

Spock moved quickly to take over.
“ell?® gueried Kirk from behind his shrulder.

“The ensign is quite correct, sir, but there is something wrong. The sensors
definitely register the ship, but if they are %o be believed, there are no life
forms on that vessel."

Hoeos DBut that's impogsible! Kiingons don't just...abandon shipl™
“Mevertheless, that would. seem to be the case. TUnless...” He stopped.
"Unless what?

M"hig ig of course pure speculation, but perhaps the Xlingons sent down g
landing parity to Almiridian. If there is a...plague...dowm there, they could
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have taken 1t back to the ship., Nothing of this hypothetical virus is knownn
therefore...”

T4 could alse be fatal to ¥lingons! VYes, of course. Bubs..,.how would that
explain the fact that we couldn't pick up the ship on sensors??

It wouldn't, of course. However, assuming that they have acguired a
closking device, which would explain it, evidently someone switched it off.n

“But you said there were no life forms registering,®
FAffirmative. There are now no life forms registering.™
"L get it, The last person to survive switched off the device. Why%"

“Unknewn. Perhaps he intended to warn us, ox request help, but...left it
too late, Wowever, as I pointed out, this is all speculaticn,.”

0 course.  But it would explain a hell of & lot."

They gazed in silence at the Klingon ship, then Kirlk continued, "Sc  what
do we do now? We can't just leave a Klingon cruiser hanging about in space.,
Somehow we have to find out what happened. Any suggestiong?®

"Ohvicusly, someons is going fto have to beam across to investigate.®
e § 0

The word rang round the bridge, and Spock moved closer to Kirk's side to
say urgently, “Jim, there is no other way. You said yourself, we can't jusi
leave the Klingon vessel there. Ye mist know the situation. This is no longer
Just 2 question of avelding Almiridian, now that Klingons are involved.?

Firk hesitated in an agony of indecision. Spock was right, of course. It
was ne longer just a question of keeping his friend out of harm's way. With the
Klingen involvement 1t was now imperative that they find out just why that ship
vag henging there apparently deserted. Hut what of the Vulecan? He'd promised
him that no~one would set foot on Almiridian, and he was now faced with the
alexming prospect of beaming someone from his ship onto the stricken ¥Wlinson
vessel which, in effect, amounted to the same thing.

"Jim . i
Kirk looked round registering McCoy's presence.

fJim, Spock's right. We can't risk leaving a Klingon cruiser in TFederation
spaca. We don't have o choice.®

ihon't you think I know that®™ He locked from one to the other of hig two
friends, his gaze locking with Spock's for a long moment., "Ho. ¥No, there has
te be another way. There's got to bel®

MeCeoy let out a sigh that was a mixtuwe of apprehension and profound reliefs
apprenension for the precariousness of Jim's position in Starflect over this
business, and relief that the Vulcan was not to be exposed in any way to the
deadly virus. WHe had long since given up txying to analyse exactly what his
feelings were towards Spock, accepting only that he was an important part of his
life, The sigh was echoed by the rest of the bridge crew, as the tension
engendered by their superior officers! conversation abruptly dissipated,

Glancing at esch of his colleagues in turn, Scotty approached the trio.
“Captain, sirs, I'm sure I speak for all of us when I say, thank vou., We'ze all
behind you. Bone of us would ha' wanted %o do anything that would endanger Mr.
Bpock's life. T'm verrs much afraid ye might hae had a mutiny on your hands if
you'td decided to send anyone across there,!

Firk looked round the bridge, his eyes mcoist, at the murmurs of agsent from
the others. "I'm...grateful for your support. Thank you,"

Iuring this exchange, the object of their discussion had stood rigidly,
staring straight shead, trying desperaitely to maintain his Vulcan wmask. JFoxr the
first time in his life; he found himself in imminent danger of breaking down in
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public, totally unprepared for the opslauvght of his own emotions at this display
of unquestioning devotion from his collesagues. He felt his control slipping,
his eyes stung, and with & hurried apology, he almost ran for the turbolift, As
Kirk made to follow, FeCoy graspsd his arm. "iWait a minute, Jim. Do you think
you shovid go after him¥H

"henes, T can't Just leave him! You saw the state he wag inl®

"es, Jim, that's exactly what I mean. Te nesds to be alone., He wouldn's
want even you tc ses him like that. Please, Jim, you know I'm right, Let him
handle it on hig own.”

