
      
      [image: cover]

      

      
Killing Time

Della Van Hise

Simon & Schuster Inc.


    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS

    [image: Pocket Book]

    POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

    Visit us on the World Wide Web:
http://www.SimonSays.com/st
http://www.startrek.com

    Copyright © 1990 by Paramount Pictures. All Rights Reserved.

    [image: Paramount]

    STAR TREK is a Registered Trademark of Paramount Pictures.

    
      [image: Star Trek]
    

    This book is published by Pocket Books, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc, under exclusive license from Paramount Pictures.

    All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas New York, NY 10020

    ISBN: 0-7434-1975-8

    eISBN: 978-0-7434-1975-8

    POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

  
     

    Table of Contents

    
      

      Chapter 1
      

      Chapter 2
      

      Chapter 3
      

      Chapter 4
      

      Chapter 5
      

      Chapter 6
      

      Chapter 7
      

      Chapter 8
      

      Chapter 9
      

      Chapter 10
      

      Chapter 11
      

      Chapter 12
      

      Chapter 13
      

      Chapter 14
      

      Chapter 15
      

      Chapter 16
      

      Chapter 17
      

      Chapter 18
      

      Chapter 19
      

      Chapter 20
      

      Chapter 21
      

      Chapter 22
      

      Chapter 23
      

      Chapter 24
      

      Chapter 25
      

      Epilogue
      

      Look for STAR TREK fiction from Pocket Books
    

  
     

    For Jim and Wendy and Diane

  
     

    
      Acknowledgments
    

    To:

    
Wendy for listening to hours of writing, re-writes, and so on, not to mention constant support & belief that it could work.

    
Jim for first saying, "You really should think about submitting Killing Time professionally."

    
Diane for support and for carrying on with the madness. We’ll find that answer!

    
Gene Roddenberry for looking into the future to bring a vision to a world that needs visions desperately.

    
William Shatner & Leonard Nimoy for breathing life into two legends.

    
Anyone connected with STAR TREK for keeping that legend alive.

    
Mimi Panitch for putting the wheels into motion and for suggestions which made it all work.

    
Karen Haas for seeing everything through to its conclusion and for all the time and energy necessary to put all the pieces together.

    
Mom … for having the insight to set me down in front of an antiquated manual typewriter at an early age.

    
Cynthia … for perseverance above & beyond the call of duty, and for dealing calmly and warmly with a slightly edgy writer. It’s appreciated more than you can know!

  
     

    

    Chapter One

     

    
FOR THE THIRD consecutive night, Captain James T. Kirk awoke with a gasp of surprise and something akin to fear clinging to the side of his throat. He blinked once, then struggled to sit up, leaning against the head of the bed as his eyes scanned the dark room. Reality returned and his gaze settled on the chronometer. It was shortly after 3 A.M., Ship Standard Time, but he was wide awake and knew he would have little hope of getting back to sleep before the alarm demanded his attention at six.

    Releasing the breath he’d been holding, he replayed the recurring dream in his mind, wondering why it should have disturbed him so deeply … and so often.

    After discovering no logical explanation for its cause or its unprecedented effect on him, he tried passing it off to the fact that the Enterprise had been on routine patrol of the Romulan Neutral Zone for nearly two months—an inexcusably boring mission. But with Romulan Fleet activity increased for no apparent reason, he accepted the fact that he was bound to be a little edgy.

    After another deep breath and a shake of his tousled hair, he slowly lowered himself back into the warm nest of covers, and closed his eyes; but as expected, he was only pretending to sleep when the First Shift duty alarm sounded less than three hours later.

     

    Stifling a yawn, Kirk entered the Deck 5 turbolift to discover the ship’s first officer studying him with a lifted eyebrow.

    "Morning, Spock," Kirk said with a sheepish grin, wishing he’d taken the time for a cup of coffee before presenting himself publicly.

    The Vulcan’s head inclined in greeting. "Captain," he said formally. The doors closed and the lift began its familiar horizontal motion, but the Vulcan continued to study his friend. "Is everything all right, Captain?" he inquired presently.

    "Just fine, Mister Spock," Kirk replied. "Why do you ask?" He wondered if his eyes were a trifle more red than they’d appeared in the mirror.

    The eyebrow climbed higher beneath the long black bangs. "You seem … unusually distracted," Spock observed after a questioning moment of silence.

    So much for dismissing the matter, Kirk thought. Spock’s scrutiny was never escaped easily. "Would you believe me if I told you that the invincible Captain Kirk has insomnia?" he asked with a smile.

    "Indeed," Spock murmured. Kirk was normally a very private individual; but now the hazel eyes seemed alight with a combination of embarrassment and mischief. The Vulcan decided not to mention that he himself had been having disturbing dreams for at least a week. "I trust you have not sought relief from Doctor McCoy?"

    Kirk shook his head. "For a few hours of lost sleep?" But the twinkle left his eyes as a frown found its way to his face. "I don’t know why it should bother me at all," he said, feeling some need to explain himself. "But … never mind, Spock," he added as the nocturnal images returned to haunt him. "It was … just a dream." Trying to change the subject, the smile returned to his face. "Another human shortcoming, eh, Spock?"

    Something in Kirk’s too-casual tone caused the Vulcan to look at him more closely. "Would you care to discuss the matter in more detail, Captain?" he asked, momentarily wondering why he didn’t dismiss the subject as Kirk was attempting to do. Yet he realized that the captain’s normal reservations concerning his personal life did not extend to him, just as he understood that the reverse was also true.

    Kirk glanced up from where he’d been studying his boots, and felt the familiar telepathic door swing open between himself and the Vulcan. It was something which had formed between them over the years, something which had saved their lives countless times and made them brothers. He did want to discuss it, but only with Spock.

    McCoy would, as the Vulcan was fond of pointing out, dispense a handful of pills and an hour of friendly advice; and though Kirk valued the doctor’s friendship, he wasn’t in the mood for a full battery of psychological tests to determine the cause of a simple recurring dream. He chanced a quick look at the Vulcan as a plan of action took shape in his mind.

