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chakotay sighed heavily. "I hate to say it, but I'm afraid it doesn't look good."
Captain Kathryn Janeway's blue gaze flickered to the face of her first officer. She didn't answer at once. When at last she spoke, her voice was heavy but resigned.
"I knew I could count on you to tell me the truth." Chakotay had only spoken aloud the suspicion that had been growing in her own gut.
Chakotay nodded solemnly. His unhappiness was plain on his handsome face. "It doesn't look good at all."
A smile crept onto Janeway's lips. "All right, no need to rub it in," she said. "Well, as they say, noth-ing ventured, nothing gained."
Grimly, she stepped forward and drew a cloth
over the abysmal painting, hiding it from view. "Into the replicator it goes."
"You did have some interesting usage of color over in the upper right-hand corner," said Chako-tay.
Her smile was a full-fledged grin now. "You're backpedaling. No, it was a pretty bad effort. I guess abstract is not for me."
"It wasn't for da Vinci, either," offered Chakotay.
"And now we segue into flat-out flattery," Jane-way retorted, her hands on her hips. "Are you buck-ing for my job, Commander?"
"When we get back I might just want a little ship of my own again."
A variety of emotions rose inside Janeway. First, and most powerful, was joy. "When" we get back, Chakotay had said. Everyone aboard Voyager was now substituting that hopeful, happy word for the ambiguous "if." Their brief communication with Starfleet Command, through the auspices of one Reginald Barclay, had infused the entire crew with hope. Torres had already informed Janeway that the new hyperspace technology and the modifications for the com system looked promising. There was now every reason to substitute "when" for "if."
But there was also unhappiness and apprehension commingled in that thought. Tough as things had been over the last few years, they'd faced it together, she and her crew. They'd lost some good people- and gained a few others in the forms of the remain-ing crew of the Equinox and the four Borg children. Janeway and Chakotay had grown very close. She hadn't even dared showed Tuvok the painting; she
couldn't have dealt with Vulcan art criticism. Janeway could open herself to Chakotay as she could to no one else. The thought of him leaving her side, even to captain his own ship, was not one she wished to entertain overlong.
And of course, there was always the question of what kind of welcome Chakotay, B'Elanna, and the rest of the former Maquis would receive. The war was over, but she knew there were enough hawks in Starfleet Command that "forgive and forget" would likely not be the watchword of the day. From the little they had been able to gather, the Dominion War had exacted a dear cost. Some would want their pound of flesh, and with all the other Maquis safely accounted for, they might want to extract that pound from Chakotay, B'Elanna, and the oth-ers.
She'd fight for them, of course. With every ounce of strength she had in her small body.
"I hope you get that little ship, if that's what you want," Janeway said softly, impulsively reaching to squeeze his muscular forearm.
Sensing the change in her, he smiled gently. "Then again, who wants the hassles of command? It's easier being first officer."
"Barclay's changed everything, hasn't he?" She went to the replicator and ordered a cup of coffee. Turning to look at Chakotay, she inquired with a raised eyebrow if he wanted anything. He shook his head.
"Discipline has gone out the proverbial window," Chakotay said. "You've got a happy crew, but a pretty giddy one."
"Let them be a little giddy. They've been incredi-ble. They deserve it."
"We all do."
"How is our little assimilation experiment going?" Janeway asked, sipping her coffee.
Chakotay chuckled. "Seven's doing her best, but she still doesn't think she's the best person for the job."
"Nonsense. Who better to help Borg children adapt to the challenge of individuality than a Borg who's made the journey herself? It is, as Tuvok would say, the logical choice."
"Logical doesn't always mean easy."
"I'll grant you that." Janeway thought about Chakotay's commentary on Seven's schedule for the children. "Fun" had been allotted one hour, on Seven's terms-scheduled exactly the way meal-times, exercise, and lessons had been. And Neelix's comment about Seven's blunt statement at playtime: "Fun will now commence."
"I don't think Seven quite gets the whole fun con-cept," Janeway sighed.
"Sometimes I don't think her mentor does either," said Chakotay.
Janeway narrowed her eyes. "And what's that sup-posed to mean?"
"Exactly what it sounds like." Chakotay sat down beside her and regarded her intently. "When was the last time the captain of Voyager had some real fun?"
"Just last night," Janeway retorted. "I went to Fair Haven."
Chakotay was grinning. "Oh, yes," he agreed, "for all of fifteen minutes."
Caught, Janeway stalled. "Neelix wanted to see me."
"Neelix's new coffee substitute could have waited until the morning."
"Ah, but then I wouldn't have known it wasn't a success, and I'd be drinking that sludge to wake up instead of this," Janeway countered.
Chakotay hesitated. "Look. You know and I know that we've been going nonstop. The last time we visited a planet was hardly an occasion for R-and-R."
Janeway's stomach clenched at the recollection. On Tarakis, the crew had all been forced to relive memories that were not their own. Janeway vividly recalled pleading with Saavedra not to massacre the colonists, but to no avail. Some nights, she still had dreams about it.
"No," she agreed softly, feeling a vestige of the pain brush past her. "It wasn't."
"Astrometrics to Captain Janeway."
"Go ahead, Seven."
"I suggest that you report to astrometrics immedi-ately. And Commander Chakotay as well."
They exchanged glances, and as one rose and headed for astrometrics.
Seven's beautiful visage was unreadable. It usu-ally was, but the request didn't bode well. "What have you got for me, Seven?" asked Janeway.
Quickly the former Borg stepped to her station and deftly manipulated the controls. A star chart ap-peared on the large screen.
"This," she said. It was all she needed to say.
Janeway's heart, which had lifted a little after the banter she'd exchanged with Chakotay, sank again. She was looking at a star chart that might have been drawn by an artist with an overactive imagination and a bent for the depressing. There wasn't a single asteroid belt, but a whopping four of them. Over there-and, now that she looked closer, over there and there too-was evidence of a singularity. A swirl marked the site of what she was afraid was the event horizon of a black hole. There were two red giants. Ripples indicated the presence nearly everywhere of gravity waves.
"I do hope you're not going to tell me that we have to travel through there," Janeway said.
"Unfortunately, the path we need to take in order to stay on course is this." Seven touched a control, and a jagged red line appeared. It went straight through the worst areas. "We could adjust it like so," Seven continued, and plotted an alternative course. "But that would take three weeks longer."
"And a course to avoid this No Man's Land alto-gether?"
Seven frowned at the unfamiliar term, but replied, "Seventeen months, six weeks, four days, and nine hours. I explored all the various options before call-ing you, Captain."
"Efficient," said Janeway dryly.
Seven inclined her blond head. "Thank you. I strive to be."
Slowly, Janeway shook her head as her gaze trav-eled over the charts. She was not about to add seven-teen months to their journey. Even if they took the middle option Seven had outlined, the one that
missed the worst of it, they were going to be in for a very rough few weeks.
With an odd twinkle in his eye, Chakotay said in a serious voice, "I hate to say it, but it doesn't look good. It doesn't look good at all."
And no doubt Seven was left wondering if she would ever understand non-assimilated humans when Janeway, unable to help herself, burst into laughter.
"We're calling it No Man's Land," said Janeway as the star chart bristling with obstacles appeared on the smaller computer monitor in the briefing room.
"That is an incorrect usage of the term," said Seven, surprising Janeway. "I have researched the phrase. It was used during Earth's First World War to describe the ground between two opposing trenches. We are currently facing no adversary. Therefore, there can be no No Man's Land."
"But we are facing an adversary, Seven," Janeway corrected her gently. "It's the same enemy that we've been locked in battle with ever since the Caretaker snatched us out of our own quadrant. Our adversary is the Delta Quadrant. It's the light-years that lie between us and reaching our loved ones, between our home and us. The No Man's Land of World War I was a bad place to be. It had a great deal of barbed wire, it was full of broken and abandoned military equipment, and after a battle, there were bodies there too. It was hard to gain even a meter of ground of No Man's Land, and that little amount was always dearly bought."
She turned again to regard the ominous star chart,
took in its visible, predictable dangers, and won-dered for a brief moment about the dangers they weren't even aware of yet. "No, Seven. I'd say No Man's Land is a perfect way to describe what we're up against."
Seven pursed her full lips in a gesture that Janeway had come to recognize meant she didn't ap-prove, but it didn't matter. No matter what they chose to call this, it was bad news.
"I don't want to head into that space until we're performing at peak ability. Status reports," she re-quested.
Torres went first. "We're presently performing a level-one diagnostic. Everything seems to be all right. Engineering's ready to tackle it, unless the di-agnostic reveals something unexpected."
One by one, they gave their reports. Paris reported that the helm had been performing more than ade-quately, and added that he had just done something he called a "tune-up" to the Delta Flyer. Tuvok was prepared to run a series of drills to make sure tactical was up to par. Harry Kim had nothing to report about ops. The Doctor reported treating only two minor injuries in the last week.
"One of which Mr. Paris incurred in what he describes as a minor disagreement with Seamus in Fair Haven," he added, in a disapproving tone of voice.
"Which won't happen again," Paris insisted a little too vehemently.
Janeway sat for a moment, absorbing the informa-tion. She hardly dared believe it, but it seemed as if they were ready to venture forth into No Man's
Land. If that were so, then why did she feel so strangely reluctant?
She had just opened her mouth to order that they proceed first thing in the morning, but Chakotay spoke first.
"There is one thing, Captain."
"What is it, Chakotay?"
"There has been an egregious lack of fun on the part of the captain and the crew," he said in a com-pletely serious voice. "That could have severe repercussions if the crew is not in as good a shape to tackle the challenges of No Man's Land as the ship is."
She raised an eyebrow. "I see. What do you rec-ommend?"
She could tell he was fighting to keep from smil-ing, but largely succeeding. He rose, went to the screen, and touched it. At once, the image of a planet appeared. It had blue oceans, brown-and-green land-masses, and swirling white clouds. It looked so much like Earth that she felt an unexpected pang of homesickness.
"While Seven of Nine is exemplary in her execu-tion of her duty, she needs to develop a little imagi-nation."
Seven bridled. "I am not accustomed to evaluating situations with regard to-their fun factor."
"My point exactly. This planet is located directly on our way to No Man's Land. It's a perfect class-M. No life, other than plant life, although there are mi-croscopic organisms in the planet's oceans. Some-one's many-times-great-grandfather, no doubt, but for the present moment, we won't have to worry
about the Prime Directive. There are beaches, moun-tains, rivers, oceans, rain forests, deserts-you name it. It sounds like an excellent place for shore leave. We could then tackle No Man's Land refreshed and renewed." He looked over at Janeway. "Captain? What do you think?"
Some decisions, Janeway thought, were just easier than others. "Mr. Paris," she said, rising and striving to maintain an authoritarian demeanor, "lay in a di-rect course for that planet. We could all use some R-and-R."
For once, Chakotay didn't have to do any arm-twisting to get his captain to enjoy a bit of shore leave herself. Janeway was in the second group of people to transport down. Tom Paris, B'Elanna Tor-res, and Neelix, along with seven others, had already gone on ahead. They had reported that the planet's climate was every bit as nice as Risa's, though, ac-cording to Paris, the lack of scores of beautiful women was keenly felt. Janeway wondered if Torres had overheard that last comment, and if so, what her retort might have been.
Ensign Lyssa Campbell, usually a little shy around her captain, positively grinned at Janeway when she came in lugging her paints, palette, and easel.
"Going for a few landscapes?"
Janeway returned the smile. "Absolutely. Accord-ing to Seven, there are some exquisite mountain ranges. She also went into great detail about how the location I have selected will produce an optimal con-centration of particles in the air, resulting in an in-creased profusion of shorter wavelengths of light."
Lyssa Campbell regarded her blankly. Taking pity on her, Janeway explained, "That's Seven's way of saying the sunsets watched from the beach ought to be particularly colorful."
Campbell blushed. Janeway winked at her and stepped onto the platform. The plan was for her to have several hours of uninterrupted painting time-a rare luxury-before Chakotay transported down with a picnic basket. Janeway knew herself pretty well, and realized that she sometimes didn't take the time she needed to truly relax. Well, Chakotay couldn't call her on it after this.
She was still smiling as she dematerialized.
"The smell of the sea is the same everywhere," said Tom with a sigh of contentment. He and B'Elanna had walked hand in hand by the ocean for about an hour. She had spotted the little cave a short climb up, and now they sat contentedly watching the huge golden sun set over orange and scarlet waves.
"That's poetic license," murmured Torres, who, even though she was arguing with him, still had her eyes closed and was languidly inhaling the afore-mentioned ocean scent. "Every planet has different organisms. Therefore, the smell-"
"Is always enchanting," said Tom. "Just like you."
She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. He reached for her, thinking that this would be a lovely little place for a tryst, when he saw something out of the corner of his eye.
He turned his head and frowned. "There's some-thing out there. In the ocean. Look."
She looked where he pointed. For a moment, he thought his eyes had been playing tricks on him. But then it surfaced again. It was small, dark, and defi-nitely alive.
"But that's not possible," said Torres. "This planet doesn't have any life more developed than amoe-bas."
"That's definitely a life-form more advanced than an amoeba," said Tom, scrambling to his feet. "And it looks like it's drowning."
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driven by a potent combination of urgency and curiosity, Paris and Torres hastened down the rock face as quickly as possible. Tom tried to keep one eye on the struggling creature in the water. They were close enough now to see that it wasn't a humanoid, but that didn't slow him down one bit. Paris had a tremendous fondness for both animals and children, as long as he wasn't responsible for either for any great length of time. The thought of some innocent animal drowning before he could get to it spurred him on.
"Do you see it?" The anxious cry came from Neelix, who had been wandering barefoot along the shore looking for interesting rocks. He had been looking forward to collecting seashells until Paris had gently reminded him that if there were no life-forms, there would be no shells of life-forms on the
beach. Now the Talaxian raced with surprising speed toward the spot where the creature was likely to come ashore.
If it came ashore. Even as Tom watched, the crea-ture went down again.
"Dammit," he swore, and jumped the rest of the way to land heavily on the soft, powdery sand. He and Neelix hit the water at the same time, with B'Elanna only a stride behind them.
Tom struck out for the creature. The water was in-credibly clear and he could see it now. It was about half a meter long, its thick, dark fur floating about it like wings or tendrils. Other than the languid move-ment of its fur, it was motionless and was starting to sink toward the bottom. He took a deep breath and dove for it, kicking as hard as he could. His arms closed about it and he struck out for the surface.
"Keep its head above the water," he gasped to Tor-res, who immediately obliged. Neelix had almost reached them, but now he turned and headed back to the shore. He had been so agitated that he hadn't even taken off the jacket of his heavy, colorful suit. Tom was grateful that he and Torres, anticipating a day at the beach, had opted for more traditional swimwear.
With one arm around the animal (God, is it still alive? Please let it be alive), he struck out for the beach. It seemed so far away now. The creature in the crook of his arm was still warm, at least, and as Paris's feet dug into sand and he stumbled ashore, he felt the beast twitch. It squirmed vigorously, and Paris let out a short, quick laugh.
The animal leaped from his arm to plop on the sand. There it coughed, vomiting up seawater, and
trembled pathetically. It made no attempt to flee. Rather, it looked up quizzically at the three Voyager crewmen.
"I've n-notified the captain," said Neelix. He was shivering in his sodden suit. "Sh-she's on her way."