Kirk looked agitatedly at the closed turbelift doors, torn bebween his
knowledge that WeCoy was right and the urge to comfort his friend, ¥Finally he
turned hack to the doctor. WALL right, Bones. T hate to think of him in such
torment, but you're probably right.® He transferred his geze to the other four
members of the bridge crews "I know how you all feel, bui, T ask you - when ¥r.
Spock comes back, please don't make any refersnce at all to this incident. He's
Just gone to check some data, and will be back shoritly. Tmderstood?™

Four heads nodded in complete understanding, and Kirk smiled gratefully.
iRight, now to get back to the immediate problem, ™ he commenced briskly. UMy,
Chekev, ig there any change in the sensor readings from that ¥lingon ship?d

o, sir. Mo life form readings at all.v

Srmmime s+ We'lve got to find out what's going on somehow, Scobty — could we
rig & tricorder to be operated by remote control??

fhye, sir."  Scotty beamed enthusisstically, "That shouldna' be a problem.
T'1) need Mr, Spock's help for calibrating, though.®

G course.  But in the meantime...until he returns...you can get on with
the mechanics of the thing.®

TAye, sir. Right awayl®

Hgir, something Just come into sensor range,®

Kirk gwung round to face Sulu., #A ship?y

Sulu studied the readings. “io, gir, T don't think so. Ii's too small for
one thing, and there iwg no indication of any life Forms,.®

"Chekov, get to the sclence station and check Spock's sensors.t

Bent over the viewer, Chekov made his report. "It is certainly not a
spaceship, sir. Ho atmosphere is registering at all, It seems to Le some sort
of robet device. A buoy of some sort." He looked up in puzzlement. ¥Very
high energy readings, but nothing to indicste cause or intent,”

fagnification, Mr, Sulu.b

The tiny speck on the viewscreen jumped forward to bs revealed 2s a small
gphere with several antennze protruding frem its smooth sides. Kirk studied
it closely. "hese energy readings =~ could they mean weapons of some kind?"

"Ieowdo not think 80, Captain. They're like nothing I've ever seen.”

At that precise moment the turbolift doors opened and Spock stepped out
cnte the bridge, his eyes going at once to the screen. Kirk spared him a
quick glance and breathed a sigh of relief, His Tirst Officer was once more
the efficient, logical Vulcan he always appeared to be.

r, Spock, what do you meke of that?¥
BT know what it is, Captain,”™ replied the Vulcan calmly.
#you know? Well, come on, man, enlighten us.v

Spock folded his arms and stood gazing at the object. "fhat, sir, is the
exolanation for our collective 'nightmare'.n
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Firk stared at him. "Would you nind repesting that?e
B0t at ally, sir, I said - @
Kirk held uvp a hand., "Hever mind. Just tell me = how?®

"Yes,; Captaln. It is a Romulan warker buoy which sends out s tslsepathic
signal. Thig signal can only be picked up by the Romulans themselves ~ oxr, of
course, Vulcans, It was very subtly devised, as a warning fto Romulan ships,
against the plague which infests the planet below. The warning comes initislly
in the form of a...dveam. The recipient interprets the information in...various
ways, inscfar as it affects him individually. That was the 'nightmare' thai
affected us all last night. My mind picked up the telepathic signal and passed
it on to the subconscious minds of the people...closest Lo me,t

iThat's incrediblel! Put why on earth go to all that trouble? Why the hell
coeuldnt't they just leave a conventional avtomatic distress signalt®

"That would not £fit with Rowulan psychology. They are an arrogant, ruthless
people, caring little for other races. They would wish to protect thelr own
people, but.,.”

Wouldn't give a damn if every other humancid in the galaxy died from that
plaguel® finished Kirk disgustediy.

i te, Captain, T...can only apologise for the dramatic way in which the
warning came across. It was not...dntentional.?

’

“Shut up, Spock. There's absolutely no need for apologies for something
you were not responsible for." He locksd at his First Officer consicderingly.
Miow come you know this now? Ig that thing still broadeasting?®

"Affimative. A% a specific distance from the buoy, the sensors start
relaying the precise delails of the danger. A scrt of...confimmation...of the
subconacious warning, if wvou like,®
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“So that's that! We were quite justified in not beaming down to Almiridian,
vhat about Starfleet? Will they accept & telepathic marker buoy as evidence??