    "I haven’t had breakfast yet," he began, finding an excuse he needed. "But … I’m sure you have, Mister Spock. After all," he continued with a broadening grin, "Vulcans never ever miss breakfast, right? You have to keep those thought-wheels well oiled and in perfect working order." He studied his first officer’s lean frame. "And you never gain an ounce either!" he added with a look of mock-disgust, remembering McCoy’s warnings to cut back on the meat and potatoes and settle for a salad once in awhile.

    The Vulcan brow lowered as Spock observed his captain’s nonchalant approach. "I have not eaten this morning," he stated in straightforward contrast to Kirk’s roundabout endeavors, "and I would be pleased to join you. And we need not inform Doctor McCoy as to the menu."

    "I’ll have Scotty take over until we get up to the bridge," Kirk said, not finding it in himself to argue. After all, he rationalized, the Enterprise was doing nothing more than traveling back and forth at the border of the Neutral Zone—a mindless action which hardly required the captain and first officer’s presence.

     

    Lieutenant Jeremy Richardson sank slowly into the navigator’s chair, studying the familiar star pattern which had all but plastered itself to his inner eye during the two weeks Chekov had been on leave. He glanced at Sulu, inclining his head toward the viewscreen.

    "How much longer do you think we’re going to be stuck with this assignment?" he asked, rubbing his eyes. "Did Kirk get on some admiral’s nerves, or just manage to draw the short straw for this mission?"

    Sulu grinned amiably, relaxing in the helmsman’s chair. "Hell, Richardson," he said, elbowing the other lieutenant in the ribs, "if you’d sleep at night instead of trying to find the air-conditioning duct that leads to Yeoman Barrett’s quarters, you might not find it so hard to get out of bed in the morning!"

    Richardson shrugged as he mechanically checked the sensors, finding absolutely nothing out of the ordinary for what felt like the hundredth day in a row. He returned Sulu’s smile and shook neatly trimmed brown hair back from handsomely tanned features. "Perseverance," he said knowingly, and winked. "Sooner or later, Barrett’s bound to recognize my finer qualities and invite me out to dinner … a few drinks afterward … and then, who knows?"

    Across the bridge, Uhura turned in her seat. "Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around, Jerry?" she wondered. "Aren’t you the one who is always praising the ’good old days’—when all a man had to do was flex his muscles to have women falling at his feet?" Her voice was a deep, teasing purr as she looked him up and down, pretending disinterest. "And aren’t you the one who always said it was the man’s place to ask the poor, frail female of the species to dance?"

    Jerry shrugged at her teasing. "I did ask her," he said with exaggerated disappointment, then leaned back in the chair and fought off another encroaching yawn.

    Sulu turned to Uhura and made a quick slicing motion across his throat. "She turned him down," he deduced with an easy chuckle. "Barrett’s got a lot of promise. She knows a good thing when she sees it—and apparently she hasn’t seen it yet."

    Richardson swung the chair back toward the view screen and confirmed the ship’s computer-designated course for the second time in less than a minute. "I’m giving her another chance," he said magnanimously. "And … if she doesn’t decide within a week that I’m her knight in shining armor, there’s always Lieutenant Masters or Nurse Drew … or even Yeoman S’Parva."

    Sulu rolled his eyes in a gesture of long suffering. "S’Parva isn’t exactly your type, is she, Jerry? Besides," he added, "she’s a quadraped."

    But Richardson only sighed romantically. "Rules were made to be broken, my friend, and anyway … I just thought we could be buddies, pals, chums." He put one hand dramatically over his heart, then leaned back in the chair. "I’ve never met another woman like our Yeoman S’Parva," he continued playfully, outlining an hour-glass motion with his hands. "A body like a goddess … and a face like an Irish setter!"

    Sulu chuckled quietly. "Man’s best friend?"

    Jerry nodded, then ducked just in time to avoid being hit with the writing stylus which Uhura hurled at his head.

    "Do you two have any idea what S’Parva would say if she heard that?" she asked, struggling to contain the laugh which had risen in her throat. "She’d probably throw you both up against the nearest bulkhead and teach you a lesson in respect. And if you were very lucky, Jerry, you might escape with nothing more than a few broken bones and puncture wounds on your throat!"

    Richardson’s eyes closed in enhanced appreciation of the image. "Mmmm," he purred. "Sounds good to me." He winked at the communications officer. "Everybody needs a hobby, Uhura. Captain’s orders."

    Uhura turned back to her own station with a shake of her head. "I know you’re not a bigot or a xenophobiac under that wolf’s mask," she said, "so maybe I won’t say anything to S’Parva if you stop prowling the corridors at night like some lovesick tomcat."

    Jerry turned, gave a conspiratorial wink to Sulu, then rose to his feet in a graceful movement and slinked over to stand by Uhura’s communications panel. He looked down into expectant brown eyes. "Meow?" he purred innocently, rubbing his cheek on the top of her chair.

    Looking straight into the handsome face, the lieutenant depressed a button on the lighted panel.

    "McCoy here," came the filtered response.

    "Doctor McCoy," Uhura began, her eyes never leaving Richardson’s face, "we seem to be having a problem with … vermin … on board the Enterprise. There’s one very large tomcat up here who’s just begging to be neutered. I thought you might want to send someone from the zoology department up here to put a net on him."

    Jerry’s jaw went slack as he stared down into the wide brown eyes which were as mischievous as his own. With a silent "Meow?" on his lips and a negative shake of his head, he turned and tiptoed back to his own post.

    "What was that, Uhura?" McCoy’s voice demanded after a long silence. "Are you sure the whole bridge hasn’t got a bad case of cabin fever?" But the lightness of his tone belied any attempt at gruffness.

    Uhura smiled knowingly in Richardson’s direction. "Never mind, Doctor," she replied. "I think we have the problem in hand for the moment. But we’ll call again if we need you."

    "Right," McCoy agreed. The communication clicked off, then abruptly reactivated. "And don’t fall asleep up there!"

    Uhura smiled. "That may be the toughest order of the day, Leonard," she murmured, then switched off the intercom and glanced over to where Richardson had settled down quietly and was stifling another yawn. "Sweet dreams, Romeo," she teased.