"What is it doing here?" asked Torres, voicing the more pressing question rather than the all-too-common What is it? Chances were they'd never re-ally know what it was, but maybe they could deter-mine why it, a developed creature, was on this allegedly uninhabited planet.
Neelix squatted down. "Poor little thing," he said softly. He extended a hand. The creature sniffed at it.
Paris regarded it in more detail. It was small, weighing only a couple of kilos. All that hair, which had weighed it down in the ocean, probably made it look bigger than it was.
"It looks like some kind of canine," he said.
"No big bad wolf, that's for sure," said Torres, joining Neelix in reaching out a hand. The creature sniffed her, its dark purple nose quivering, then ex-tended a black tongue and licked her hand. She laughed, surprised.
"It's either fearless or has been domesticated," said Neelix.
"Step away from it," came Janeway's brisk voice.
"Oh, Captain, it's harmless," said Neelix.
"Not until my tricorder says so," Janeway replied. She was dressed in an outfit Paris had never seen her in: a long shirt and baggy pants. It looked very com-fortable and there were lots of colorful splotches of paint on it. And some colorful splotches of paint on his captain as well, but he thought it better not to
mention it. So this was Captain Janeway at leisure. It was a good look for her.
She was all business now as she knelt near the an-imal and scanned it with the tricorder. "Canine," she said. Paris threw Torres a told-you-so look. "Carni-vore. No signs of disease. Well nourished and com-pletely healthy."
The creature lowered its hindquarters. If it weren't for the orange and red fur, the purple nose, and the slitted eyes, Tom could have sworn it was a dog.
"And friendly," Janeway admitted, breaking into a smile and petting the creature's sodden pelt. "The question is, my friend, what are you doing here, hmm? How is it that you're well nourished on meat when there's nothing here big enough to catch your eye?"
She straightened. Neelix picked up the creature and cuddled it. It ducked its head against his chest, seemingly completely at home in a humanoid's arms.
"This has got to be somebody's pet," stated Paris. He didn't know how he knew, he just did.
"I'm inclined to agree with you, Tom," said Jane-way. She tapped her combadge. "Janeway to Voy-ager"
"I was just about to contact you, Captain," came Chakotay's voice. "We detected a sudden, brief surge of energy. Did you see anything?"
Janeway glanced at the creature in Neelix's arms. It was shivering and, Paris thought, not very happy about being soaked to the bone.
"We did see something, but more on that in a minute. We noticed no surge of energy. Where was it located?"
"Approximately ninety meters northeast from
where the four of-wait a minute, I'm detecting an-other Me sign. It's right on top of Neelix!"
"That was the other thing I was going to tell you about. It's harmless, but it's raising a lot of questions. Tom, Torres, Neelix-any of you see anything?"
Paris felt his face grow warm. Until they'd spotted the dog-alien-thing, he'd been far too engrossed in B'Elanna's warmth and the scent of the sea to have noticed anything short of a Borg cube. "Negative, Captain."
Neelix also looked uncomfortable. He'd probably had his eyes glued to the sand, on the lookout for some interesting rocks. He, too, shook his head.
To his relief, Janeway seemed as annoyed with herself as she was with them. "I was concentrating on mixing cadmium red with thalo blue myself."
"I'm not surprised," said Chakotay. "The energy pulse only registered for a second or two here. It might not even have been visible to the naked eye."
"Captain," said Paris, "we saw the dog drowning in precisely the spot that Chakotay had indicated. This thing couldn't have evolved naturally on this planet. I'm certain that the energy pulse has some-thing to do with why it's here."
Janeway nodded. "I agree with you, Mr. Paris. It could have been a transport of some kind."
"What kind of monster would deliberately trans-port a little dog into the middle of the ocean?" ex-claimed Neelix, cuddling his new friend closer.
"It's not a dog," Janeway said, "and I suggest that you not get too attached to it."
"We're not going to leave it here?" interjected B'Elanna. Tom turned to her, surprised and pleased.
It wasn't like B'Elanna to champion puppies. She looked uncomfortable with the outburst. "I mean, it didn't evolve here. It couldn't survive."
"Yeah," put in Tom helpfully.
"Look at this little face, Captain," urged Neelix, lifting the animal to within inches of Janeway's nose. "He'll die if we abandon him. He'll starve to death-a slow, agonizing, heartless, cruel-"
Janeway lifted a hand in surrender. "All right, you've made your point. What I want to know is what created that energy pulse. If we can find who did it, then maybe we could figure out who this fel-low belongs to and-"
Paris's blue eyes widened. They had all turned to face the spot where Chakotay had told them the pulse had manifested. Right before their eyes, a thin, horizontal line appeared from nowhere. It grew in length, then shunted downward at a right angle until there was a large rectangle extending into the sea. It was as if someone had taken a knife and carved the sky like a jack-o'-lantern, revealing only darkness beyond.
The dog-thing wriggled in Neelix's arms and let out a sharp, loud sound that reminded Paris of a bark.
"It-it looks like a doorway," said Torres, her voice quavering only slightly.
"Yes," breathed Janeway, "but a doorway to where?"
Shore leave was abruptly terminated. Janeway, who moments before had been utterly absorbed in her painting, could barely spare the time to put the caps on the tubes of paint before she hastily ordered
them, along with herself, directly transported to her quarters. She dressed quickly, groaning a little as she realized she'd gotten paint in her hair, and quickly scrubbed it out. Her mind was racing a thousand kilometers a minute.
The bridge was monitoring the strange door. It was reportedly stable, for the moment. The energy spike had been like nothing they'd ever seen before. Chakotay's voice wafted to her ears through her combadge, penetrating her thoughts.
"Our sensors can't penetrate inside," he was say-ing as Janeway brushed at her damp hair.
"I want a closer look at it."
A sigh. "I was afraid you'd say that. We can ma-neuver a probe down-"
"No. I want to see it for myself."
"That could be dangerous."
"Understood. We'll take a probe with us. And if it's safe, I want to go through."
A heavy, laden pause. "Captain?"
"Chakotay, it's the only conceivable way the dog could have gotten on that planet. If it's safe enough for the dog, it's safe enough for us."
"So you're calling it a dog now too."
Briefly, Janeway glanced over at the holophoto of her beloved Molly and her once-beloved Mark. There was still a pang when she looked at this image of them, captured forever in time, when Molly was young, Janeway was home, and Mark was desper-ately in love with her. As she had been with him.
It was Molly she was looking at now, though, not Mark. She recalled finding her at a pound on Taurus Ceti IV, saw again the pup's lively enthusiasm, her
spunk, her spirit. There hadn't been room in her life for a dog at the time, but she'd made room.
Surprising herself, Janeway blinked back tears at the memory of housetraining the puppy, of watching her ungainly ambling wobble mature into the sleek, graceful gait of a purebred Irish setter. Molly was beautiful, calm, obedient, and loving. She had so wanted to be present at the birth of Molly's puppies. Molly would be growing older by this point. Were there white hairs on that long muzzle? Stiffness in the liquid joints? Even her puppies would be well into their adult years. Time was harsher on some than others. Janeway forgave herself for the quick rush of tears, gone as soon as they had arrived.
And now this little bundle, which was currently quarantined in sickbay, had appeared on the prover-bial doorstep. Was it so wrong to call it a dog? It was of a similar species, had clearly been domesticated, and had a nature as sweet as Neelix's. Which was actually saying a hell of a lot.
"Yes," she stated. "I'm calling it a dog." Her curios-ity was aroused by the creature and the mysterious doorway through which it had likely arrived. "Have Lieutenant Paris prepare the Delta Flyer and fetch our little friend from sickbay. We're going back down."
Paris met her in the docking bay a few moments later, carrying the "dog" and a crate in which to con-tain it once they boarded the shuttlecraft. It looked much happier and considerably drier than when Janeway had seen it about a half hour ago. Its fur was clean and dried and fluffed in a fashion that practically begged for her to run her fingers through it. She obliged, and found the creature absolutely
silky to the touch. It looked at her and blinked its slitted eyes.
"Think he likes you, Captain."
She smiled at Tom. "Perceptive animal. Come on." She climbed into the Flyer. Paris emulated her. Janeway alternately coaxed and shoved the animal into the crate, then stowed it in the back. It whim-pered a little, but stayed put. Janeway moved up to the front and took the seat behind Paris, letting him do what he was best at-piloting.
The doors opened, and the Delta Flyer took off into open space. The two were silent as they made their way to the planet. Finally Paris spoke up. "Too bad everyone couldn't have had some shore leave."
"We do seem to keep running into adventures, don't we?" his captain replied, her eyes on the read-ings. "I don't know about you, but much as I enjoy R-and-R, nothing gets my blood going like a good, old-fashioned, scientific mystery. And we've got a fine example right here."
They entered the planet's atmosphere and Tom checked the coordinates. Smoothly, the Flyer made its way through white clouds. Below them stretched the ocean, blue-green and beautiful and devoid of life large enough to see. Janeway couldn't help but wonder what creatures would eventually develop here in this fertile, friendly world.
With a couple of taps of his fingers, Paris brought the small vessel down low. It almost skimmed the surface of the waves. Janeway wondered if Paris was doing this to impress her with his skill. It wasn't necessary; she knew he was the best. That's why
she'd asked him to join her, all those years ago back in New Zealand.
It was just barely visible up ahead now, the strange portal. Janeway sat up straighter, her heart starting to beat faster. Paris slowed; then they came to a stop. Gently, Paris maneuvered the Flyer into the water and the small vessel began to rock with the motion of the waves.
The doors hissed open and Janeway stood, lightly touching the back of the chair to keep her balance. Paris was very good indeed; he'd brought them to within a meter of the door itself. She went to the doors and got as close as she could to the strange portal.
Janeway peered inside. Nothing. The blackness was absolute. She tapped her combadge. "Janeway to Voyager."
"Go ahead, Captain," said Tuvok.
"We are activating the probe and are just about to send it through." As she spoke, she extended a hand. Paris, who had risen to stand beside her, placed the small orb in her palm. She thumbed it and it came to life. Small blue and green lights flickered on its metallic surface. Gently, Janeway tossed it in the di-rection of the doorway. The momentum propelled it forward, humming.
Janeway held her breath.
It was within a third of a meter of the doorway-a few centimeters-
-inside-
Then it was gone. It vanished as if it had never been.
"We have lost all traces of the probe," came Tuvok's calm voice, filled with none of the disap-pointment that was flooding Janeway's mind.
"So have we. It disappeared." She closed her eyes and sighed heavily. "Looks like we have a new pas-senger. Tom, take us back."
He stared at her. "That's it?"
She regarded him coolly. "I can't see anything. Our sensors can't detect anything. There are no lives at stake here. The probe is utterly gone. I'm not about to send that animal through there without being certain it's safe. And I'm certainly not going to order any of my crew through there for no good reason. Do you understand, Mr. Paris?"
He averted his gaze. "Yes, ma'am," he said, and entered the controls.
As she sank back in her chair, Janeway regretted the harsh tone of voice she'd used with him. In truth, she was angry herself, at being cheated of an adven-ture. She'd have loved to go through, see what was on the other side, but there was no way to justify the risk. Her crew came first. Her scientific curiosity would just have to go unappeased today.
And in the meantime, Voyager now had a mascot.
She forced herself not to turn back and look with disappointed longing as the portal vanished into the distance.
CHAPTER 3
"WONDER IF HE'S HOUSEBROKEN," TOM MUSED, TO
break the awkward silence as the Delta Flyer headed back to rendezvous with Voyager.
"If not, it's a good opportunity for you to take some responsibility," Janeway replied, recognizing Paris's overture for what it was and more than will-ing to put the tense, disappointing moment behind them.
"Me?" Paris turned his head in her direction so quickly she thought he'd given himself whiplash. "Oh, no."
The as of yet unnamed "dog," freed from the crate and perhaps sensing that it was the topic of conver-sation, ambled forward. Janeway picked it up and placed it in her lap. "You rescued him, Tom," said Janeway, scratching the animal behind what ap-
peared to be ears. "Yes he did, didn't he?" she crooned.
The animal licked her face.
"Well, yeah, but that was a humanitarian gesture. Neelix would make a much better owner than I would."
Janeway thought of how protective Neelix had been of the creature. Small, lost things seemed to gravitate to him, didn't they?
"We'll see if Neelix is willing. As long as one of you steps up to take responsibility, I don't care who."
"Thought maybe you might want him," ventured Paris.
Janeway shook her head. "No. I already have a dog. Several, in fact. This one needs someone else." Again she scratched the animal, enjoying the incred-ible silky feel of his fur against her finger. "What shall we call you, little fellow?"
"Chakotay to Janeway."
"Go ahead, Commander."
"Sorry the door mystery didn't get solved, but we've got a new one for you to tackle once you come aboard."
"I can't wait."
"What have you got, Commander?" asked Janeway, stepping briskly from the turbolift onto the bridge.
"Spatial dislocation energy readings," Chakotay replied, rising from the command chair and yielding it to his captain. "Similar to what we saw on the planet, but much more intense."
Janeway sat down and called up her viewscreen and regarded the readings. "Opinions?"
"We can't get very good readings on it," said Chakotay. "It could be another door. But as you can see, the readings are slightly different and much stronger."
Once again, Janeway felt the yearning to step through that door, felt the pang of having had to deny that yearning. She was a rationalist, not a dreamer, but she had felt pulled to that door. Choos-ing not to step through had been one of the hardest things she'd ever done. And now here was some-thing very close to that, cropping up again.
"This can't be a coincidence," she said to herself. "It's too close."
"It's a considerable distance out of our way," said Chakotay, "but it is a fascinating phenomenon. And we are explorers, so..."
He didn't need to complete the sentence. "Agreed. Let's explore. Mr. Paris," she said to Tom, who had just entered after having dropped off the unnamed animal with Neelix, "you won't have time to warm that seat, I'm afraid. You and Seven take the Delta Flyer and investigate. Let us know what you think."
Paris raised an eyebrow and spun around on his heels.
"Who's keeping the dog?" asked Chakotay.
"Not sure yet," said Janeway, "but I'm betting on Neelix."
"Wish we could have gone through," said Paris to Seven as they settled back in their chairs. It was going to take about an hour to reach their destina-tion. Paris stretched.
"Explain." Seven's eyes were on the screen, flick-
ing back and forth between the computer's graphic display and a staggering line of equations.
"The doorway. On the planet. Captain wouldn't let us go through."
"A logical decision."
"Yeah, but still. It would have been exciting."
She turned her cool blue gaze on him for a mo-ment. "Excitement is irrelevant."
Paris shook his head. "At least we got the dog."
"Pets are also irrelevant. Especially aboard a star-ship."
"Bet the kids will love him."
Seven's full Ups curved hi a slight frown. "I am certain that the Borg children will also find this pet irrelevant."
Tom thought of the cute little fellow licking Janeway's face. "Don't be too sure."
She turned to him and accused, "You are making conversation about inane matters. We should be fo-cusing our attention on the task at hand. Surely that would be... exciting."
Paris glanced over at the dizzying list of equa-tions. "Hoo boy, more fun than a barrel of mon-keys."
Seven did not even bother to ask him to explain that one. With thinly concealed exasperation, she re-turned to her task.
Paris sighed and adjusted the controls from autopi-lot to manual. At least it would give him something to do. Seven was gorgeous. Seven was brilliant. Seven was efficient and accurate and meticulous and logical and all those other precise and annoying adjectives she liked to use. But when you came right down to it,
when you were stuck with her in a shuttle for an hour, Seven wasn't much fun.