“0h yes, I should think so. They can alvays verify it, if necessary, by
%eﬁdanp other Vulecans to this area. Regides which, there iz always TtPau's
influence.”

Kirk grimmed. "Ah yes, T'Pau., She's already got Starfleet Commend Jumping
throvgh hoopse  They wouldn't dare go against heri®

Jor once,; Spock did not question his cemmending officer's vhrageology. With
2 slightly raised eyebrow, he agreed, "Quite, sir." His gyes drifted to the
viewscreen where the Klingon cruiser dominaited the starfield, “Mihichonly leaves
the problen of the Xlingons o be resolved,?

"Bcotty's working on that. Fe's rigging a tricorder to be ~1eroted by remote
control, for which, incidentally, he needs your help. TIf we can GStaleSh tha
all the Xlingons are dead, we will be qu&te Justified in vaporizing the’ shln9
cloaking device and all, if they have one."

Spock nodded approval. %Very well, sir. - T will join HMr. Scotd immediately.”

With his First Officer's departure, Kirk sank exhaustedly inte the command
chair, and wag immediately awars of MeCoy's eagle eye on him. Ve grinned sheep-
ighiy. %0.K., Bones, I know. I cught to be ﬁdklng it easy.”

"I glad you reslise that," was the crusty reply. ©#1 did warn you. You
should be resting.

U1 willy, I will, Honestly. Just as soon as we deal with that Klingon ship.®

FeCoy shrugeed in resignation, knowing full well that nething would drag
his Captain from the bridge until the whole thing was eatly tied up. He
extractad 2 hypospray from the medikit and pressed it tu Kirk's axrm,

Whatts that?™ dewmanded ¥irk suspiciocusly.

"Relax, Jim. I'm not going to knock you out. Tt's just 2 stimulant to
keep you golng for a while., Though, come to think of it, T could just as
easlly have pumped you full of tranguilliser.”

¥irk smiled affectionately at the dector. '"ihanks, Bone: 1L by to
relax, but T really must stoy here till this is a1l over.®

Beturning the smile, McCoy wamed, “"That stimulant will only be effective
for elght hours, then you'll sleep for twenty-four. So be warned}®

Kirk leoked across to the library computer where Svock was bent over the
viewer, In a very short space of time, Scotty and Spock had adapted 2 tricorder
to wain the required infermation from the Klingen ves sel, and a1l tth vemainaed
now was to get that information and take the necessary actlon.

Tright, Scotby, you can beam it across now.?
Tave, aye, Captain,™

An air of tense anticipation pervaded the bridge, into which broke Spock's
deep, even volce. "fhe information is coming through the computcr link now. Iife
gupport is still functioning,; as are the wmain engines, but thare is abs solutely
no trace of active life forms." He studied the readings for several seconds in
=ilence, adjusting dials periodically. #There are, however, definite readings of
carbon-based organisms, scattered throughout the ship." He looked up., "It is
obvious from these readings that therc are large numbers of dead bodies on that
vessel, Ye cannct be 1004 certain of the cause of death, but the evidence is
overwnelmingly in favour of the virus down on that planet.n

-

TThank you, IMr. Spock. That's all I need %o know. Mr. Suly, train main
phaser banks on that ship.®

“Aye, aye, sir. Phasers on target.®
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The phaser beamns lanced out across the void, reducing the mwags of the Xlingon
ship to incandescent vapour. It was almost an anti-climax aftber the tension of
the past twenty-four hours, and Xirk leaned back contentedly. "Mr. Spock, log
the co=ordinated of Almiridian into the computer together with all the relevant
data appertaining to sald planet. We'll let Starfleet make the decision as  +o
whet steps to take regarding future safety. My immediate inclination is to blast
the whole planet out of existence!™ He smiled at Spock's raised eyebrow, then
divected his attention to Chekev., My, Chekov, set a course for the next planet
of the system. You have the co-ordinstes??

A vide grin 1it up the younz men's face. Mes, girln

“Thenk God that's over!"  Kirk settled back in his chair, glass in hand, as
the three friends gathered in the captain's guarters some time later.

Pl drink to thatl" agreed HMoCoy feelingly, with 2 sideways glance at the

third member of the party. "Thark the Lord for the 'logical' explanation, The
place wouldn't be the same without our valking cowputer,®

Bpock inclined his head, eyebrows raised. "Thank you, Doctor,™

You're welcome. After all, if you weven't here, who the hell would T find
to argue withv

& valid point, Dr. MeCoy. You do need someone o deflate your ego
cccasicnally, I'm only too hapuy to chiige.”