    Jerry shivered almost involuntarily. Dreams …

     

    Kirk poked at the eggs on his plate with the tip of his fork, but it was blatantly obvious to Spock that the captain had little interest in the food.

    "I don’t know who I was, but … I wasn’t who I was supposed to be." He laid the fork aside and took a healthy gulp of the reconstituted orange juice. "And that’s not exactly right either," he continued, not quite looking at the Vulcan. "It was as if I was still James Kirk—the same James Kirk I’ve always been—but I wasn’t in the right … place." He shook his head in frustration. "I can’t explain it, Spock."

    Spock eyed his friend carefully. "Dreams of alienation are not unusual," he pointed out. "In situations such as exist onboard starships, they are, in fact, extremely common." Taking a sip of the hot herb tea, he pushed his own plate of untouched food aside. He couldn’t help remembering that he, too, had been experiencing dreams of alienation and displacement for nearly a full solar week; but something restrained him from mentioning it. "In your dream, Captain," he continued cautiously, "was it as if you were … not how you would normally envision yourself to be?"

    Kirk frowned thoughtfully, then glanced up as his open palm slapped the table. "That’s exactly it!" he exclaimed, then lowered his voice as he noticed a young yeoman at the next table cast a quick look in his direction. He leaned closer to the Vulcan, feeling vaguely ridiculous for the outburst, but somehow closer to the solution. "I was on the Enterprise—but it wasn’t even the Enterprise—at least not like I know her," he added as an afterthought. "And … I kept seeing you." At last, he looked up. "But you were different, too, Spock," he stated emphatically. "I’m not sure, but … I think you were the captain."

    He shuddered internally, as the haunting quality of the dreams sharpened. He thought he saw a faint smile come to the young yeoman’s face as she stood and quickly left the dining area, but he no longer cared. At least it might alleviate her boredom. "And I didn’t know who I was." He shrugged uncomfortably. "I must’ve been an ensign or something, because I remember trying to think of some way to approach you—to tell you that things weren’t the way they’re supposed to be."

    He grinned without looking up, and took another swallow of the orange juice, tasting it for the first time. It only strengthened his resolve to put in a formal request to Admiral Nogura for fresh orange juice at the next opportunity. "And I also remember thinking that you would never believe me. After all," he added as the smile broadened, "you were the ship’s captain—and a Vulcan! What chance would a lowly human ensign have of trying to inform the Vulcan commander that he (meaning me!) was supposed to be the captain?" He laughed aloud, feeling some of the tension ebb away just in the act of telling Spock about the absurdity of it all.

    The Vulcan leaned forward, and their eyes met across the table. "Jim," he murmured in a tone suddenly deep and foreboding, "I also dreamed."

    Kirk swallowed the lump of nervousness which rose in his throat, but he could only stare mutely at his first officer. Guiltily, he looked around to see if the yeoman was still eavesdropping. Bad enough that the captain’s having delusions of anything but grandeur, he thought. But if Spock buckles … He let the thought drift into silence.

    The Vulcan steepled his fingers in front of him. "At first, I believed the dreams were attributable to the somewhat uneventful mission currently assigned to the Enterprise. However, I am no longer convinced that such is the case."

    Kirk looked at his friend for a long time, their eyes holding them together. "What did you dream, Spock?" he asked, forcing his tone to remain neutral. But he didn’t need to hear the answer; it was clearly inscribed in the dark eyes, carved in the angular features, written in the almost tangible conviction with which the Vulcan spoke.

    One eyebrow arched, and it seemed for a moment as if the first officer might surrender to the human urge of shrugging. He did not. "I do not believe it is worth concerning yourself, Captain," he said as if attempting to dismiss his own statement. Somehow, it sounded far less logical in reality than it had in his own thoughts. "We have observed in the past that our minds have developed a telepathic rapport of sorts. Perhaps I was merely receiving fragments of your dreams, thereby—"

    "Spock," Kirk interrupted with an exasperated sigh. He reached across the table, resting his fingers lightly on his friend’s arm. "I know it’s an inconvenience to your Vulcan logic to have this link with a human, but just tell me!" But the gentle smile robbed the words of any harsh implications.

    After a moment, Spock nodded almost imperceptibly and took a deep breath. "I dreamed that you were an ensign," he stated, "and that I was … captain of the Enterprise."

    Kirk leaned heavily back in the chair, letting his hand fall back to his side. He could think of nothing to say.

    "Perhaps we should inform Doctor McCoy," Spock suggested. "Since Vulcans do not normally dream whatsoever, and since our dreams do bear remarkable similarity …" His voice drifted into silence.

    Kirk glanced at the chronometer on the wall, then nodded. "You’re probably right," he agreed. "As a precautionary measure, we probably should tell Bones. But …" He put one hand to his forehead, sensing a headache struggling to break through. "Just keep it to yourself today, Spock. I’m going to talk to a few other people and see what I can come up with first."

    Spock’s head inclined in acknowledgment, and he rose from the chair as Kirk stood and followed him toward the door.

    Once inside the lift, Kirk tried to shake the feeling of uneasiness with a deep breath. His success was marginal. But when the double doors opened to reveal the familiar refuge of the bridge, he stepped back, smiling deceptively at Spock’s apparent confusion. "After you … Captain Spock," he offered graciously.

    The Vulcan turned, both brows climbing in a moment of surprise. "Illogical," he noted, but nonetheless stepped onto the bridge first. "Captain, I need not point out that it would be irrational to base rank solely on the basis of dreams—regardless of the fact that I would, no doubt, make an excellent commander."

    Kirk shrugged, scrutinizing his first officer discreetly. "Maybe," he conceded, stepping onto the bridge and pulling the professional air of command into place. But he couldn’t resist one final urge. "But keep in mind that I’d make one hell of a lousy ensign, Spock!"

    The Vulcan stopped, meeting Kirk’s eyes warmly. "Of that," he readily agreed, "I have no doubt."