All of a sudden, Tom frowned at the readings. Something was happening.
"Captain," said Tuvok. "I think you should see this."
Janeway activated her screen. "My God," she whispered. "Will you look at that."
The computer graphics had marked the spatial dis-tortion with a yellow, pulsating circle. Before her eyes, the shimmering image expanded, then contracted back to its original size. All around it, small pinpricks of yellow appeared, each one pulsing and growing until they were all the same size as the original distortion.
Janeway met Chakotay's dark gaze. "There are more of them," she said.
"Many more," said Chakotay.
"Onscreen," Janeway ordered.
On the massive screen that was Voyager's major window on the cosmos, Tuvok had placed the graphic display. They weren't looking at the actual distortions, but a computer representation.
"I am placing the original distortion in the exact center of the screen," said Tuvok.
As they watched, one by one, blips appeared, grew, and steadied. At first there were only five or six, but within a minute, there were dozens.
At that moment, she heard Tom Paris's voice.
"Delta Flyer to Voyager."
"We're reading you, Tom," his captain replied. "From here it looks like that single distortion isn't alone anymore."
"We're monitoring the situation," Paris answered.
"Captain-other lost puppies are following us home. Can we keep them?"
Janeway smiled her warmest smile as the two aliens transported aboard her ship. Tom had warned her that they were frightened, but probably harmless. They'd had some incredible story, which Seven had declined to relate, indicating that it would be best if Janeway heard them out herself.
Her first impression seemed to confirm that of Paris. The two humanoids who materialized on the ship literally clung to each other and looked around with wide eyes.
They were tall, about two and a half meters, and quite powerfully built. Small, iridescent scales cov-ered what flesh was visible, but they had long black hair and the female had breasts, indicating that they were mammalian. Their hands had long, tapered fin-gers and a peculiar hornlike growth protruding from the wrists. Slightly elongated mouths reminded her of muzzles, and they had vestigial, stumpy tails. Janeway was immediately reminded of the Cardas-sians, but there was nothing of that species' trademark arrogance about these two, a male and a female. They clutched each other's hands and their red, double-pupiled eyes were wide. Their breath came quickly.
"Welcome aboard my ship," Janeway said as pleasantly as possible. "My lieutenant tells me that you're lost, just as we are."
As she had hoped, that got their attention. The fe-male cocked her head. "You are lost?"
"Yes, we are. But we're trying to get home. We hope to assist you in that quest too. Are you hungry?"
They glanced at each other. Finally, as if it was a source of great shame, the male admitted, "Our food and water supplies ran out several days ago."
"Then I should take you to sickbay at once," stated Janeway. "We'll make sure that you're in good health, and then we'll have lunch together."
The female looked frightened. "Your... doctor," she said hesitantly. "He does not perform... experi-ments?"
Good Lord, no wonder these people were fright-ened. Seven and Tom had to have done a bang-up job to simply convince them to come aboard Voy-ager. She stepped forward impulsively, compassion warring with righteous anger.
"No one aboard this ship will harm you in any way," she stated. "You are guests here, not captives. You can return to your vessel any time you wish. We'd like to help you."
"Why?" asked the male.
"Because it's the right thing to do. People have helped us in our search to get home. It's the least we can do to help others in a similar situation. I would like you to see our doctor because if you are suffer-ing from malnutrition or dehydration or any other ailment, he can treat it. If you don't want to see him, I won't force you."
They exchanged glances again. Finally, the male nodded. "I am Torar. This is my mate, Ara. Our peo-ple are called the Nemar."
"It's a pleasure to meet you. Come. Let's go to sickbay and see what the Doctor has to say. Then I'll be happy to see what we can do to help you."
Janeway tried to observe unobtrusively as the
three of them made their way to sickbay. Not only were they exhausted and famished, but there was a constant air of apprehension about the two Nenlars. They started at every unfamiliar noise, twisted their heads to follow each person who passed them in the corridors. By the time they reached sickbay, the two of them and, to some extent, their host as well, were nervous wrecks.
Janeway smiled as she caught sight of the little dog, still ensconced in one of the smaller observa-tion areas. It immediately rose to its feet upon sight of her and began barking.
The Doctor frowned. "According to Mr. Neelix, he wants to play."
"I'm sure he does," said Janeway, smiling and placing her hand on the clear partition. The dog wriggled ecstatically. "When will you let him?"
"Mr. Neelix is planning to drop by a little later with the children for a play session. We'll see how the animal interacts with them. If he can be trusted, I'll relinquish him into Mr. Neelix's capable hands. In the meantime, I see you've brought me some other patients." He turned a beaming countenance upon the Nenlars.
Ara's eyes had widened so large they threatened to fall out of her skull. At once, Janeway made the connection they had and hastened to reassure her guests. "This is a lower species," she said, indicating the dog. "We believe it is a domesticated animal of some sort. You won't be placed in a holding area."
Ara visibly relaxed, and Torar smiled shakily. "Of course not," he said with false heartiness, as if he had never had any doubt.
For all his arrogance, the Doctor was a perceptive hologram, and his bedside manner had been steadily improving since his original activation so many years ago. "Please have a seat on one of the beds," he invited his guests.
They complied immediately, both on the same bed, which Janeway suspected was not what the Doctor had intended. Nonetheless, he began to examine Ara. Janeway took the opportunity to try to engage them in conversation. "Lieutenant Paris says that you told him and Seven that you were lost. What happened? Where is your homeworld?"
It ought to have been an easy, straightforward question. But the Nenlars again exchanged glances. Finally, Torar spoke.
"We know what happened, but we do not under-stand it. And we cannot tell you where our world is, because we haven't the slightest idea where we are at present."
"Go on," Janeway urged.
Again, the hesitation, the looks. It was beginning to set off Janeway's warning bells, but she would lis-ten first before making judgments.
"Our planet was... severely damaged in a war many centuries ago. 'Devastated' would not be too harsh a word." There was a hint of anger in Torar's voice even now. "It was a long, painful path to re-covery, but we are a determined people and we fi-nally again discovered a way to reach the stars. We used faster-than-light travel to search for ways to en-rich our world-new crops, new technology, new ideas. Many intrepid souls left our homeworld alto-gether, to scratch out new lives for themselves else-
where. We like to observe first, then make first con-tact on our own terms, once we determine a species is not a threat. We have... an ingrained fear of being dominated, taken advantage of, again. You can imagine, Captain Janeway, how unsettling it was when we had no idea where in the universe our little scout ship was."
Janeway nodded in sympathy. The Doctor had fin-ished with his preliminary examination of Ara and turned his attention to Torar. The sudden move of the tricorder in his direction caused Torar to flinch, al-beit briefly.
He recovered quickly and continued. "When the portal appeared, it did not seem too dangerous to venture through it."
"Portal?" exclaimed Janeway, fully alert now. "Describe it."
"It was like a strange doorway in space," said Ara. "Big enough for our ship to traverse. We thought we could venture through, see what was on the other side, and return safely." She hesitated. "We were ter-ribly wrong."
Janeway's skin prickled. She'd been right not to go through that doorway with Paris and the dog. Al-though it had felt so very wrong at the time___
"The moment we had passed through, the portal vanished. We couldn't see it; our ship sensors couldn't detect it. When another one opened up shortly afterward, we foolishly thought it was the same portal."
"But it wasn't," said Janeway softly.
"No," said Torar. "It led to an entirely different place. Nothing was the same. No recognizable stars,
nothing. More and more portals opened up. We began to grow frightened."
"Fear," said Ara, "is also ingrained in us. You can-not imagine the discipline required to subdue it."
From what they had said about their race being ter-rorized, Janeway suspected she could. She made a mental note to have Tuvok talk to these people. Who knew but that he might be able to teach them some mental disciplines to handle this deep-set, racial terror.
"We panicked," said Torar, hanging his head in shame. "We went through every portal that appeared."
"There were dozens," said Ara swiftly.
"Hundreds. We lost count of how many we tried, hoping each one would be the one that led back to our sector."
"None of them was."
"Some of them opened into what we think were other dimensions," said Torar. At once, Janeway thought of fluidic space. She wondered if they had encountered Species 8472. "It was terrifying, Cap-tain. Terrifying. When finally we ended up here- wherever here may be-we realized that, no matter where we were, we were in normal space again. We calmed down somewhat and refused to be tempted by any other portals that manifested."
"A very wise choice," said the Doctor.
"I agree," said Janeway. "And you've been wan-dering this sector since?"
"Yes," said Ara. "With portals opening all the time, taunting us. But we didn't yield, not even when our supplies ran out." She lowered her eyes and spoke softly. "There are things that are more frightening than the thought of starving to death
with one's mate, Captain. And we saw some of those things."
Spontaneously, Janeway reached out a hand and placed it on Ara's. The Nenlar tensed, but after a long moment, her slender fingers opened and curled around Janeway's, accepting the other woman's sympathy. Janeway squeezed gently, and then re-leased Ara's hand.
"With your permission, I'd like to send a team over to start effecting repairs and resupplying your vessel," she said.
This time, there was no hesitation. "You are kind, Captain," Torar answered at once. "We are grateful for any help you choose to give us."
Janeway was pleased. She'd won their trust. "Doctor, what's the diagnosis?" she asked.
"From what I can determine, never having en-countered this species before," said the Doctor, "the two seem in fairly good health, considering all they've undergone. I'd like to rehydrate them and give them some nutritional supplements before re-leasing them to Mr. Neelix for a hearty lunch."
The two nodded. Quickly the Doctor applied a se-ries of hyposprays. Gingerly, the two touched then-necks after he was done, but they already looked better, more alert.
Janeway touched her combadge. "Torres, this is Janeway. Can you prepare a team to transport over to the Nenlar vessel? I'd like to start repairs as soon as possible."
"Aye, Captain," Torres replied.
"Come. We'll get you some lunch."
The lunch, while not one of Neelix's better repasts, was devoured hungrily by the Nenlars. They did not seem familiar with eating utensils and used their long, clever fingers to place food into their mouths. Nonetheless, not a crumb was dropped and the entire process was as formal and tidy as many a Starfleet banquet Janeway had been forced to attend. Manners came in all shapes and sizes, and Janeway was not about to pass judgment. They did notice the crew eating with utensils, and Janeway suspected that they'd get around to asking about such strange and unnecessary implements later.
She learned a little more about them as she ate her own lunch, which was a ham and Swiss on rye. She had decided at the last minute to forgo Neelix's yruss-and-broccoli (by all accounts one of his tastier dishes) and eat something that she normally ate with her hands, to make her guests feel more at ease. They were shy, peaceful, and cautious. Ara and Torar re-vealed that they were actually considered quite the brave souls on their planet, for daring to embark on dangerous space missions to explore the sector in search of technologies to bring back to benefit their world.
It wasn't until dessert, however, that Janeway learned the name of the race that had so traumatized the Nenlar centuries earlier. Clutching a warm, just-replicated chocolate chip cookie in one hand and a large glass of milk in the other, Ara reminded Janeway of a frightened child as she spoke.
"ludka," she said, as if uttering the worst word in the universe. And by her standards, of course, she
was. "They came and plundered our world. They took everything that was of any value on the surface and in the oceans, and ripped open the ground to take more. When they were done, they bombed every major city to ashes, then left to do the same to other innocent worlds. We were not even capable of spaceflight at that time. It took us centuries to re-cover, centuries more to dare to venture into the skies, the same place from whence our tormentors had come. But we did so." She lifted her head and her eyes gleamed with pride. No longer did she look like a terrified girl, but like a warrior. "We were brave."
You were indeed, thought Janeway, wondering whether, if the same thing had happened in Earth's nineteenth century, her own people would have had that same courage.
She left them in Neelix's care, and he promised to show them around the ship.
The rest of the day unfolded as usual. With Ara and Torar's permission, Torres's team had down-loaded the contents of the Nenlar ship's computer. All the information it contained would be fed into Voyager's computer. With a little bit of luck, it would yield some clue about the Nenlars' place of origin, and a way to get them back.
Janeway was in the midst of a dream in which Molly was a puppy again, wagging her red tail and chewing happily on a rubber bone, when the crisp voice of the computer startled her awake.
"What... oh." She sat up and knuckled sleep out of her eyes. "Repeat message, computer."
"Download and examination of the contents of the Nenlar vessel computer is complete."
Fully alert now, Janeway asked, "Can you deter-mine the location of the Nenlar homeworld?"
"Affirmative. The Nenlar homeworld is the fourth planet from the central star in the Alungis system, located in Sector 48472, in the Beta Quadrant."
CHAPTER
4
when janeway broke the news a few hours later in a senior officer staff meeting, everyone started talking at once.
"Beta Quadrant? Are they near Qo'noS?"
"Could we retrace the various portals?"
"Are they stable?"
Janeway raised her hands for silence. "Their world is nowhere near the Klingon Empire, even with their documentation there is no way to retrace the precise number of portals the Nenlars went through, and the portals themselves are quite far from stable. I entertained those thoughts myself, but the final outcome of all of this is, the Nenlars are al-most as far from home as we are, and have about as much likelihood of getting back as we do."
She surveyed her senior officers, and then her eyes
came to rest on the two Nenlars sitting beside her. "I'm sorry," she said gently. "What we can do, is-"
"Kim to Janeway."
Kim was manning the bridge. Janeway frowned. "Go ahead, Mr. Kim."
"It seems that the Nenlars weren't the only ones who got tricked by all those portals. I'm picking up readings of more portals opening and several ships entering this sector through them."
"Stations," said Janeway. The meeting could wait. There was no telling if the crews of all those ships appearing out of nowhere would be as friendly as the Nenlars.
She strode onto the bridge and looked at the viewscreen. "You weren't exaggerating, Mr. Kim," she said softly, with a bit of awe.
Before her was an amazing spectacle. The back-ground of space and stars was now being decorated with mysterious portals, some opening and closing almost immediately, others opening and remaining so. Moving about and sometimes through these gate-ways was an amazing variety of ships.
"Mr. Kim, prepare to send an open message."
"Go ahead, Captain."
"This is Captain Kathryn Janeway of the Federa-tion starship Voyager to all ships in the immediate vicinity. It is likely that you have all recently trav-eled through some kind of portal in space." Even as she spoke, three more doorways in space opened. Three more ships zipped out. This was madness. What the hell was going on? This made no sense. If the portals were accidental, then the odds of them opening like this were astronomical. If they weren't,
if someone had created them, it wasn't logical to have so many opening all at once in the same place. She shook her head, dismissing any rational argu-ment, and merely chose to accept what was.
"While I cannot speak for all of you, I can speak for myself and my ship. We have no hostile inten-tions toward any of you. Please do not traverse any of the gateways unless you are certain of where they will open. There is an excellent chance that if you do so, you will become more lost than you already are. We are open for your response."
The minute she'd uttered the words, poor Harry Kim was bombarded by replies. It sounded like gib-berish as the Universal Translator frantically tried to compensate.
"One at a time, Mr. Kim," Janeway said.
"Aye, Captain," replied Kim distractedly, his fin-gers flying. "Here we go, in no particular order."
"This is Leader Sinimar Arkathi, of the Todanian vessel the Relka. We demand to know why you have brought us here."
"Greetings, Captain Janeway. I am Commander Ellia, of the Salamar vessel the Umul. Do you per-haps have a map of these vexing portals we could negotiate for?"
"He-hello? We're the Kuluuk. Please don't hurt us. Who are you, please? Did you bring us here?"