Kirk relaxed and smiled; no-one wasg fooling anyone. They all knaw, and
apprecisted, how deeply Spock's Yeath! had affected the doctor. Plithely ignoring
the Vulcan's last remark, McCoy observed, A highly original way of giving a
warning., Those Romulans were nighty devious, T mean, if Spock here hadn't picked
up thet telepathic signal, we would have gone happily down there, and ended up
Like those waforiunate Klingons, Likely ag not., Of course, Humans mey bhe immune,
but I'w sure glad we didn't have to find out the hard way o o

"M, yes, Bones, I agree.’ Eirk stifled a yawn, and McCoy loocked across at
him, casting a critical eye over his tired features. Setiing his a2lass on the
table, he rose to his feet. "I think it's time vou turned in, Jim. That stine
wlant's wearing off, and J did warm you, the reaction's going to hit you like @
ton of bricksl®

"Yeah, Bones, I guess I do feel a bit tired. T promige, T'11 zo to bad.®

THake sure you do. I'd better got along to sickbay." He stopped at the
door, locking back at the two men. "8pock, Lovojust wanted to say...well, all
joliding aside, it's good to have You heres..I means,, Oh, dammit, vou know what
I meanli®

The Vulean allowed a faint swile to curve his lips. "es, Doctor, T do know
vhat you mean, Thank you."

Swallowing the lumy which suddenly rose in his throat, VeCoy mitiered go0od-
night, and left., His eyes on the closed deor, Kirk smiled. ¥"Poor Bones. Fe
just can't seem to handle really deep emotionsz. WHe always hides behind that wmask
of sarcasm.” He transferred his gaze to Spock. "You know, basically, he's
rather like you. Both of you are afraid to reveal your emotlons, hiding behind
your own individusl masks,®

Leaning forward to replace the empty glass on the table, a gasp of pain
escaped him as the movement jarred his strapped up ribe. Spock. . rose insitantly
end crossed to his side. "The dootor is right. You do need prest.s

Kirk nodded, getting to hisg fect and crossing to the bathroon. "Spock,
don'; go just yei, please.®



g yvou wish,®

[

Spock busied himself tidying avey the drinks and glasses, until Firk
emerged fyrom the bathroom in night attive; and moved to the sleeping quarters,
where he sank gratefully onto the bed. Spock followed close behind and; covep-
ing him up, sat down on the edge of the bed, Voments passed in companicnable
silence, both lost in thelr own thouzhis.

At length, Kirk murmured drowsily, "Bones was riz:t, you know. The shiv
votldn't be the gsame without vou, for any of us. Scotty meant vhat he said
back there on the bridge. They really would hmve contemplated matiny if It
ordasred anyonc to heam over to the Klingon ship."

1T know, Jim. I...find that rather bard to accept. They would willingly
visk thelr careers...for ne. Why?o

Kirk forced his eyes open to regard hig friend. "You know why. Because
they care about you. You do know that, Spock, don't youfh

Wordlessly, Spock nodded, his throat aching with suppresced emotion, and
his ayes Unnaturaily bright. ¥irk reached out and squeezed his arn comfortingly,
Tighting to stay awake, and Spock smiled in reassurance. "T'm all right, Jiwm.
Stop worrying., And stop fighting the drugl Mot g0, and go to gleep,®

"8tsy with me; Spock.s.please.” e relaxed and closed his eyes, wmurmuring,
fisones was right about another thing, as well. T4 is good te have you here... T
Just can't imagine my life...without you, my friend,..!

fils voice gradually tailed off as the ltraumas and tensions of the day at
last cavght up with him, and he sank into an exhausted, healing slesv.

Spock gazed down on the slesping countenance of the man he had grown to
love more than any brother, sbsently suwoothing back that elusive lock of hair

a8 he did sc, and reflected on the evants of the last twenty-rloux hour Jim
nad faced, and accepted, his death, albeit on a different plane, Dut Jhﬂt of
the future? Had this experience prepared either of them, in any wav, Tor the

inevitable? Resolutely, he thrust that thousht into the innermost recesses of
hig mind. Jim was vight. It was better not to think of it. In hrrd which
hig friend would use, they would tcrose that bridge when they came to it!'.

Smiling gently, he reached over to turn out the light, and guietly left.