     

    Cold and blue, it swallowed him, and he thought of being engulfed by the sky back on Terra. Iowa farm sky. Crisp and blue and winter-cold. Scent of corn and hay in the fields. Autumn breeze tugging hungrily at his clothes and hair. Thunderheads talking among themselves on the horizon.

    He rolled twice, effortlessly, floating, then broke the surface of the pool and side-stroked to the ladder. Overhead, the fiberflex board seemed to hum, calling him back. For a long time, he merely relaxed against the smooth sides of the pool, letting thought come and go without recording it consciously. But gradually reality intruded and he considered the day’s events.

    Five officers approached—four of whom admitted to dreams. Nothing conclusive, he told himself. Everybody dreams. Period. Drop it, Kirk. Stop looking for Klingons under every latrine. He floated out into the pool, letting the water buoy him up. Or if you’re really that worried about it, go have a brandy with Bones and—

    But before his mind could complete the train of thought, a familiar high-pitched whistle sounded on the communications panel.

    Can’t even be bored without interruptions, he thought with a vigorous shake of his dripping head. He backstroked over to the edge of the pool, hoisted himself up onto the deck, and strode over to the wall.

    "Kirk here," he said. "Unless it’s a full-scale red alert, Spock, I’ve got a hundred thousand gallons of water on hold."

    "Unfortunately, Captain," the Vulcan’s voice replied, "I can offer nothing quite so … intriguing at the moment."

    Even three decks away, Kirk thought he could detect the amusement in the Vulcan’s tone. "What is it, Spock?" he asked more lightly.

    "Lieutenant Uhura has just received a Class A Priority Transmission from Starfleet Command," Spock responded. There was a momentary pause, then: "The message is manually coded. I believe that requires your personal attention in the Com Lab?"

    Kirk smiled at the question in the Vulcan’s voice, and at the gentle efficiency behind that question. But beyond that, he felt a peculiar tightness settle in the pit of his stomach. Manually coded messages were almost unheard of. Manually coded messages meant hours of painstaking transcription. Manually coded messages were a pain in the—

    He quickly clamped down on the intruding thoughts. Anything was better than boredom. But as he looked at the pool, a deep sigh escaped his lips. "Pipe it down to the lab, Spock," he ordered, gazing at the high-dive board which was still slightly vibrating from his first—and apparently last—plunge of the day.

    "Affirmative, Captain," the Vulcan responded. "Spock out."

    Kirk chanced one final look at the board, the pool, and the sky-blue water. For a moment, he thought of home again; but the hum of starship’s engines reminded him that this was home now. He turned away, content with that knowledge, and thumbed the switch which would activate the hot blow-dryers hidden in the bulkheads. A cubicle came down from the ceiling on silent rollers, surrounding him with a privacy which wasn’t necessary. Then, after grabbing a towel from the heated compartment on the wall and rubbing it briskly over his head, he quickly dressed, pulling the gold command tunic neatly back into place—and, with it, the responsibilities.

     

    Four hours later—at precisely the end of the day’s official duty shift, Kirk sat alone in the Com Lab, staring at the single slip of paper before him. Scrawled, scratched and practically illegible, the message was nonetheless clear—but hardly worthy of a manually coded transmission status.

    Rubbing tired eyes, he switched off the computer terminal, erased all coding programs pertinent to the message, then rose from the tiny desk and stretched tired muscles. He looked at the message again, then folded the paper and slipped it into the palm of his hand.

    "Damn!" he swore, and stalked out into the deserted corridor.

  
     

    

    Chapter Two

     

    
YEOMAN S’PARVA PLACED the dinner tray on the table, sat down carefully in a chair which was somehow too small for her bulky frame, and stared at the food, picking gingerly at the egg rolls and won ton on the edge of the platter. Across the dining room, she noticed a few heads turn in her direction—most of them male, she noted. Muted conversation buzzed noisily in her ear, and she heard her name mentioned more than once. Turning a little more toward the wall, she found herself feeling self-conscious despite the fact that she was far from being the only non-Terran in the room. Psychically, she sensed a Denevan, an Andorian, two Rigelians and a Deltan. Logically, the Deltan female should have been the center of attention, she told herself, remembering her psyche studies of the compelling women who were required to take a celibacy oath before accepting starship assignment. But at least the Deltans were humanoid, she thought.

    Carefully, she nibbled at the food, wondering what new rumors were making the rounds concerning her placement on a starship. Even though Katellans had been in Starfleet for years, she realized with a certain amount of pride that she was the first of her race to achieve a position onboard a starship. She smiled to herself, and absently licked at the morsel of shrimp which had accidentally dropped from the egg roll and onto her left paw. Then, realizing what she’d done, she made a mental note to be more cautious. Old habits die hard, she thought. After a few more delicate bites, she laid the egg roll aside, picking up the knife and fork. Inconvenient though the implements were, she accepted that they were a necessity—at least until her peers grew accustomed to her canine physiology. And yet, she realized that Katellans weren’t that different from their human counterparts. Already, she had mastered walking upright—which, she had realized, was actually quite convenient. And the rest would come soon enough. Within a week, the control panel and equipment in her department would be completely refurbished—to accommodate both bipeds and quadrupeds. She looked at her hands, at the fork she had learned to hold with some amount of practice. Three longer fingers and a thumb distinguishable from its human counterpart only by the soft fur. Yes, the rest would follow.

    "Hi!" a voice said as another steaming dinner tray seemed to appear on the table next to her own. "How’s life down in the psyche lab?"

    She jolted, gasped, then quickly recovered her composure, grateful that the facial fur concealed any tint of embarrassment which might otherwise have found its way to her cheeks. She looked up from her reverie to discover Jerry Richardson sitting across the table, a boyish grin playing in the deep brown eyes.

    "Didn’t mean to startle you," he apologized, grabbing an egg roll and unashamedly stuffing it into his mouth. "Just thought you looked lonely sitting over here all by yourself."

    After the initial astonishment, S’Parva felt herself relaxing. She managed a smile. "Thanks, Jerry," she said quietly. "Guess I’m a bit nervous tonight."

    Richardson shrugged, downing the remainder of the egg roll and reaching for the container of chocolate milk on the corner of the tray. "No reason to be," he said between swallows. "You seem to be doing just fine—at least from the reports I hear."