"Captain Janeway. I give you respectful greetings, in the honored conventions of my people. By our custom, here are the names of every crew member aboard my vessel, beginning with mine. I am Ophar, daughter of Willar, son of..."
And on and on they came, a dizzying array of
names and lists of species and vessels. Every one of them had a different tone in responding to Janeway's original hail. Janeway threw Chakotay a look of amused exasperation, which he returned with a knowing grin.
Until one name stopped her cold.
"This is Commander Kelmar, of the ludka vessel the Nivvika. We would appreciate any information you have on these portals."
ludka. The race that had almost wiped out the Nenlar.
Torar and Ara had been standing behind her and she heard them inhale swiftly. Craning her neck to look at them, Janeway said, "Don't worry. I won't let them hurt you."
More titles, pleas, accusations. More species that they'd never heard of. And finally, one that they had. For the second time in five minutes, Janeway's heart sped up with apprehension.
"We have heard of you, Voyager. I am Alpha, commander of the Hirogen vessel the Rhev."
Finally, after almost two hours, the manifestation of the portals and the ships they disgorged slowed and eventually stopped. Attempting to contact them all individually during this time would have been an exercise in futility. Janeway had to wait until the im-mense flow had slowed to a trickle. Now she sent out a second message.
"This is Captain Janeway, again to all vessels in the area. We have heard from sixty-two different vessels, representing a total of forty-eight different races. Some of you have sought aid, while others of
you have threatened aggression. I understand your confusion; we are confused ourselves as to the na-ture and purpose, if any, of this phenomenon. With so many individuals involved, it would be useless to try to conduct any meaningful exchange via viewscreens. I propose the following: Each vessel sends a single representative to my ship, Voyager. We hold a meeting. Share information. Perhaps one of us has a clue that the others do not. We are all lost here, some to a greater extent than the others. There would be no purpose in hostilities at this juncture for any of us. Our facilities can accommodate the num-ber in comfort. Our translation and transportation devices are more than adequate for what is re-quired."
She paused, and then continued. "I understand what a leap of faith it will be to some of you to transport blindly to my vessel with nothing but my word that you will be safe. To those of you who do not wish to attend, I understand. You won't be forced to come. But you may lose your only chance to re-turn to your own system. You have twenty of our minutes to consider the offer, and then I would ap-preciate hearing from every vessel. Janeway out."
"Captain, you can't invite the ludka aboard!" cried Torar.
She turned to look at him. "I can't not invite their commander and have an open house for the other sixty-one captains," she said mildly. "Please don't worry. I will tolerate no violence aboard this vessel. You have my word that you will come to no harm."
"But-"
Janeway held up a hand. "It's my understanding
that the repairs are nearly complete aboard your ship, Torar. If you like, we will replenish your sup-plies and you may leave immediately."
"And go where?" Torar cried.
"My point exactly. When was the last time you encountered the ludka?"
Ara looked uncomfortable. "There has been no formal contact for over two hundred years," she ad-mitted. "We have heard rumors, but we had hoped they had died out."
Janeway chose to overlook the vitriol. It wasn't her place to judge. But she was not about to have this parliament of aliens hamstrung by centuries-old fears. "You have changed a great deal since the ludka last saw you. Perhaps they have as well."
"Evil does not gentle into goodness," spat Torar.
"But people can and do change," Janeway replied. "If you don't want to give them the benefit of the doubt, that's your decision. I won't force you to at-tend this conference. But I won't let your worries do anything to hamper this opportunity for a meeting of minds. Now. Do you wish to attend this gathering?"
No answer at first; then Torar said, "May we sit as far away from the ludka as possible?"
"Of course," said Janeway, relieved that they were even coming at all.
The Nenlars returned to their vessel to prepare. Janeway sent a final announcement to the assembled races, specifying the place and time at which the meeting would occur.
She fussed with her hair at the mirror, pausing for a moment to regard herself. She had to admit, she
looked good in her dress uniform. Janeway had de-cided to wear it-and require it of all her officers who would also be attending-to emphasize the im-portance of the meeting and to make it as formal as possible. With so many divergent species in atten-dance, there were bound to be some bruised egos and perhaps downright outbursts. By announcing at the outset that this was a formal negotiation among equals, and treating the meeting with that level of re-spect, she hoped to nip any problems in the bud. These people who would shortly be boarding her vessel might not be ambassadors in an official sense, but there would likely be a record number of First Contacts made here today.
The chime at her door startled her out of her reverie. "Come," she called.
Chakotay entered, looking strikingly handsome in his dress uniform. "Status?" she asked, turning to face him.
"Cargo Bay One is presently masquerading as a Federation ceremony hall," he told her.
"I hope it can carry off the illusion," she replied as together they strode into the corridor. "Did all the representatives submit their requirements?"
"Most of them. I've never seen such an interesting assembly of seating arrangements in my life. Those who can't adapt to our atmosphere will be linked via viewscreens. Fortunately, it's a relatively small num-ber. Some of them have already started arriving."
"I hate it when your guests are early," Janeway said. They entered the turbolift. "Cargo Bay One."
"Neelix is doing an admirable job of hosting in your absence," Chakotay assured her.
"Is he serving food?" The possibilities of inadver-tently causing offense with the wrong kind of co-mestibles was staggering.
"He's done his homework," Chakotay said. "And it's all replicated food."
"Thank God for small favors," Janeway said. The turbolift came to a halt.
He put a hand on her arm. "Kathryn," he said qui-etly, "do you have any plan of action here I should know about?"
"Not a damn thing," she replied gaily as they ap-proached the cargo bay. "I'm playing this all by ear." She squared her shoulders. "Well, here goes nothing."
The door hissed open and Janeway noticed two things immediately. One, there was an incredible volume of conversation, some of it angry-sounding. Two, there were an amazing number of bodies crammed into the cargo bay, and everyone seemed to be moving quickly, shoving past his neighbor.
As swift and silent as a cat, Tuvok appeared be-side her out of nowhere. She didn't even have to ask for a status update before he spoke.
"This is a highly agitated crowd, Captain. They have not yet demonstrated any physical violence, however. I have twenty-five security personnel dis-tributed throughout the room, some of them clothed so as to blend in with the crowd. All are armed with phasers on stun. We are prepared to erect forcefields if necessary, and-"
She raised a hand to stop him. "I'm sure you've got everything completely under control, Tuvok," she said with a calmness she didn't fully feel. Show-time, she thought.
"Could everyone please take a seat?" No re-sponse. "Computer, adjust volume of my voice through the translator."
"Volume adjusted."
"Could everyone please take a seat?" Janeway's voice was incredibly loud, and had the desired re-sult. All conversation ceased, and all heads turned to look at her. She felt a flutter of butterflies in her stomach and forced a smile. "I'm sure we'd all like to get this started," she said. "It will be easier if everyone is seated."
More milling about, but this time, Janeway was re-lieved to see, to an ultimate purpose. All the aliens as-sembled whose anatomy permitted them to sit did so. Janeway didn't know which ones were the ludka, but she spotted the Nenlars huddled together against a far wall and guessed that the ludka were in the place far-thest from them. She looked in that direction. No-body there looked like the monsters the Nenlars had described. But then again, they probably wouldn't.
She strode forward with a confidence she did not really feel to the podium at the front of the hastily redecorated cargo bay.
"First, let me thank you all for coming. I can only imagine how you are all feeling. It took a leap of faith for you to attend without knowing what other races might be here, and I commend you for that courage.
"You have all received information on my vessel, Voyager, and know that we, like you, ended up here in what we know as the Delta Quadrant by accident. We have spent over five years searching for a way home, but also putting to good use the unique oppor-tunity that being here has presented us."
She scanned the crowd and smiled. "You could not possibly have found a more sympathetic crew than mine. Some of you are from neighboring sec-tors, in which case getting home will be relatively easy, once you have your bearings. Others of you," and she glanced over at the Nenlars, "have come as far as we have. Your task will be more difficult. But one thing I know in my heart, and that is if we all work together willingly, and share our knowledge freely, we will all benefit.
"Our path leads us into a dangerous area of space. We are determined to traverse it. I wish to formally extend Voyager's companionship, protection, and support to any vessel that wishes to accompany us. For those of you who wish to strike out on your own, I wish you the best of luck. I hope we'll send you on your way better prepared than you might oth-erwise have been. Now, I would like to invite anyone who cares to to come forward and address the crowd. We'd like to start sharing our knowledge."
There was a lag while the computer translated her speech into the varied languages. Then, all of a sud-den, a full quarter of the crowd rose and began marching with purpose toward Janeway.
Inwardly, she groaned. This was going to be harder than she had thought.
Is it working? One Who Is Leader queried with an anxious thought.
Let us find out, replied One Who Masters Technol-ogy, a hint of smugness tingeing its thoughts. One Who Is Second and One Who Braves Strangers leaned forward, peering at their viewscreen.
Among themselves, they were simply Us and We. Every other intelligent being in the cosmos was Them and They. Contact was to be avoided when possible, and when it was not avoidable, they called themselves the Ones Who Will Not Be Named. They had ears, but no vocal cords. There was much need early on in their evolution to hear sounds that might warn mem of dan-ger: a falling tree, the roar of a predator, the strange noises that passed for communication among other be-ings not advanced enough to have mastered telepathy. Now, the small holes in their large heads that served for ears were assaulted by a cacophony of sound.
Their eyes were dazzled by an array of beings staggering in their differences. The colors, the noises, the sharp, swift movements-so different from the fluid, graceful motions of the Ones Who Will Not Be Named-assaulted them. One Who Masters Technol-ogy and One Who Is Second actually cringed back from the images, fluttering their long fingers in what would, in other species, be a cry of distress.
Truth be told, One Who Is Leader wanted to cringe, too. Only One Who Braves Strangers, who had been trained from birth by others of that skill not to be afraid of alien species so that in the rare cases that contact was necessary someone would be willing to do so, seemed at ease. Leader marveled at its control, and was, as ever, a bit unsettled by it.
If only they had not ventured through that strange gateway! They would be happily examining the stars, inspecting uninhabited worlds, traveling in their peaceful, nurturing silence as they usually did. But they had foolishly gone through, and they were in this strange place, forced to learn what they could
through the annoying and frightening jabbering of not just one but dozens of strange beings.
With no spoken language of their own, it had taken decades of their best minds working on the problem to evolve a translator that took the chatter of other races and turned it into the mental waves that the Ones Who Will Not Be Named could under-stand. Masters Technology now worked the controls. Finally, it was able to turn off the intrusive noise. Alien words translated into thoughts bombarded them, dozens at a time, most of them utterly point-less. Still, it was the only way the Ones Who Will Not Be Named could hope to learn anything, and Leader renewed its determination.
CHAPTER
B
seven and a half long, loud, exhausting, and largely futile hours later, one Captain Kathryn Janeway slouched back toward her quarters utterly drained.
"Lights," she called in a voice made hoarse by screaming to be heard over the din of sixty-two ar-guing voices. She stumbled to the bathroom and splashed her face. To categorize today as "stress-ful" would have been the understatement of the decade.
The door chimed. She sighed and dried her face. "Come," she called.
The door hissed open and Chakotay entered. "When we reach Earth, I'm going to recommend that you be appointed an ambassador," he said, amusement warming his voice.
"No, thank you," she replied huskily. She went to the replicator. "Vulcan spice tea. Hot. With a touch of honey."
Throwing propriety to the wind, she took a sip of tea, placed it down, and then collapsed on the bed. "That," she said with infinite weariness, "has got to be the single most exhausting day of my life."
"If it's any consolation, Tuvok's contacts reported that the overall tone among the aliens was much calmer after the meeting than beforehand."
"Of course it was," Janeway said. "Everyone was too tired to argue anymore."
Chakotay laughed out loud at that. He sat down next to her on the bed. "You did a wonderful job today. What you had to face was something that I'll wager even Ambassador Spock would have found difficult."
"Thanks," she said, and meant it. She rolled into a seated position and sipped her tea again. Normally she was a coffee woman, but Tuvok had recommended the spiced tea for the sore throat. It was tastier than she imagined and it was definitely soothing.
"Have we heard anything back from any of the ships yet?" she asked, staring pointedly at the padd Chakotay was holding.
"Funny you should ask. Twelve ships have de-cided that they want nothing to do with any of us. Seventeen are opting to find their own ways home, but thanked us politely for our help. Ten ships have officially agreed to accompany us through No Man's Land, and the rest we haven't heard from yet."
"Who's coming?"
Chakotay again glanced at the padd. "The Nenlars. The Todanians. The ludka," he said, looking at her.
"That will be interesting," said Janeway. She lis-tened while Chakotay rattled off a lengthy list. "The Salamar. The Lamorians. The Kuluuk. The Iyal. The
Yumiri. The Tllihuh-----" Sometimes she was able to
put names to faces, but most of them were just a blur of odd syllables.
Until he said, "The Hirogen."
She swallowed her mouthful of tea. "I was sur-prised they would even come to the meeting. The idea of the hunters sitting quietly while surrounded by prey seemed too much to ask for. And now they want to join us?" She raised a skeptical eyebrow. "Perhaps they want a chance to pick us off one by one."
He looked at her searchingly. "That doesn't sound like you."
She sighed. "You're right. It's the exhaustion talk-ing." She put her hand on his arm. "I shouldn't be making important decisions right now. Let's meet in the morning."
He nodded agreement, said good night, and left. She prepared for sleep herself. When she crawled between the sheets, she fell asleep almost immedi-ately. And when she dreamed, it was a busy, restless dream of thousands of people all talking at once, with a terrible danger threatening, and not a one of them listening to his neighbor.
Janeway awoke with the germ of an idea, and the more she thought about it, the better it seemed. The large meeting had, despite the tension, been useful. But what she needed to do was get to know these
people, if she was going to be traveling with them. She decided that every night, she would have an in-formal dinner with a representative or two from a different species. They would, she hoped, feel more relaxed and free to speak about their personal con-cerns one-on-one without trying to jockey for posi-tion in order to be heard.
They had already gotten to know the Nenlar. Janeway decided that the next race she would get to know-and, she resolved, with an open mind- would be the ludka.
So it was that at 1800, Janeway, Chakotay, and Tuvok stood in the transporter room while Ensign Campbell beamed up the commander of the Nivvika and his first officer.
Like the Nenlar that they had terrorized, accord-ing to Ara and Torar, the ludka were humanoid. They were smaller and much slighter than Janeway had mentally pictured them. Their skin glistened like mother-of-pearl, and there was not a hair on their slender forms. Their clothes were loose and brightly colored. Their bearing was proud, but not arrogant, and they understood the humanoid gesture of the smile.
To her surprise, the commander stepped forward with his hand outstretched. "I have been reviewing the information you sent about your culture, Captain Janeway. I understand that this handclasp is a form of greeting. Please instruct me on the finer points, that I may perform it correctly."
Slightly taken aback, Janeway smiled. "We each clasp opposite hands, like so." She accompanied the words with gestures. "We squeeze firmly, but not too
;
tightly, and then we pump the hand up and down a few times."
"Ah. What is the origin of this handclasp?"
Now Janeway had to laugh a little. "It was so that in ancient times, enemies could approach for peace negotiations without fear that the other had a weap-on in his hand."
The commander looked rueful. "As is so often the case, it was born from suspicion. Nonetheless, it is a pleasant form of greeting. I am Commander Kel-mar. This is my First Officer, Second Commander Lei. We are delighted to be aboard your magnificent vessel."