    S’Parva leaned closer, her voice hushed. "It’s not the work, Jerry," she relinquished somewhat hesitantly. "It’s … well …" She sighed deeply, broad shoulders rising and falling in the blue V-necked sweater-tunic which had been especially designed for her. Even in that way, she was different, she thought. But Jerry didn’t seem to notice—just as he didn’t seem to notice that she was a foot taller than he was, or that she could snap his neck with one quick movement. And there was something compelling about that innocence, she realized. Something which allowed her to think of him as K’tauma—friend, companion, teacher, little brother. "It’s something …" But she fell into silence. There were no words in Katellan or Terran to describe the feeling.

    Presently, Richardson looked up, thin brows narrowing suspiciously. He set the milk aside. "You’re not worried about the little remodeling job down in the lab, are you?"

    Again, S’Parva shrugged, whiskered brows twitching slightly. "I dunno," she admitted with a sheepish smile. "It just seems like a hell of a lot of trouble—for one person!"

    Jerry laughed, stabbed a fried shrimp with the salad fork, and popped it into his mouth. "Don’t look at it that way, S’Parva," he said easily. "The Katellans aren’t the only quadraped race in the Fleet; the refurb on the control panels down there is long overdue." He grinned broadly, munching down another shrimp and following it with something which vaguely resembled a french fry. "And besides—even if those changes were just for you, take it as a nice comment on your service record. Starfleet doesn’t authorize that kind of alteration unless they think you’re worth keeping on the payroll."

    S’Parva considered that, and forced herself to relax. "Thanks, Jerry," she said with a grin. "Sometimes I just need to be reminded of things like that." After another moment, she picked up the fork again, holding it almost casually in one hand. It still felt damned uncomfortable, but bearable. She speared a clam, placed it in her mouth, and chewed absently as she continued studying Richardson from across the table.

    For a human, she thought, he was handsome. And there was no denying the rapport they shared. She wondered if part of it was attributable to the fact that he was one of the only men on the Enterprise who didn’t seem to have trouble just talking with her, spending time with her. Richardson was neither nervous nor cautious in her presence, wasn’t always tripping over himself pretending not to notice their differences. He merely accepted them as she accepted his; and there was something about his casual demeanor which served to set her at ease as well. She smiled to herself, then realized abruptly that the young lieutenant was watching her quite closely, a faint smile tugging the corners of his lips.

    "It works both ways, you know," he said warmly.

    Her brows twitched; she wondered if he knew it was a Katellan trait signaling chagrin. "What works both ways?" she asked innocently.

    Richardson shrugged. "The telepathy," he ventured as if discussing nothing more important than the schematics of a food processor. "You know what I’m thinking and …" He let the sentence trail off.

    For a moment, S’Parva could think of nothing to say. Humans could be so damned open, so easy to read. Then, with a gentle laugh, she nodded agreement. But as she continued to look at the young man, her eyes narrowed curiously. "You look beat," she said, only then noticing the red-rimmed eyes and slouched posture. "Don’t tell me the captain’s got you sweeping the bridge as a cure for boredom."

    Richardson drew back, lips tightening as he looked away. "No," he said, voice suddenly clipped. "Just …" He shook his head. "Nothing."

    Briefly, S’Parva wondered if she had somehow insulted her friend; for no sooner had she spoken than she felt an uncharacteristic distance between them. It hurt. She leaned across the table, touching his hand almost without thinking. "Sorry," she murmured. "I didn’t mean to—"

    But Richardson shook his head, silencing her with a gentle smile. A pink hue had risen to color his face. "No, no," he quickly said. "You haven’t violated any human tribal taboo, S’Parva. It’s just that I’ve been having a little trouble sleeping these past few nights." He grinned. "And the captain’s been greedy—doing his own sweeping: the bridge, the officers’ lounge, the gym. And rumor has it that he’s going to scrub the hangar deck with what they used to call a toothbrush."

    S’Parva smiled, grateful that it was as simple as that. The door opened again. Easily. "He’s quite a man, isn’t he?" she asked.

    Richardson nodded, taking a deep breath. "Captain Kirk’s one of a kind," he stated. "I’ve been on three different starships on this tour of duty, and he’s the best of them all."

    S’Parva considered that. The knowledge wasn’t anything she hadn’t suspected. "Last I heard," she offered, "there was quite a waiting list just to get stationed on this ship."

    Pushing the now-empty plate aside, Richardson grinned. "Did you specifically apply for the Enterprise?"

    S’Parva shook her head. "I was assigned," she replied, feeling a sense of pride in that realization, which she hadn’t recognized before. Assigned—to the best ship in the Fleet. Internally, she felt something settle—like a weight which had been off-balance for a long time. She looked up, and noticed that she’d completely finished the meal—without the self-consciousness which had been with her for the past month. She took another deep breath, leaned back in the chair, and shook her head in mild amazement.

    "You’re something else, Jerry," she said with a laugh. "For a human, you’re really something else."

    The lieutenant shrugged as a devilish grin took shape. "Who told?" he asked, then yawned unexpectedly.

    S’Parva lifted one brow with an admonishing glance. "You really should come down to the psyche lab, Jerry," she suggested. "We do most of our so-called ’business’ during times like these. The crew gets bored and all sorts of symptoms start cropping up—such as insomnia?"

    Richardson glanced around the room—almost nervously, S’Parva noted. She wondered what she’d said wrong—again.

    "And dreams?" Richardson asked at last.

    S’Parva’s eyes widened. The fourteenth complaint today.

     

    Kirk stared at the tri-level chessboard without really seeing it, and absently moved the white queen one level higher.

    Eyebrow arching, Spock leaned back. "A most unwise move, Captain," he observed, easily detecting Kirk’s uncharacteristic lack of concentration. Without trying, the Vulcan had won his third consecutive game.

    Kirk shook his head with a sigh, remembering the slip of paper in the top drawer, the dreams. "Distracted, I guess," he ventured, meeting his first officer’s eyes and forcing an unfelt smile. He inhaled deeply, then leaned back in the chair and folded his hands neatly behind his head, stretching. "I don’t mean to keep whipping a dead horse, Spock," he began, "but … from what I’ve found out—about the dreams—it’s starting to give me the willies."