Janeway considered herself a pretty good judge of character, and there was nothing about these two that bespoke a nature that would enjoy the atrocities that the Nenlar attributed to them.
It was going to be an interesting dinner.
Neelix had asked for, and been sent, several recipes native to the ludka. Janeway had insisted that he replicate the food rather than cooking it himself. To cheer him up, she had told him that if he wished, he could perform the task of headwaiter, which seemed to delight him no end. Neelix reveled in get-ting to know people, and to have him serve the food would be an excellent way to include him in these dinners without making him an official guest. Often-times, flies on the wall heard more.
He stood eagerly awaiting them in Janeway's quarters. "Good evening, Commander, First Officer. Please, do have a seat."
'This is Mr. Neelix, our sometime ambassador
and resident chef," said Janeway. "If the food is to your liking, he gets the credit."
"And the blame if it's not," said Chakotay teasingly.
"Ah, ah," and Neelix waggled a remonstrative fin-ger. "Let's try it first, shall we?"
They took their seats. Neelix began serving some kind of purple soup with odd-shaped lumps. It did, however, smell heavenly.
"Carmor soup!" exclaimed Kelmar with delight. "I haven't had this in a long time. Carmor testicles are so difficult to come by."
Janeway froze with the spoon halfway to her mouth. She hesitated, and then grimly began to eat. She had to admit it wasn't half bad.
"We have technology that enables us to replicate any dish for which we know the recipe," said Chakotay. He seemed to have no problems with carmor testicles in his soup. But now that she looked closer, the "testicles" looked suspiciously like pasta. "I'm sure it's not the same as home-made, but we try."
Kelmar did not reply; his mouth was full.
The fine start to the dinner only continued. Neelix had two more courses, some synthale patterned after ludka wine, and a dessert that was so sweet Janeway could manage only a few mouthfuls. The discussion stayed mainly on safe topics. Janeway learned about her guests' children and families, how the ludka elected their officials, their fondness for a peculiar game called ijik, which involved three balls, seven sticks, and apparently lots of yelling, and the Nivvika's journey up to this point. After dinner, the captain herself brought a pot of Neelix's best coffee
substitute to the table and graciously poured for her guests.
'This is one of our delicacies," she informed them. "It's a mild stimulant. I hope you enjoy it."
They sipped, and pronounced it good, though Lei put about six spoonfuls of sugar into his. Heartened, Janeway decided that it was time to bring up more serious topics.
"As you no doubt are aware," she began pleas-antly, "we have two representatives here from a race known to your people. They are Ara and Torar, and they are from Nenlar."
She watched them closely. Kelmar stiffened. "Yes," he said heavily. "We know. And let me guess. They have told you tales of atrocities perpetrated on then" people by mine. They told you stories of plun-der and senseless, vindictive destruction. They told you that we are monsters, and that they have spent the intervening centuries simply trying to rebuild their world and live a peaceful life."
"Yes," said Chakotay, obviously surprised. "They have."
Here it comes, thought Janeway. The explana-tions, the excuses, all the "reasons" for why they did what they did, or maybe just flat-out denial.
"They told you the truth about us," Kelmar said bluntly. Janeway raised an eyebrow. She hadn't been expecting that.
"Our ancestors were indeed monstrous in their treatment of other worlds. The Nenlar have company for their grievances against the ludka. We once saw other worlds as our own, and took what we wanted from them. Alien lives were reckoned no more pre-
cious than those of the beasts we bred and slaugh-tered for our food. The galaxy was nothing but a countless array of presents for the ludka, and anyone who tried to stand in our way suffered terribly. If memory serves me correctly-there are so many races who have suffered at our hands, you must for-give me if I cannot recall all the details-they were the race that first gave us the annarium." He turned to Lei for confirmation.
"I think so, yes," said Lei.
Kelmar turned back to Janeway. "We took every-thing that we could use, and then we bombed the planet. It was a routine procedure in those days. I do not deny our past, Captain. And I do not wax elo-quent about any specious 'lost glory.' Our ancestors were unevolved brutes. We realize that the path to advancement lies in peaceful coexistence, not de-struction and war. And we have turned our efforts toward healing the damage that was done so long ago. But," and his voice was hard, "you need to un-derstand two things, Captain Janeway. I cannot be held responsible for what someone several centuries ago did. I can regret those actions, but I will not apologize. / have never authorized wanton destruc-tion, and therefore / won't bow my head and have stones flung at me for what some stranger did in the past."
"Fair enough," said Janeway.
"And also, the Nenlar may have been terribly wronged at one point, but they too have blood on their hands. Many of them are terrorists. They have no uniform government declaring war, but many in-dividuals have devoted their lives to exacting some
kind of retribution for what their ancestors suffered. These terrorists do not fight openly, but in stealth, in darkness, with a coward's ways and a coward's weapons. And frankly, in all honesty it is a tiny per-centage of the population. I do not hate the Nenlar, but neither can I call them utterly innocent. I imag-ine the Nenlars you spoke with did not mention this."
"No," said Tuvok. "They did not."
"I am not at all surprised." Kelmar sank back and sipped at his coffee. "Captain, I have no desire to stir up ancient enmity. I will happily cooperate with any of the ships that choose to join this caravan, includ-ing the Nenlar. But I'm not here to negotiate a peace agreement. If they will leave us alone, and respect our ways, I can guarantee my crew will behave in the same manner."
"Given the circumstances," said Janeway, "that's all anyone could ask for."
Kelmar nodded, once. He seemed satisfied. "Now, Mr. Neelix," he said to the Talaxian, who had been quietly standing by observing, "you said something about a beverage called Saurian brandy?"
When a sleepy-looking Ara appeared on the viewscreen in Janeway's private quarters, the captain of Voyager minced no words.
"I don't take kindly to being lied to."
Ara seemed totally shocked. "Captain, I do not understand. We have not lied to you about anything." Torar moved into the picture.
"I just had dinner with Kelmar and Lei, com-mander and first officer of the ludka vessel," Jane-
way continued, watching their reactions closely. As she expected, they seemed horrified that she would consort with such creatures. She plowed on.
"Kelmar freely admits to what his people did to yours in the past. And it sounds like the present ludka governments are sorry for what happened and don't behave like that any longer. However, he told us something interesting about certain branches of the Nenlar. He used the word 'terrorist.' Was he lying?"
Torar sighed heavily. "No," he said. "But they are such a small, wayward group-Captain, you know how fearful we are. To overcome the fear and turn it against an old enemy would take something that few of my people have. I would say it is only one in sev-eral hundred thousand, perhaps one in a million. And we are not a populous people."
Janeway's heart softened as she looked at them. They were trembling with fear. Or was it fear of dis-covery? Perhaps these two were of the admittedly rare few that could overcome their fear. Her mind raced with dark scenarios.
Finally, she sighed. She was not about to con-demn either race out of hand. How they behaved on this journey would determine how she regarded them.
"Kelmar says that as long as you leave him and his people alone, and show them respect, he will guarantee the same behavior."
The two Nenlars exchanged glances, but finally Ara nodded. "If he truly holds to that, then we will happily agree to stay as far away from him and his ship as we may."
"Very well, then. Good night." The screen went dark. Janeway rubbed her tired eyes.
Day Two was proving to be as exhausting as Day One. And they hadn't even started on No Man's Land yet. Tomorrow would be the first official leg of the journey, provided everyone's vessel was ready.
She was not looking forward to it. She reached out a hand for a padd and thumbed it. She had re-quested a meeting with the Hirogen next. The fol-lowing day, it would be with a race called the Todanians. A faint memory stirred. She closed her eyes and concentrated and a hard, angry voice floated back to her: "This is Leader Sinimar Arkathi, of the Todanian vessel the Relka. We demand to know why you have brought us here."
No. She definitely was not looking forward to to-morrow.
Torar stared at the screen long after it had ceased to show the angry face of Captain Janeway. Ara fi-nally placed a hand on his shoulder.
"Don't worry," she soothed her mate. "If she sus-pected, she would act."
"Would she?" asked Torar, leaning back in his chair. "Or would she wait, and watch, and let us think she believes us to be the cowards we portrayed ourselves as?"
"It doesn't matter. We talked about this," said Ara, sliding into the chair next to him. "We agreed we would not attempt anything. It would be too obvi-ous. There are too many witnesses."
Torar growled, deep in his throat. "It took me
years to put my anger before my fear. Even now, it takes a deliberate effort. We were not born for hate and fighting. But we have to follow those paths, Ara."
"Of course we do," she agreed, "but not here, not now. Let us return home, in one piece. Perhaps by feigning friendship or at the least tolerance we may learn something to aid us in our battle against the ludka."
He touched her face. "Do you speak wisdom, or cowardice, Ara? I'm not sure anymore. I'm not sure of anything, except that to know that the ludka are so close and not to do anything is eating me up in-side."
"I speak wisdom, beloved. There is a time and place for everything. We can resume our attacks when we are safely home. For now, be at peace with this."
"I will try to be at peace," Torar agreed, "for now. But I do not know how long that peace will last."
Marisha's lungs heaved as she attempted to exert the required strength to adjust the engines. The air, as always, was too thin. She wondered how many times this same scenario had repeated itself. It was a wonder she was not dead. She had seen so many of her compatriots die here, in the hot, foul-smelling innards of the ship their masters owned. They lay where they had fallen, their decaying bodies adding their own terrible stench, until a "sweeper" came every few days to remove the corpses and expel them into space, much as they might refuse that no longer concerned them.
Marisha had come to labor on this vessel five years ago, when she was still very young. She had grown to adulthood here, and she knew that it was unlikely that she would ever see anything other than these walls, know anything other than brutal, harsh conditions.
Others were meek as timkas. They were born, they worked, and they died. That was their lot. But Marisha's mother had escaped once, had seen a world other than this, and had whispered stories of that other world into her daughter's small, shell-shaped ear. And so Marisha, unlike nearly every other V'enah she had ever met, hungered for some-thing more.
It was this hunger, this fire, that kept her sane. That kept her thinking, alert, outraged at the life she was being forced to live. At first, she had said nothing to her fellow slaves. But they had sensed it. Marisha had always been a leader, even as a child. The other V'enah flocked to her as if trying to warm their cold souls at her inner flame. After a few years, she began to speak, softly, about that other world of which her mother had spoken. They listened. And finally, just recently, Marisha had ventured into speaking of that most elusive of dreams... freedom.
Her hand touched sizzling metal. She uttered a wordless cry and jerked it back, hissing in pain as she examined the burned flesh. She took a deep breath and willed herself not to think of the pain. There would be no point. There was no way to heal it. The Todanians would not waste precious supplies on expendable V'enah.
Except, she had heard something from the guards about a portal. Of course, she had seen nothing. None of those laboring in the ship's innards had. But they were not in Todanian space now, and perhaps the V'enah would be more precious now that the To-danians could not resupply living labor in the same fashion as they would food or water.
At precisely that moment, one of the ugly, hulking guards approached. His lip curled hi a sneer, but he thrust something at her. Confused, she stared at it. She did not dare speak.
"Salve," the guard grunted. "Put it on and wrap it in the bandage."
When she did not take it immediately, he growled. He seized her wrist, smeared something vile-smelling on it, and wrapped the bandage around the injury. He jerked the ends tight and tied them, elicit-ing another cry from Marisha.
"Our orders are to take care of you vermin, now that we're lost," he said with contempt. Tears welled in Marisha's eyes; not emotional tears, for she was beyond that, but a simple physical reaction to the pain in her hand. "Enjoy it while it lasts."
Marisha did not move as the guard threaded his way through the stunned crowd of V'enah. When he was out of sight, she rewrapped the bandage so it did not cut viciously into her flesh. Regardless of the lack of care with which the guard had given her the treatment, it was working. Already her hand felt bet-ter. She could even see the inflammation start to re-cede. It was an odd sensation.
For the briefest of moments, she felt a wave of gratitude. The tears slipped down her pale purple
cheeks. They cared. They wanted to treat her well. They-
They were monsters. The only reason they treated her was because they wanted her alive to work harder for them. This was no selfless act of compas-sion. If anything, it was worse than the usual, thoughtless treatment the Todanians showed their property.
Marisha returned to her work with a renewed sense of purpose.
The opportunity she had dreamed of for so long was approaching.
CHAPTER
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janeway deplored prejudice. she rejected it with every cell in her body. And yet, even as Leader Sini-mar Arkathi of the Todanian vessel the Relka materi-alized, she made a prejudgment about him. She didn't like him.
Of course, there was his rude "greeting" before she'd met him. And some of the other species she had met had muttered something about the Todani-ans. But it was seeing him stand with an air of utter arrogance on her transporter platform, staring about as if he owned the ship, that got her hackles up. He was bipedal, but not exactly humanoid. He reminded her of a frog, with large, bulging eyes and a thick mouth. But no frog had the rippling muscles and thick fur that the Todanians had, and no simple beast showed such calculated hostility in its bearing.
"Captain Janeway. I am Leader Arkathi. You will show me the rest of your ship."
She bit back a retort and smiled pleasantly in-stead. "I'm flattered that you take such an interest in my ship," she said, forcing her voice to be mild and pleasant. "But our dinner is waiting. Follow me, please."
It didn't get better after that. Nothing was to the Todanians' taste. The wine was bitter. The grubs weren't alive. The soup was thin. The grains were too chewy, the meat too rare, the dessert too sweet. Arkathi actually spat out the single mouthful of cof-fee he took onto the saucer. Janeway supposed she ought to be grateful he didn't simply spew it onto her, Tuvok, and Chakotay even as she lamented the waste of good coffee. All her attempts at polite con-versation were brushed aside with blunt replies or stony silence.
She was no longer a narrow-minded, prejudiced person. She had interacted enough with Arkathi to make a reasoned judgment based on gathered data.
And she didn't like him.
She decided to be as blunt as he. "From the infor-mation you sent me," she began, thinking even as she spoke that it was in truth very little information, "I understand that you have two species working on your vessel. I'm curious as to why you chose to bring four Todanians and no V'enah. We ourselves have a multispecies crew and I enjoy displaying the variety of talents we have at our disposal when we're interacting with new races."
The request had been for two, the commander of each ship and one other. Arkathi, of course, had ig-
noted the request and brought three hulking com-panions with him, all of whom seemed to be eating vast quantities of the food even while complaining about the quality.
Arkathi stiffened in his seat. The bulging eyes seemed to grow even larger with indignation. "You insult me, Janeway," he said, insulting her in return by not using her title.
She kept calm. "I fail to see how inquiring about more than fifty percent of your crew is an insult, Arkathi."
"The V'enah are not crew! They are property!"
Janeway hoped that the translator had somehow misunderstood the word. "Property? Are you telling me that the Todanians own the V'enah?"
"Precisely. And we have for centuries. They have no business representing my vessel."
"But they do all the hard labor, don't they?" She knew she was treading on thin ice, but she didn't care.
"Of course. That's what they're bred for. Now, on to what we will require of you." To Janeway's shock he pulled out a small device that was clearly their version of a padd. "We require assistance in repairing the damage we incurred on traversing the portal. We were well supplied for our brief mis-sion, but will of course now require foodstuffs if we are to offer you our company and protection. We-"
"Stop it right there." Chakotay's voice was mild, though his words were sharp. His dark face was darker than usual with anger, though his expression didn't change. "We are in charge of this mission. We
invited you to accompany us, not to protect us, or es-cort us. We are not in your debt in any way."
"You can choose to travel with us," Janeway said, "to have the protection and resources of a car-avan available, or not. I can tell you it matters very little to me." Janeway knew as she spoke that her words were hardly diplomatic, but she didn't care. There were many others to worry about, not least her own crew. "But if you choose to come with us, you will regard Voyager as the flagship. You will follow our route, at our pace, and you will take in-structions from me in case of any trouble. Is that clear?"
For a moment, she thought he was going to ex-plode. It was a measure of her distaste for Arkathi that the only problem she saw with that scenario would be getting what was left out of the carpeting. He swelled up, and inflated two large, bright red sacs on each side of his throat.
Janeway waited.
Finally, Arkathi spoke. "You have made your arro-gant position extremely clear, Captain." He threw down the napkin and rose. His three companions rose with him. One of them-she remembered his name was Sook-at least had the grace to look em-barrassed. The foursome stalked out, with Sook cast-ing a quick, backward glance before lifting his head as high as his leader's.
"The turbolift is on your left," Janeway called after them, men rubbed her aching head.
"Captain," began Tuvok, "if I may-"
"You may not. I know if that had been a scenario test at the Academy, I'd have failed miserably. But
frankly, if the Todanians are going to be such un-pleasant traveling companions, I'd just as soon they struck off on their own."
But she was to have no such luck. The following day, they received a message, as curt and to the point as Janeway would have expected: We will travel with you.
"Damn," she said to herself. At once she amended the thought. Think of the V'enah on that ship, she thought. They've got no choice but to be here. Per-haps we can serve to enlighten their "masters." At the very least, we can do what we can to make the journey easier on them by not taxing the Todanians too much.
The thought wasn't much comfort.
They are moving forward.
Leader nodded, acknowledging Second. It had dreaded this, even as it knew such a thing would eventually occur. Now Leader had to decide. Did the Ones Who Will Not Be Named follow the caravan, undetected and cautious? Or did they strike out on their own, avoiding any possible chance of discovery or pollution from this constant monitoring of the hordes of alien species?
Its instinct told Leader to flee. Better wandering the stars alone, lost forever, than trailing these ships and filling their minds with alien madness.
But its powerful brain said otherwise. One of the ships had been lost for years here, and was making obvious progress toward its home sector. Perhaps they knew what they were doing. At the very least, with so many other ships going ahead of them, the
Ones Who Will Not Be Named would stand a better chance of avoiding the dangers that they knew lurked ahead.
Finally, Leader made its decision.
We will follow.
Captain's log, Stardate 53701.4. I had thought that actually traversing No Man's Land would be the true challenge, but I am now starting to believe that we will encounter more difficulties simply get-ting along with the rest of this odd caravan. Last night, it was the Todanians. Tonight we have the Hi-rogen. I hope I am up to the task.
Neelix couldn't wait. He was fairly quivering with excitement when Seven brought in the four Borg children to join him and Naomi in the mess hall. Paris was already there, having taken a shine to the strange little animal. It was currently frolick-ing about, sniffing everything and begging for at-tention.
"I'm thinking about calling him... Fluffy," Nee-lix said with paternal pride.
"Flurry?" Tom looked aghast. "Don't saddle him with that kind of a name."
"What kind of a name? He's very flurry. It fits."
"Yeah, if that's the best you can think of. Why not something that really honors the little guy?" Paris picked him up and Fluffy/Unnamed stuck out a black tongue to lick his face. "You want a good name, don't you? Hmm?"
The little animal barked, its tail wagging furi-ously. Paris's face lit up.
"That's it! I've got the name for him! Barkley!"
"After Reginald Barclay?" Neelix frowned, pon-dering the choice. "Well, he did show up soon after our contact with Barclay, and he is an honorary member of the crew...."
"No, you don't get it. Bark-ley. As in, a dog bark." Paris was terribly pleased with himself. 'Terrific name, huh? It honors our discoverer and it's a great pun!"
Neelix didn't think it was so great a pun. "Bark-ley" indeed. "Huffy" was much better, much more suitable. He took the dog from Paris's arms and handed it to Naomi, whose little face broke into a big grin.
"Which name do you like best, sweetie?" he asked.
"Aw, come on, don't put the pressure on the kid," said Paris. At that moment, the door hissed open and Seven entered with the four Borg children. They stepped in a few paces, spotted Naomi holding Fluffy/Barkley, and halted.
"Canine," Mezoti said. "Carnivore. Irrelevant." She looked up at Seven. "You brought us here to en-counter one of these?"
"Neelix suggested that you might like to play with this species," said Seven, in a voice that suggested that she cared as little for the idea as Mezoti did.
"I'd rather return to my studies," said Icheb.
"Fun is an integral part of a healthy and well-rounded childhood," said Seven, grimly. "We shall have fun now."
At a nod from Neelix, Naomi set Fluffy/Barkley on the floor. At once it scampered toward the newcom-ers, then skidded to a halt. It began to bark furiously.
"Perceptive creature," muttered Paris under his breath.
Rebi looked at the creature. "Can we go now?"
"Yes, can we go?" echoed Azan.
"Negative. We will interact with Species 775."
"His name is Barkley," said Paris.
"No, it's Fluffy!" retorted Neelix. "He's a pet-a domesticated creature. He needs play, and so do you five. Oh, come on, you've got to admit he's cute."
"Cute is irrelevant," stated Mezoti.
"Cute," said Paris, quite firmly, "is never irrelevant"
"Seven," said Icheb, "I anticipate difficulty in in-teracting in a logical fashion with Species 775." Barkley/Fluffy continued to bark. Seven sighed, reached down, and picked him up. The animal quieted at once. She held it out at arm's length, scrutinizing it
"Soft, long hair. Appealing large eyes. Enjoyment of touch. The animal is cute."
There was silence. Neelix was reminded of am-bassadors negotiating a peace treaty. Finally, Mezoti looked up at Seven.
"Seven, how do we... play?"
"Like this," said Naomi helpfully. She sat down on the floor and at once Fluffy/Barkley bounced happily over toward her. She stroked his head. He immediately rolled over onto his back.
"See? He wants you to pet his tummy," said Naomi, proceeding to suit action to word. One of Barkley/Fluffy's hind legs began to kick franti-cally.
"Species-Fluffy is demonstrating that he is sub-missive to you," said Seven. "He regards you as a dominant pack leader."
"And Barkley also wants his tummy scratched," said Tom, stooping down to join Naomi.
For a long moment, the Borg children stood as if bolted to the deck. Then, finally, Mezoti sat down awkwardly next to Naomi.
"How does one handle the creature?" she asked.
Naomi smiled. "Gently, but with a lot of affection. Like this." She stroked Fluffy/Barkley's head. Tenta-tively, Mezoti followed suit, moving her small hand in a cautious rhythm over the creature's skull.
Rebi was next, then Azan, and finally, after a look at Seven, Icheb. Barkley/Fluffy was ob-viously in doggie heaven, with all these attentive children. Neelix hoped he wouldn't get so excited he wet the floor. At one point, Fluffy/Barkley bounded into Mezoti's lap, stood on his hind legs, planted his forelegs on her shoulder, and furiously licked her face. The girl started for a moment, then laughed.
Neelix's heart felt very full. It was the first time he had seen one of these traumatized children laugh, like a child ought.
"We can call him Barkley if it's that important to you, Tom," he said, filled with warm generosity at this moment.
Paris, too, was gazing at the children with a rapt expression on his face. "No, Neelix. You're the one taking care of him. We'll call him Fluffy."
"No, no, I insist. Barkley it is."
Tom looked up at him. "Fluffy," he said, with an edge to his voice.
Neelix sighed.
Sinimar Arkathi sat alone in his quarters. The bot-tle had been full an hour ago; now it was almost empty. He picked it up, swirled the light orange con-tents about, and wished he had thought to pack an-other seven crates of the stuff.
Things had gone badly from the very beginning of this mission. He had gotten the position of Leader only because of a rift between the Magla Karn and his advisory council. Arkathi knew he had been cho-sen not for his skill or experience or other positive qualities, but because his appointment would irritate the advisory council. He was, therefore, the com-mander of a ship on the whim of one powerful man, and he knew it.
Grimly, Arkathi poured the last of the liquid into the heavy goblet. He sniffed the spicy aroma, and took a deep drink. Fire coursed through his system, but it did not relax him as it used to.
His crew knew it, too. Even the cursed V'enah had somehow got wind of the fact that the comman-der of the Relka was a choice of spite.
"Kella!" he called. The door hissed open. A small female V'enah entered. At once, she dropped to her hands and knees, making herself as small as possible in his august presence.
"Master," she said in a little voice, not looking up. "How can I serve you?"
"More olifir. And then a massage and a bath."
"As my master wills," said Kella, again in that soft, whispery voice. She rose to her feet and disap-peared, only to return a moment later With a fresh bottle. Arkathi drained what was left in the goblet and wordlessly thrust it out for a refill. With the ex-
pertise of long practice, Kella, kneeling on the floor, opened the bottle and poured. She did not, of course, take any herself. Woe be unto the Todanian who dared let a V'enah taste the richness of olifir.
On a whim, he decided to test his theory. "What have you heard about me?" he demanded.
Kella kept her eyes averted, but could not hide the telltale rush of blood to her cheeks that colored them a deep purple hue. "I am not certain what my master means."
"What are they saying about me? The V'enah. What are they saying about their captain?"
"The V'enah are your loyal servants, Master. We would never-"
Arkathi swore an oath so blistering it startled even Kella, who had heard him swear often. "That's a lie and we both know it. They talk. I want to know what they say." Yielding to impulse, he leaned forward and squeezed her chin in his massive hand. She ut-tered one soft cry, and then was silent, her gaze stub-bornly lowered.
"What do they say, Kella? The truth, now, or I shall have you put back in engineering with the others."
It was an empty threat. Kella was the perfect per-sonal attendant: quiet, obedient, attractive enough for her species, and very good at untying the knots of stress that accumulated in his body. He once thought about bedding her. She couldn't refuse, but he simply couldn't bring himself to think of a V'enah's body lying next to his.
But Kella didn't know that. And he never intended her to know just how valuable she was to him. Let her think he would toss her into the killing room, as
it was commonly known. It would ensure that obedi-ence he so prized.
"I-they-truly, Master, I do not have much con-tact with the others," she stammered.
That much at least was fact. Still...
"What little I have heard... surely, Master, these are rumors only, and unworthy of passing on to your most noble ears...."
He squeezed tighter. There would be bruises on that pretty face. But he had to know.
"They say that you were gifted this assignment. That it was the result of some kind of conflict. But I know that you earned it, Master!"
He let her go. If even the V'enah knew this, then everyone on board knew it. Kella got to her feet and disappeared. He heard water hissing as she drew his bath. She would scent it with herbs to make it fra-grant, lave his body with oils to make both his skin and fur soft. But his mind was not on the upcoming bath or massage. It was on how to turn himself into a true leader in the eyes of his people.
And that way was to knock the leader of this ex-pedition, one Captain Kathryn Janeway, out of the top seat
Kella came out of the room, again dropping to all fours. He could already see the darkness on her face from the pressure of his fingers. Regrettable, but necessary. He'd have their doctor remove the bruises in the morning. It would be a gift from a beneficent master to a loyal slave, and she would be grateful.
He finished the glass of olifir, staggered to his feet, and lurched toward the bathing room.
As she bathed the loathed, bumpy body of the being who owned her, her face aching from his abuse, Kella wished with all her heart that she had the courage to seize the bottle of olifir and crack it against Arkathi's skull.
But she did not. And so she bathed him, and mas-saged him, and went to her sleeping mat at the foot of his bed with pain, fear, and hatred all at war in her two-chambered heart.
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janeway had forgotten just how bio the hirogen were.
These two were massive specimens of their species. Two and a half meters tall, both of them, if they were a centimeter. They came in full armor, their small, dark eyes almost the only part of their bodies visible be-neath the blue-black, spiked shell. Her eyes flickered up to their helmets, searching for the paint that she knew would signify that they were on the hunt.
There was no paint. And for that, she was grateful.
She had spoken only briefly with them, and then only about the specifics of the mission. She hoped that tonight she would learn more about their behav-ior, so peculiar for this race of self-proclaimed hunters. They had made no aggressive moves what-
soever, and, as always when people or species acted out of character, that made her suspicious.
"Welcome aboard Voyager," she said, inclining her head in the gesture that she knew showed respect.
There was a hesitation; then the bigger one nod-ded. The second, the Beta, followed suit. They re-mained silent.
Janeway raised an eyebrow, then said, "Our meal is waiting. If you will accompany me."
It was more difficult than she had expected, turn-ing her back on the two hulking beings, trusting them to follow as honored guests. Tuvok had wanted to post a security guard, but Janeway had refused. Thus far, the Hirogen had offered no hostility, she'd told the Vulcan. She was not going to give them any reason to think they'd been mistaken.
"As far as I'm concerned, every ship out there is an ally," she'd stated firmly. An easy statement to make in the comfort and security of her ready room. Not so easy to hold to now, with no phaser at her hip and two enormous Hirogen striding behind her.
The walk to her quarters from the transporter room, necessitating a brief trip in the turbolift, which felt crowded though there were only three of them, seemed to take forever. Her shoulder blades tingled, as if expecting to feel a knife. But of course, no strike came.
Tuvok, Neelix, and Chakotay were already in her quarters. They all nodded, as she'd told them to do. She made the introductions.
"Please sit down. Make yourselves comfortable."
They did so. Thus far, they had said nothing. Janeway hoped that once the wine started flowing more
freely, the conversation would as well. She amended the thought. She didn't dare hope for free-flowing con-versation; anything other than "Pass the salt" would do.
"You may wish to remove your helmets," said Chakotay as Neelix began to pour the synthetic wine.
Again, they looked at each other, and wordlessly complied with Chakotay's suggestion. The faces that the gesture revealed were unattractive to Janeway's personal aesthetics. The ridges along their faces that differentiated from individual to individual looked like scabs to her, and their eyes were unsettling.
Janeway picked up her glass. "It is the custom among our people to salute our guests. We call this form of salutation a toast Please, lift your glasses." They did so, in that same stony silence. 'To coopera-tion between species. May this be the beginning of a new, better relationship between our peoples."
She and her crew began to drink, but the Hirogen put their glasses down. "Something the matter, gen-tlemen?"
"Let me speak plainly," said the Alpha. His voice was harsh and gravelly, almost mechanical-sounding. "Simply because we have accepted your invitation to dine aboard your vessel does not mean we are inter-ested in bettering relationships. We are the hunters. You are, and always will be, prey to us."
She'd expected this much, and was oddly relieved by his words. Now, at least, they were talking, and she'd always preferred open hostility and confronta-tion to the lie and the knife in the back.
"Your words don't really surprise me," she said, "though I must confess I'm disappointed. Why did you accept? And why are you not offering any threat
to any other vessel here? This must be terribly excit-ing to you. You have flying right next to your ship prey from far distant parts of the galaxy. They would be wonderful relics. Why are you not hunting us?"
Unobtrusively, Neelix began serving soup. Jane-way noticed there were two different sets of bowls and was suddenly terribly grateful to the Talaxian. She knew that the Hirogen dissolved their prey and fed upon them, after recovering then" gruesome "relics." In the interest of science, they had saved some of the recipes that the Hirogen had pro-grammed into the replicator when Voyager had been captured and boarded and her crew forced to play holodeck games of violence. Neelix had obviously prepared appropriate meals for their guests, but what was in front of her, judging by the aroma, was noth-ing more than good old-fashioned split-pea soup.