    The Vulcan stared mutely at his captain. "What would it profit to administer punishment to a deceased lifeform, Captain?" he wondered, attempting to lighten the heavy mood which had settled on Kirk during the course of the day. "And precisely what are the … willies?"

    Kirk’s smile broadened. "The creeps, Mister Spock," he clarified. "The crawls. The shivers. The boogey-man blues."

    The eyebrow slowly lowered. "Of course, Captain," Spock replied, as if the entire matter was suddenly explained.

    With a shrug, Kirk rose from the chair, moving into the living area of his quarters. He looked at the dresser for a moment, then impulsively yanked open a drawer and seized a plaid flannel shirt. After hastily removing the gold command tunic and tossing it across the room into the laundry disposal, he slipped into the civilian attire and began buttoning the shirt. He had to put command temporarily aside, and the braid on his sleeve was a constant reminder that that was never easy to do.

    "C’mon, Spock," he urged, walking toward the door and tipping the white chess king over onto its side. "Let’s take a walk. Maybe I just need some distance from everything."

    The Vulcan’s head tilted in curiosity. The ship’s patrol was so utterly routine that he wasn’t particularly surprised to see Kirk’s nature asserting itself. The captain was the type of man who was always on the move, always seeking new adventures—and usually involved in dangerous excitement. In a moment of admitted illogic, Spock questioned the mentality of Command for sending the Enterprise to patrol the Neutral Zone in the first place. Surely, he thought, it would have been more reasonable to assign such a mission to a Scout class vessel. The Enterprise was, after all, the most efficient ship in the Fleet; and the Vulcan couldn’t help wondering if the reasoning behind their current patrol was more complicated than anyone had been led to believe. And there was the matter of the manually coded transmission. But he rose from the chair and followed his friend. Kirk would tell him—when and if the time was right. But as he passed by the chessboard, he reached out and impulsively righted the white king.

    "What’s the matter, Spock?" Kirk asked, face suddenly alight with mischief as he stood waiting by the now open door. "Afraid I’ll have you court-martialed for insubordination because you beat me in another game of chess?"

    The Vulcan merely shook his head as he fell in step alongside his captain, and they ventured into the corridor. "Hardly," he replied. "I merely thought it inappropriate to abandon the match so early in the evening. Your unorthodox approach to chess will doubtlessly assert itself later and you will discover some method of defeating me with an illogical and unpredictable move." He squared broad shoulders, innocently looking straight ahead as they approached the lift. "I am merely offering you that opportunity, Captain."

    Kirk grinned. "In other words, Spock," he surmised, "you’re generously giving me one final chance to humiliate myself."

    "Captain!" Spock replied indignantly.

    Kirk suppressed a laugh as they reached the lift. He thumbed the button, waiting for the doors to open. "You know, Spock," he mused. "Sometimes I wonder about you. Sometimes I think you’re the ship’s resident guardian angel—and other times I’m convinced you’re the devil in disguise."

    The Vulcan stared straight ahead, face expressionless. "Folklore is sometimes based in fact, Captain," he replied enigmatically.

     

    For a long time, they simply walked, visiting areas of the ship which were normally removed from the world of command. Finally as if by intuition, Kirk stopped in front of a large door, looked at it as if deciding whether or not to enter, then finally depressed the lock mechanism and urged the Vulcan along with a quick nod of his head. Spock followed, somewhat reticently.

    "C’mon," Kirk prompted with a grin. "Stop acting like a cat who’s afraid of getting his feet wet."

    Spock remained stubbornly standing outside the door. "Captain," he protested, "it is a biological fact that Vulcans are sensitive to high humidity. The gardens—"

    But before he could complete the sentence, Kirk seized him by one arm and dragged him forward with a laugh. "Live a little, Spock," he suggested. "And that’s an order."

    The Vulcan sighed, and slowly followed Kirk into the room. For a reason he couldn’t pinpoint, Spock felt uneasy—as if this area of the ship was suddenly alien, dangerous. He lifted both brows at the illogical consideration, and took a moment to look around. Nothing out of the ordinary, yet the feeling persisted—as if ghostly eyes followed them. He swept the thought away. Illogical. Unacceptable behavior—particularly for a Vulcan. Reality seemed unstable. The brows rose higher, and though Kirk seemed oblivious to the sudden ethereal change, Spock couldn’t deny its existence. Somehow, he felt himself altered, alien even to his own mind. But he continued following, nonetheless. Kirk’s instincts were always good, he told himself.

    Once inside the lush green gardens, Kirk felt some of the uneasiness leave him. He thought for a brief instant that he detected a hesitation in Spock, but when he turned to glance over his shoulder, it was to see the Vulcan standing close at his side. He dismissed the sensation, passing it off to mundane distractions and tedium as his eyes settled on the "world" before him.

    The maze paths which ran throughout this Earthlike area of the ship gave the illusion of five miles of hiking trails in a natural environment. Kirk attempted to divorce himself from the fact that it was merely an impression—carefully designed by the builders of the Enterprise to promote a feeling of "home." The room itself was approximately a hundred yards deep and seventy-five yards wide, almost overgrown with thousands of plants—flowers and small trees from a thousand different worlds. It was always spring here, the air fresh and clean. Even the air-conditioning vents had been designed to provide the illusion of a gentle breeze; and the domed ceiling spoke of a clear blue Terran sky, complete with clouds and occasional rainbows. When ship’s night began to fall, a pseudo-sunset adorned the high ceiling, its purples, pinks and oranges all but obliterating the reality that one was still aboard a starship at least five light-years from the nearest Class M planet.

    Forcing himself to ignore his own tensions, Kirk slipped into the Earth fantasy as he began walking along the central maze path—which would, he recalled, eventually lead to the deepest portion of the garden. As he looked up to see the Vulcan at his side, he couldn’t help noticing that the gardens were having their effect even on Spock. The first officer seemed so much more relaxed and at peace here—even if somewhat distracted, Kirk noticed. For a moment, the human could almost envision his second in command swinging from a tree limb as he’d done once before—but not without the influence of spores to erase the normal Vulcan restraints. It was a soothing image, despite the fact that it was impossible. For an instant, Kirk wondered what would eventually become of his friend—of the two of them, where they would be in another twenty years. For himself, he suspected he’d still find some way of manipulating the stars, chasing adventure through the dark regions of time and space. But for Spock … His mind traveled back in time—to Vulcan. To a day when Spock had been prepared to marry … and disaster had resulted. Unbonded now, the Vulcan was walking a tightrope between life and death; for without the deep mental rapport necessary to establish a bonding, Spock would die in the blood fever of pon farr.

    Despite the heat of the gardens, Kirk shivered, walking a little faster toward the central portion of the room. Surely, he told himself, Spock wouldn’t die. Surely, he told himself, there would be someone with whom the Vulcan could bond, someone who could walk the path with him, balance him, love him.

    For a long time, Kirk considered that. He wondered if the Vulcan knew what he was thinking, decided that it didn’t matter. He would have said it aloud—had said it aloud countless times. He smiled to himself. No secrets, he’d once told Spock. And the Vulcan had agreed. He closed his eyes, and attempted to put the frightening thought of the future in the back of his mind. It would take care of itself—somehow.

    At last reaching the central portion of the gardens, Kirk took a moment to study his surroundings. Six large trees which vaguely resembled weeping willows grew in a circle approximately thirty yards in diameter. Branches like arms hung to the ground, sweeping against the grassy floor of the gardens.

    Entering the circle of trees, Kirk took a deep breath of fresh air, and moved to one of the old stone benches which had begun to sport a healthy growth of mildew. He sat down slowly, then leaned back until he felt the cold moisture of the stone seep through his shirt and onto his shoulder blades. It was good in a way he couldn’t describe—good in the same way a memory of childhood was good. It brought back recollections of sneaking off to the park on a warm May afternoon when he should have been in school. He closed his eyes, enjoying the fantasy, the memories … the illusions which existed only in the past. But when he opened his eyes again, it was to see Spock still standing, looking down at him questioningly. There was concern—and possibly Vulcan worry—written in the black eyes.

    Kirk held the penetrating gaze for a moment, then managed a smile when he saw the Vulcan soften. "Live a little, Spock," he said again, indicating a nearby bench with a nod of his head. "Didn’t you ever go out and roll in the grass when you were a kid?"

    The arched brow spoke volumes for the Vulcan’s childhood.

    "No …" Kirk decided. "I guess not." He rolled into a sitting position, feeling the nervousness and depression return despite the momentary external facade. He knew the Vulcan could see through his masks. "Sit down," he said more seriously. "I need a wailing wall, Spock."

    The Vulcan might have considered responding in the customary, teasing way, but the idea left him as he observed the unusual tension in the familiar hazel eyes. Perhaps Kirk had felt the difference, the ghostly quality of their surroundings. He settled for a neutral approach. "This mission should not last much longer, Jim," he ventured, feeling suddenly inadequate to deal with Kirk’s frustrations as he searched for something positive to say. "We are scheduled for shore leave in less than a month." He paused as if hearing the clipped tone of his own voice; perhaps teasing with this human was the only solution. "And I believe Altair has always been one of your favorites, has it not?"

    Kirk shook his head, then felt the angry butterflies warring in his stomach again. "Altair …" he mused. He looked closely at the Vulcan, then impulsively reached into the pocket of the plaid shirt to withdraw the crumpled piece of paper he’d hidden there earlier. He unfolded it, handing it to the Vulcan. "The transcript," he explained. "All leaves have been indefinitely postponed."

    The Vulcan studied the paper carefully, committing its sparse contents to memory.

    
      
KIRK: YOUR CURRENT MISSION EXTENDED UNTIL FURTHER NOTIFICATION. THREE EAGLES LANDING ON THE BORDER MIGHT NEED FLIGHT INFORMATION. A TIMELY CONSIDERATION FOR ENTERPRISE—EAGLES FLY BY NIGHT.

    

    Spock looked up, handed the paper back to Kirk. "Romulan activity," he surmised.

    Kirk nodded. "Romulan activity, Mister Spock." Then, with a frustrated shake of his head, he rose and began to pace back and forth in the confines of the circle of trees. "From the sounds of that transmission, the upper echelons are getting more than a little worried," he continued. "But no one seems to be able to pinpoint what the Romulans are up to this time." He shrugged. "Command suspects it has something to do with an attempt to invade Federation planets bordering the Neutral Zone, but …" He stopped pacing long enough to rub his forehead as he sensed the prelude to another headache. "But that’s nothing new," he realized, resuming the nervous pacing. "Besides, that’s what battle cruisers were designed for. Starships are supposed to be for exploration and contact; battle cruisers were built to deal with invasions and attacks." He managed a smile, an uneasy laugh. "General rumor also has it that three additional starships are being sent to this sector as a precautionary measure. And if that doesn’t mean somebody’s got their rocks in a grinder, then I don’t know what to think." He took a deep breath. "But as usual with Command, they aren’t being very generous with their information."

    Spock was silent for a long moment. "And you stated that Starfleet has no precise knowledge of what the Romulans are planning?"

    Kirk shrugged, threw up his hands, then forced himself to sit by the Vulcan’s side. "All they know is that the Romulan Fleet appears to be converging near the border of the Zone. Our intelligence forces inside the Empire got wind of something concerning a time travel experiment which has been going on over there for quite a while; but according to Admiral Komack’s last general transmission, we lost contact with the agents before they could relay the specifics." He grimaced. "I don’t think we have to ask what happened to them."

    Spock glanced away, confirming Kirk’s suspicions; but the Vulcan changed the subject. "Do you believe the dreams could have something to do with events inside the Romulan Empire?" he asked.

    Kirk felt something stir in his stomach.

    "Since certain Romulans are telepathic," Spock continued, "do you believe it possible that your dreams could have resulted from a temporary psychic link to someone inside the Empire?"