"Only a fool tries to hunt when he could be the hunted," said Alpha. He spooned up some of the soup. "Delicious," he said, sounding a bit surprised.
"Some of your kind once captured our vessel," began Janeway, but Alpha interrupted.
"I am aware of that. As I said, we know of you, Captain. And of your holodeck technology." He stared at her with unreadable brown eyes. "I con-demn such technology. The Alpha may have thought he was helping to preserve our way of life, but a holodeck simulation is not the same as an actual kill. It can never be the same."
"Don't knock it till you've tried it," said Chako-tay, spooning up his split-pea soup.
"I have no desire to try it," said the Alpha. He continued eating.
They finished the soup course in silence. Neelix brought out a replicated haunch of some unidentifi-able creature. Janeway wondered what it was sup-posed to be. It smelled like lamb to her. As hostess, she stood and began to carve.
"If you know of the incident," said Tuvok, "then you must be aware that we are a formidable foe. That conflict ended in a cease-fire."
"Only because the Alpha and Beta of the vessel were weak and feebleminded," said the Beta, speak-' ing up for the first time. "You will not find that to be the case with us."
"Rare or well done?" Janeway asked with false pleasantness. They did not reply, so she served up the pieces as she sliced them.
"But you have said that only a fool hunts when he could be the hunted," said Chakotay.
"Of course," said Alpha. "There is a time and place for hunting, and now is not it. We are outnumbered at least sixty to one, perhaps more, Commander. Your ship alone could destroy our tiny vessel. We do not know mis area of space. You are offering to get us through it alive. Only a madman would try to fight in such circumstances."
"As long as we're in No Man's Land, then, do we have your word that you will cooperate?" Janeway's voice was soft, but her eyes were intent upon Alpha as she asked the question.
"Yes," stated Alpha firmly. "No one in this cara-van need fear an attack by the Hirogen. We will even go so far as to offer what expertise and technology we can for the betterment of the group."
"It may be discourteous of me to doubt the offer,"
said Tuvok. "But I cannot help but think that this sit-uation is rife with temptation for your species."
"I believe them," said Chakotay, unexpectedly. "You're hunters. You respect the prey. And you re-spect your own safety. Without prey, you cannot be a predator. In the twentieth century on my home planet, hunters were some of the most active individuals in preserving the species they hunted. During bad win-ters, they were out placing down food for the creature they planned to hunt months later. It's a circle."
"You do understand," said Alpha, a hint of respect on his ugly visage.
"We will take your word," said Janeway. "But re-member, if you break it, you will lose any protection this caravan and my ship can offer."
"I hear you, Captain Janeway," said Alpha. He cut into the meat on his plate. She had given him a rare slice, and blood dripped from the fork. Alpha took a bite and nodded his approval.
"This flesh," he said, "is savory."
"Bridge to Janeway. We're about to enter."
Janeway's heart sped up a little more. She was in her ready room, poring through exhaustive reports from all the various species who were part of this odd group. She'd asked Chakotay to notify her when they were about to enter the first dangerous stretch of No Man's Land.
She entered, and gazed at the screen.
"There it is," said Chakotay softly.
Janeway didn't say anything for a moment. They were poised on the brink, now, as they had been so many times before. They stood ready to enter terri-
tory utterly unfamiliar to them, beset with dangers known and unknown. She never made the decision to take her ship into possible danger lightly. But this time, even more was riding on her decisions. She was, in effect, the commander of a small, vulnerable, frightened fleet. She had asked these people, liked and disliked, to trust in her, and they had done so.
"Seven of Nine to Captain Janeway."
Inwardly, Janeway groaned as she took her seat. "Go ahead, Seven."
"I regret to say I have bad news," said Seven.
Janeway closed her eyes, gathering strength. "And I haven't even finished my morning coffee yet."
"Shall I wait until you have done so?"
Janeway smiled to herself. Sometimes Seven was so literal. "No, go ahead."
"There is a great deal of the spatial distortion ac-tivity occurring within-within No Man's Land. It is causing repercussions on the various other spatial phenomena in the area."
"Such as?" Janeway threw Chakotay a glance. She was beginning to wish she had waited to have that cup of coffee before hearing this.
"The trajectory of the comets we charted has been altered. The nebula has shifted to bearing eight zero mark four point two. The-"
"Point taken. We'll proceed at half impulse until you've had a chance to map it out more completely. In the meantime, we'll just have to take it as it comes."
There was no way Janeway was going to wait any longer. The small fleet she captained was champing at the bit to get going. Even half impulse would re-
quire that they pay close attention. It would keep them from getting restless and deciding to pick fights among themselves.
"Mr. Kim, open a channel."
"Channel opened, Captain."
"This is Captain Kathryn Janeway to all vessels. We are about to proceed into the dangerous area of space we discussed earlier. Because of the activity of the portals that brought so many of you here, we will have to remap the area as we go. Our vessel will proceed at half impulse power. We will automatically relay all in-formation we receive to all of you the moment we know it. No one will be kept in the dark. However, no one is to venture out of the prescribed course we will be following. You are all here voluntarily, and I regard you as equals on this journey. However, you have all also agreed that Voyager will take the lead. I expect all of you to honor that agreement. Is everyone ready?"
She waited while all of them-twenty-nine ships thus far-responded. Finally, she nodded to herself.
"Then let us begin. Janeway out. Mr. Paris, half impulse. Take us into No Man's Land."
"Yes, ma'am," replied Tom lightly, and touched the controls. Janeway glanced down at her personal viewscreen. She saw dozens of blips of light of vari-ous sizes, all moving together.
She hoped they would all make it the same way.
Even though she knew what to expect, even though she was fully aware that there was nothing uncanny or magical about these strange gateways, she felt unsettled every time one of them opened or closed. There had to be a scientific reason for them.
Her crew and all the others who had chosen to ac-company Voyager on this dangerous trek weren't su-perstitious primitives. They simply didn't know the reason for why these things kept opening and clos-ing. She desperately wished they did, or at least could predict-
"Hard to port!" Janeway cried, even as Tuvok began, "Captain..."
Her eyes had caught the telltale ripple that pre-ceded the opening of another door, and this one was far too close for comfort. Paris obeyed, and the ship lurched violently, barely avoiding flying right into the thing.
"That one was close," said Tom. His words were unnecessary. Janeway's own heart was beating rapidly and she trembled from released adrenaline.
"Harry, channel."
"Open."
"Janeway to the fleet. Be forewarned, these gate-ways keep opening without warning. We narrowly missed flying straight into one. Please have someone on your vessel monitoring sensors at all times. There is also a visual signal, a ripple-"
"Just like that one," cried Kim.
Sure enough, another one was opening right be-hind them. "Onscreen," Janeway snapped.
A small vessel was traveling close to the gateway. It was as if Janeway were watching the entire thing unfold in slow motion. Even as she shouted, "Bear-ing eight-four-six-three mark nine," the little ship, unable to halt in time, floated through.
The gateway closed as if it had never been.
"All stop! Full fleet, all stop!" she cried. Seconds
ticked by. Who had it been? She tried to remember, but there were so many of them. Yes, it was the Am-munii. Half the size of humans, quadripedal, using delicate mouths and tentacles to manipulate their vessel. Humor and an immense acceptance and love of all other living beings were qualities that were prized among their people, and they had even given Janeway a gift of a beautiful sphere that was mined on their planet. She'd put the lovely thing in a place of honor in her quarters. She had hoped to invite the young Ammunii over to play; she'd heard that Fluffy, or was it Barkley, was very popular with the children....
"Maybe they made it somewhere safe," said Paris, his voice awkwardly breaking the strained silence.
"Maybe," said Kim, in as stilted and tight a voice.
Suddenly the gateway opened again.
The dead ship floated out.
It was charred, and broken, and somehow... aged. If she hadn't known better, Janeway would have put the Ammunii vessel at two, maybe three centuries old. But it had only gone through half a minute ago.
No one spoke. Then Kim's station came alive with the voices of frightened people all trying to speak at once.
Janeway ignored the babble. "Kun, any life signs on the Ammunii ship?"
A pause. "No, Captain."
Janeway bit her lip. She then signaled Kim to si-lence the sounds of dozens of voices trying to speak with her at once. "Janeway to the fleet," she said, and felt as old as the prematurely aged ship when she spoke. "The Ammunii vessel was too close to a
portal and was unable to alter course when it mani-fested. You have all seen the damage. There are no life signs. I can't explain it, not yet, but I don't want to lose anyone else. Please keep monitoring space. We will transmit what data we have as soon as we have it, but that wasn't enough to save the Ammunii. We will proceed forward in fifteen of our minutes. Standby."
She sank back into her chair and closed her eyes for a moment.
"It wasn't your fault," said Chakotay, just loud enough for her to hear.
She opened her eyes and gazed at him. "Wasn't it? I'm the commander of this fleet."
"If this were normal space, I'm sure you'd emerge without a single ship lost," said Chakotay confi-dently. "But it isn't. We don't know yet how those things work. We can't predict when they will mani-fest. It wasn't your fault," he repeated.
On one level, she believed him. But on another level, she knew he was dead wrong.
The minutes ticked by as the straggling ships caught up to the main fleet. Janeway waited until the fifteen minutes had passed, then gave the order to proceed. But she did so with a heart that felt like lead in her chest.
"Do you now understand?" demanded Arkathi, from the privacy of his quarters.
"No one can predict these things," began Kelmar. Arkathi glowered at the ugly visage of the ludka captain. Small, hairless, with glistening skin that re-minded him of the unnatural glow of the V'enah
skin. And those brightly colored clothes! Still, any ally would be welcome, even an ugly one.
"But they certainly made it seem as if they knew what they were doing, didn't they?" Arkathi per-sisted. "Almighty Voyager, we should be the flag-ship, we know all about the Alpha Quadrant. Pah! The Ammunii paid a deadly price for their blind trust."
Arkathi hadn't known which ship had gone through the deadly portal at the time. He had merely looked it up. He'd done his research since then, though.
"They were the right choice," Kelmar stubbornly persisted.
"I understand they're very friendly with your ene-mies," said Arkathi. "The Nenlar. They were the first people they found."
Kelmar stiffened. "We have no love for the Nen-lar. They are cowards, even the bravest of them."
"Cowards need strong friends," said Arkathi. "Strong friends who can protect them from their en-emies. Suppose Janeway knows exactly how these portals work and deliberately let the Ammunii wan-der into it."
Kelmar's face registered skepticism. "Highly un-likely."
"But it's possible. Anything is possible. Suppose they are even the ones controlling the portals? Sup-pose they are watching, waiting to pick us off one by one? The only ones who will make it across this so-called No Man's Land will be the ones that Voyager thinks will make good friends. You'll see."
"In that case," said Kelmar dryly, arching an eye-brow, "then I suspect we've seen the last of you."
The arrogance! Arkathi stifled the natural rage that surged up in him at the affront. Instead, he forced himself to chuckle, as if he and this disgust-ing humanoid were sharing a private joke.
"Witty as well as intelligent, I see," he said, while privately thinking nothing of the sort. "I ask nothing of you now."
"Which works well," said Kelmar, "as I intend to give you nothing."
"But keep your eyes open. Watch this Janeway closely. If it turns out they are trying to delude and betray us, then we would do well to have alliances among ourselves."
Kelmar did not reply. "Is this all, Arkathi?"
"All for now, my friend. Keep your eyes open." He severed the link before his ego got in the way of his ultimate plans. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement. He whirled quickly and snarled, "What are you doing here?"
Kella gasped and almost dropped the laden tray she bore. "You called me... asked me to prepare your meal..." she stammered.
Belatedly, he remembered she was right He had forgotten. "What took you so long?" he snarled as she placed the tray down with hands that trembled. He wanted to ask her how much she had overheard. It was important that no one know that he was trying to stir up anti-Voyager sentiment. His plans would be much more effective if each group he spoke to thought they were the only ones.
"I know you don't like seeds in your fruits, and these were particularly seedy, so I-"
"Enough," he said, waving her out. She dropped
to her knees and bowed low before scurrying out as quickly as possible. As he chewed the juicy fruits, devoid of a single seed, he wondered if it was time to get a new personal servant and consign Kella to engineering. She had seen quite a bit Perhaps too much.
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captain's log, supplemental. So many of the ships we have taken under our wing were never meant for long-range travel. Their equipment needs constant readjusting and the issue of food is increasingly be-coming a topic of conversation-and, I'm afraid, strife. There was a violent argument between the Iyal and the Tllihuh this morning about it. It seems that the two planets had a thriving trade agreement going, but now that each ship is facing the same hardships, the Iyal are less reluctant to offer aid. I ended the argument by offering to assist the Tllihuh with extra rations, but I wonder if I haven't opened a Pandora's box with my good intentions.
"Bridge to captain."
Janeway, ensconced in her ready room stealing a
precious few minutes of total privacy, sighed. "Janeway here. Go ahead, Mr. Kim."
"I have Leader Sinimar Arkathi on a channel. He demands to speak with you."
"I bet I can guess what this will be about. Put him through." He was, she thought, literally the last person in the entire universe she wanted to talk to right now.
Arkathi's froglike visage filled her screen. "Cap-tain Janeway, I am appalled at your unfairness."
"Don't tell me, let me guess. This would be about the rations we gave the Tllihuh."
"Exactly. We have several times as many hungry people aboard the Relka. And mere are also the V'enah. They can't work if they can't stand up."
Anger flooded Janeway at the words he had cho-sen. Clearly he only thought of his own race as "people." The V'enah were something else-some-thing lower. She bit back her retort. Much as she de-plored the institution of slavery, it was not the time or place to confront Arkathi with her views.
"The Tllihuh had no food whatsoever, and without our assistance and the use of our replicators to help them modify their shields and engines, their little ship wouldn't have been able to keep up."
"Then let them fall by the wayside!"
Janeway's blue eyes narrowed. "Nobody falls by the wayside on my watch, Arkathi. Not even you. It was my understanding that you had sufficient food-stuffs available to you."
"For an ordinary mission, yes. But we won't be able to replenish the V'enah. That means we have to feed them more, treat their injuries, enable them to-"
For a moment, Janeway's world went red. She held up a commanding hand and leaned forward intently into her viewscreen. "I certainly hope I misunderstood you, Leader Arkathi," she said, in a deceptively soft voice. "Do you mean to tell me that on an ordinary mission, the V'enah typically die? That you don't nor-mally treat their injuries? What the hell do you do with them, let them lie where they fall and then just beam the bodies into space at your convenience?"
She'd intended the last sentence to be a horren-dous overstatement, a ludicrous idea rife with angry sarcasm. But when Arkathi did not reply, Janeway realized with a frisson of horror that that was, in-deed, precisely what the Todanians did.
"Oh my God," she breathed, suddenly cold. "What kind of monsters-"
"You asked us to join you, Janeway," hissed Arkathi. The sacs on his throat had inflated. He rose and, as Janeway was doing, leaned into the view-screen. "We agreed. We thought you would help us, take care of us when we needed it. Protect us. In-stead, you insult a way of life that has worked for us for centuries. You feed others, yet let my people go hungry. The V'enah are as much a part of mis vessel as the engines, and while you happily replicate parts for other ships you deny us even medicines."