    Kirk’s brows narrowed thoughtfully. A possibility, sure. But random speculation—from Spock? "I dunno," he admitted. "Maybe I’m just getting paranoid in my old age." He laughed gently, trying to chase away the cold, black thing which seemed to be lingering at his shoulder. It had his own eyes, his features, his mind. But it felt alien.

    Kirk was the only person on board to whom Spock could open up, and he valued that freedom. "If there are answers, we will find them, Jim," he ventured. "But … I believe it can wait until morning. You appear somewhat … fatigued?"

    Men like Spock weren’t standard issue. "Thanks, Spock," he murmured. "I don’t know what the hell I’d do without you." He stood slowly, and turned to go.

    The Vulcan rose to follow his captain, taking a moment to appreciate the easy rapport which was always there between them. "No doubt you would win at chess, Captain," he suggested as they began walking back toward the entrance of the gardens.

    Kirk laughed, then turned to glance at the "sky" when he noticed that nightfall had begun. Muted colors melted into the domed sky, and he allowed himself the luxury of inhaling the cool fresh air into his lungs and holding it there.

    "It’s almost like being home, Spock," he said. "No Romulans except in Dad’s exaggerated space-tales; no nightmares other than algebra …" He gave in to the fantasy for just a moment, then, recognizing the lethal danger of homesickness and melancholy, opened his eyes once again. "You know," he continued, "my father used to tell me that childhood itself was the only home a man could ever have." He laughed—somewhat nervously—and continued to look at the domed ceiling. For the briefest instant, he could almost envision cloudy dragons and white-fluffed unicorns.

    Spock’s eyes closed for just a moment. "Your father was, no doubt, a remarkable man, Captain," he replied after a long silence. His own father had rarely spoken of such matters—and never of the stars. He started to speak again, but stopped abruptly when Kirk shook his head with a smile.

    "Don’t worry, Spock," the human replied. "I don’t expect an answer." He took one last look at the dome; it was almost "night" now, and soon the stars would be visible through the transparent ceiling. He turned toward the door, determined to leave the melancholy behind. "I don’t regret any of it," he said. "And who knows? Maybe we’ll be laughing about this whole thing in some Altairian café in another month." He turned to look at the impassive expression on his friend’s face as the double doors opened into the main corridor of the ship. "Well, at least I’ll be laughing," he corrected.

    An eyebrow climbed under sleek black bangs as they stepped into the hall and resumed the correct routine. The masks of captain and first officer fell into place.

    "I would not be adverse to spending some time on Altair, Captain," Spock said unexpectedly. "I am told that the museums and library facilities are excellent."

    Kirk laughed as he drew up to a halt in front of the turbolift doors. "I didn’t know Altair had museums and libraries, Mister Spock!"

    "Well, Jim," McCoy drawled, "there’s not much I can do about it without running tests on all the people involved." He relaxed in the high-backed chair, placing his feet on the corner of an always-cluttered desk. "And as you probably know better than anyone else on board, dreams are just a way of letting off steam." The blue eyes studied Kirk carefully. "Since the conscious mind is theoretically too civilized—and too scared, I might add—to even think certain things, those things work themselves out in dreams." A warm smile came to his face. "It’s probably just a coincidence that the people you talked to had disturbing dreams."

    Kirk shook his head. "I don’t think so, Bones," he said, refilling the two brandy snifters and passing one to the doctor. "All the people I talked to had the same type of dream."

    McCoy glanced up lazily. Granted, he thought to himself, Kirk had a point. But his professional ethics compelled him to dig deeper before jumping to any irrational conclusions. For once, he mused, even Spock would’ve been proud of him. And he knew Kirk would respect those ethics as well. It would have been easy enough to run sample vid-scans, but the Surgeon General would want specifics—facts, which as yet didn’t exist.

    "Suppose you tell me about this dream again, Jim," he said, taking a sip of the brandy.

    Resignedly, Kirk repeated the dream, concluding with a heavy sigh. "Maybe you’re right," he ventured. "Maybe I am placing too much importance on it." He paused, staring at the desk, using it as a focal point. "Hell, Bones," he confessed, "I’ve thought about losing the Enterprise, and I can accept that it’ll happen one day. Nobody stays this age forever." He grinned, almost shyly. "So … that’s not what’s bothering me. And I’m not insecure to the point that I would ever suspect Spock of trying to usurp my command." He laughed, then fell silent. "Am I?" he asked at last.

    McCoy looked up, blue eyes narrowing curiously. "So maybe your mind was just playing out a fantasy," he suggested. "In the back of your thoughts, you’ve wondered what it would be like to serve under that stubbornly logical Vulcan. Your dreams just let you act it out—harmlessly," he added. He leaned forward in the chair, resting his elbows on the desk. "Off the record, Jim, I wouldn’t be surprised to discover that half the crew has the same kind of daydreams. But since you’re the only one on board who happens to out-rank Spock, the dreams are going to be more disturbing to you than anyone else." He shrugged amiably. "But it’s a safe fantasy, Jim," he stressed. "You’re just curious underneath that command pose of yours. After all, with a Vulcan captain, no decision could ever be biased—"

    "Are you insinuating that mine are?" Kirk asked.

    McCoy grinned. "Not at all, Jim," he said quietly. "All I’m saying is that Spock has a certain … mystique. It leads people to wonder what kind of commander he would make. It’s as normal as fantasizing about anything else—and twice as secure. As you already know, Spock doesn’t want command; he never has; and he never will. The two of you owe each other your lives a hundred times over, so you can put your subconscious to rest. Spock would never be the one to take command of the Enterprise—especially if that meant commanding you as part of the bargain!"

    Before Kirk could think of a response, McCoy leaned forward, refilled the suddenly empty glasses, and continued. "Personally, I don’t think there’s anyone in Starfleet who could command you—admirals and such included. But sometimes your mind gets tired of playing ’Captain Kirk.’ Deep inside, there’s still a part of you that needs someone to look up to—and that person just happens to be your first officer in this case. When you go to sleep, the little boy in you needs someone to relate to—and that little boy automatically chooses Spock—sort of a big-brother figure for your dreams."
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