"Arkathi, please be silent." Stunned, he opened his mouth. "Listen to me. We will feed your people if they are hungry, but only if we are allowed to board your ship, distribute the food to everyone, and watch them eat. We will treat the injured, provided we can do so on site or that they beam aboard my ship and agree to have our doctor treat them in sickbay. I'll
honor my part of the bargain. I'll help you and your people, all of them, survive No Man's Land." Again, he tried to interrupt "No. I don't want to hear an-other word out of you. From here on in, any prob-lems you have, you take them up with Commander Tuvok."
Furious, she switched off the viewscreen. Arkathi's ugly face disappeared. Breathing heavily, her face flushed, she strode onto the bridge.
"Captain, Leader Arkathi-" began Kim.
Janeway held up a hand to Kim and addressed Tuvok. "Tuvok. I need that calm, rational Vulcan manner of yours. I don't want to talk to Arkathi, not now, not in the foreseeable future. I'd like you to manage nun for me."
Tuvok raised an eyebrow. "Of course, Captain. Mr. Kim, open the channel."
Janeway hastened back to the ready room before Tuvok could begin his conversation. She wasn't alto-gether surprised when, a few seconds later, Chako-tay entered.
"What's happened now with our beloved Arkathi?" he asked.
The anger had faded somewhat, but not the right-eous outrage. Janeway leaned back in her chair and sighed. "Same old song. But the treatment of the V'enah is worse than I imagined. They feed them only enough to keep them going, Chakotay. They don't 'waste' resources to heal them when they're in-jured. And when they die, as of course they must, ap-parently they just beam the bodies into space and pick up more. The V'enah are considered to be a dispos-able resource." The scorn dripped from her words.
Chakotay said nothing. A muscle tightened in his jaw, his handsome face reflecting her own horror. He offered no solution. He knew, as did she, that there really was none. And she was willing to bet that that thought rankled him every bit as much as it did her.
"He requested food and supplies," Janeway con-tinued. "I told him that we'd bring the food over our-selves, and make sure everybody got to eat it. And if anyone's injured, they're to beam to our sickbay and the Doctor will tend to them. I'll be damned if I give them supplies mat they hoard for use only on Toda-nians. The V'enah have to be treated and fed too."
"Good idea. I'll put Seven in charge of the away team."
"Seven? I was thinking that Neelix would be the logical choice."
"Under other conditions, I'd agree with you," Chakotay said. "But we're hardly trying to strike up a friendly relationship with the Todanians. It sounds like to me that you'd rather we concentrate on sim-ply coexisting."
"You've got that right," said Janeway. She rose and went to the replicator. "Care for anything?"
"No, thank you."
"Coffee, black, hot." She indicated that he should continue while she sipped the steaming beverage.
"Seven has perhaps the closest comprehension of anyone aboard this ship of what it's like to be a slave. Drones are little more than a step up from slaves-or a step down, depending how you look at it. She's also a very keen observer and could get us some information about their vessel and its crew, just in case we needed it."
Janeway thought about it for a moment. "All right. I'll leave assembling the away team in your capable hands."
"I'll get right on it," Chakotay said. He turned to leave and almost collided with Tuvok.
"Captain," Tuvok said, stepping easily out of Chakotay's way, "I thought you might like to exam-ine my conversation with Sinimar Arkathi."
She wrinkled her nose. "I wouldn't 'like' to have anything to do with Arkathi," she replied, even as she extended her hand for the padd.
"Perhaps I should rephrase my statement. I thought you would need to know what transpired during our conversation."
"Better," said Janeway, smiling. "Thanks, Tuvok." She heard the door hiss closed. She took another sip of coffee to brace herself, leaned back in her chair, and thumbed the controls.
Arkathi's visage was every bit as ugly in minia-ture as it was in real life, and his voice still grated.
"What... I demand to speak with Janeway!"
Tuvok's calm voice said, "Captain Janeway has left orders that you are to speak with me in all future conversations. You may either do so now, or not."
The red sacs inflated. "Very well." Janeway lis-tened with half an ear to Arkathi's demands, and Tuvok's reasoned responses. She agreed with her chief of security on the amounts and types of food and care that would be provided, even as she thought that all this extra replicating was going to put a strain on the ship's resources. She'd hate to have to assign her own crew rations while the Todanians feasted.
Her full attention was seized a moment later. Arkathi, getting ready to sign off, seemingly couldn't let the conversation end without a parting shot.
"Your captain would do well to be more courte-ous, Commander."
"I have no reason to disapprove of my captain's behavior," Tuvok replied.
"You might regret those words."
"Explain."
"Let's just say that your high-handedness is not winning you many friends among mis caravan. You and I have clashed openly, but there are others who are brooding in silence. You ought to watch your back, Tuvok. I'd be careful who I insulted if I were you."
Part of her wanted to dismiss this comment as more posturing by an arrogant, petty man. There was every reason to believe that Arkathi was making this up out of whole cloth.
But what if he wasn't? What if he was right? Mentally, she reviewed the various crews who had agreed to ally with her. The Hirogen, of course, were known enemies. There was an iciness between the Nenlar and the ludka that could erupt into violence. They could have been lying, too, both races. Perhaps the Nenlar weren't as timid as they seemed, and per-haps the ludka had never really abandoned their de-sire for conquest
There were others, too, all of them unknown vari-ables. She'd taken them on faith, and had asked the same courtesy of them. Everyone was going on trust.
What if that trust was misplaced?
She didn't want to go down that path. She was angry and stressed and, at least today, recognized
when she needed a break. Returning the remaining portion of the coffee to the replicator, she strode onto the bridge and clapped a hand on Chakotay's shoulder.
"Stay there," she said, preventing him from rising from the captain's chair. "I'm going to sickbay."
Concern furrowed his face. "Are you not feeling well?"
"I'm all right. I just need some TLC therapy."
Now Chakotay looked puzzled and amused. "I know the Doctor has greatly improved his bedside manner, but I don't know that I'd go so far as to say he provides tender, loving care."
"That's not what it stands for," replied Janeway, grinning openly now. She headed for the turbolift, turned, and said, "It stands for tender, loving canine."
Janeway found Fluffy/Barkley chewing on the Doctor's boot The hologram glanced up at her with an expression of long-suffering annoyance.
"Good morning, Captain." He rose and shook the animal loose from his boot. Barkley/Fluffy, tail wag-ging, clearly thought this was part of the game and joyously pounced on the boot again. "Is there some-thing I can do for you?"
"You can let me take Fluffy off your hands-or at least your feet-for a while," Janeway replied.
His face lit up. "With pleasure," he said, and stooped to pick up the offending canine. "I suppose it's my own fault he's here," he said, scowling as the animal wriggled in his embrace and ecstatically Ucked his face with a black tongue. "Mr. Neelix wanted him in the mess hall, but I objected. A section of the ship
where food is being prepared is no place for an ani-mal. I suggested that Neelix confine Barkley to his quarters, but he got all upset Said Huffy-Barkley- whatever we're calling him today-would get lonely, and that since I had forbidden him from the mess hall, I could jolly well look after him in sickbay."
"And Neelix was right," stated Janeway, gathering the dog into her arms. A wave of affection washed over her. It had been so long since she had cradled a small animal in her arms. It wasn't quite a dog, no, but it was close enough. Barkley/Fluffy was warm, and af-fectionate, and Janeway felt a quiet joy steal over her. Oh, she had missed this, the purity of the interaction between human and mute beast. She was glad Neelix had protested her leaving Barkley/Fluffy on the planet. He was right. The animal would have died. And she would not have had this chance to experience the happy bond between them as she was doing right now.
"Yes, you're a good boy, aren't you?" she said to him. He wriggled with pleasure, and she laughed. Looking up, she laughed again at the expression on the Doctor's face. "You've never known the joys of pet ownership."
"On the contrary," said the Doctor. "I've had two sets of boots ruined and have had to clean up several messes."
"First thing on the agenda, then," said Janeway, "is to get this little fellow housebroken."
"Hallelujah," said the Doctor, dryly.
"Seriously," continued Janeway, strangely anxious to get the Doctor's approval of the creature, "it's been documented that simply stroking a pet lowers human blood pressure. Pets are very healthy."
"Then why aren't they standard issue aboard a starship?" retorted the Doctor.
She gave him a broad smile. "You know, I've no idea. Maybe it's something we need to take up with Starfleet Command once we get home." Janeway winked. "Come on, Flurry. Or Barkley. You've got some tricks to learn."
She allotted herself twenty minutes to begin teaching Barkley/fluffy some basic obedience com-mands. Janeway had trained many dogs over the years, but she was amazed at how quickly this one picked up the instructions. By the end of twenty minutes, he had mastered "sit," "stay," "come," "down," and "heel."
"What a good dog!" she enthused, and Fluffy/ Barkley wriggled with pleasure. She was on her knees, rubbing his belly enthusiastically while his tail thumped the floor of the holodeck, when her combadge chirped.
"Chakotay to Janeway."
She sighed. "What is it, Commander? And please don't tell me it's our friend Arkathi again."
"No, someone else. I hate to interrupt your tender, loving canine therapy, but I think you'd better get up to the bridge."
She looked down at Barkley/fluffy, who had frozen and was staring at her with those enormous slitted eyes. It was as if he was afraid that if he moved, she wouldn't resume petting him. Janeway gave his stomach a final rub, then stood up. Immedi-ately Barkley/Fluffy scrambled into a sitting posi-tion, awaiting her next command.
"Very well. Let me take my therapist back to sick-bay and I'll be right there."
"I don't understand it myself," Commander Ellia said, twining her first set of paws together in what was clearly agitation. Her large, fawn-colored ears flapped. "It's quite embarrassing. You've done so much for our ship, and you haven't accepted anything in return. We really don't feel we can impose upon you further, but...." She opened both sets of forelegs in a helpless gesture. "We have to keep up with you. There's really nothing for it Perhaps some of our delicacies? We know that you have a replicator and it's not necessary, but we'd feel better if you take something."
Species like the Salamar, with the polite, friendly Commander Ellia as their spokesperson, were what kept Janeway from feeling complete cynicism on this strange mission. They were a pleasant, advanced species, whose entire social structure centered around the concept of fairness, balance, and equity. After her dealing with Arkathi, such a race was almost a dream come true for Janeway. They had been unwilling to accept, as a gift, the offer of Voyager's protection and guidance at first. Finally, Janeway had talked them into it, saying that she was certain there would come a time when a fair trade would be negotiated. This had mollified Ellia somewhat, and until now, Janeway had heard nothing more from the Umul.
But now, Ellia had contacted Janeway and ex-plained that, for some reason, the Umul was being drained of power. If it continued, they would no longer be able to keep up with the caravan without being towed.
"I'll send my chief engineer and a team to take a look for you," Janeway reassured the alien com-mander. "And yes, we will take any offers of food you can provide. It seems that there are many in the caravan who are running out of supplies, and I'm not sure we can replicate enough food for everyone."
Ellia wrinkled her long, flexible, black nose. "I'm relieved to hear that, Captain. Not of course that there is a food shortage, but that you are finally will-ing to accept a trade for your services. Your chief en-gineer will be a welcome figure on our ship, believe me. Thank you."
"My pleasure," said Janeway, and meant it. When the image of Ellia blinked out, she wondered why everyone couldn't be as pleasant a traveling compan-ion as Ellia.
"Bridge to engineering."
"Go ahead, Captain," came Torres's voice.
"I know you've got your hands full, but could you spare the time to take a look at the Salamar ship? They're reporting an unknown power drain."
"You're kidding."
"I'd hardly joke about something so serious," said Janeway. "Why? What's going on?"
"Well, I've been talking to the chief engineers on some of the other ships, and two of them have re-ported a similar problem."
Chakotay, who had been listening quietly, offered, "That's not good."
It most certainly wasn't. 'Torres, I want you to do a full level-one diagnostic on the warp core and the engines. We can only help others if we make sure that we ourselves aren't in trouble. After that, I want
you to take a team over to the Umul and see if you can't figure out what's going on."
"I'll get right on it, Captain. Torres out."
"One ship having a mysterious power drain is a problem, but it can be remedied," said Chakotay. "But three ships, all completely different in design, but all with the same problem-that can't be a coin-cidence."
"I'm certain it's not," said Janeway. "We'll have to find out what these three disparate ships have in common, besides going through a gateway."
"Maybe they went through the same gateway," of-fered Chakotay.
"Or perhaps," said Janeway, with growing unease, "simply going through a gateway at all did the trick."
Chakotay grimaced. "I don't like where that train of thought is heading."
"Neither do I," said Janeway, "but we've got to in-vestigate all possibilities."
CHAPTER
S
seven of nine was irked. it was a term she had just learned from the Doctor a short time ago, and she found it to be an apt one for describing the nu-ances of this particular emotion. She was not upset enough to be irritated, and certainly was not angry. "Vexed," another term to which the Doctor had in-troduced her, might also apply. But she thought she'd continue with "irked."
She was irked because Chakotay had made it clear that they were not only to offer food and medical aid to the Todanians and the V'enah, but were also to "keep an eye out for anything that might be useful." Seven knew that Chakotay's euphemism translated into "spy." She was to observe and report back. But Sinimar Arkathi had preempted any reconnaissance she might attempt. He had isolated Seven and the
Doctor in a single large room, and told her that he would send in his crew in small groups. Four guards stood beside the single door, holding weapons and looking menacing. Seven had already thoroughly ex-amined this room, and it was comparable to a cargo bay aboard Voyager. She would learn nothing helpful here.
She decided to turn her attention to learning what she could about the Todanians and V'enah instead. They prepared the rations; then Arkathi let his peo-ple enter in groups of ten at a time.
"Please line up in single file," Seven said. "You may approach the Doctor first, and then I will give you your meal."
"One meal?" cried Arkathi. "We have hungry peo-ple aboard this ship. I expected at least a few days' worth of rations. Your captain is a stingy woman."
Seven turned to face him. "My captain fears that the Todanians will hoard the food and supplies," she said bluntly. She saw no reason for politeness or subterfuge. "She is worried that Todanians will be treated and fed, and that the V'enah will not. The only way to ensure that all aboard your vessel receive equal treatment is for us to feed and treat each indi-vidual, one at a time." She turned to a stack of boxes.
Arkathi stormed over to her. "You can't do this."
She straightened and looked him directly in the eye. "It is either this way, or no one aboard this ship will receive food or medical treatment. It is immate-rial to me which. I have duties aboard my ship. What do you wish?"
Janeway had told Seven that when he became agi-tated, Arkathi had sacs on either side of his neck that
inflated and turned red. She watched, mildly inter-ested in the phenomenon, as they did so now. With-out another word, he stalked out
"Good," said the Doctor. "It'll be easier without him hovering." He turned to the first Todanian, who was shifting uneasily and glancing at the guards, and smiled broadly. "No need to be worried. I'm just going to scan you to see if you need medical treat-ment. I'll treat you here if I can, and if not, then you get a special trip to Voyager's sickbay."
He scanned the Todanian. "Mild dehydration," he said, to no one in particular. He applied a hypo and admonished, "Keep drinking your water, good fel-low," then turned to the next alien in line.
Seven handed the Todanian a box. "I understand that your people eat only once in a twenty-four-hour cycle. This contains sufficient rations for one full day. Sit out of our way and consume it" She pointed to the far end of the large, square room.
The Todanian glared at her. She frowned. "Comply."
Muttering under his breath, he did so. The next Todanian in line seemed much happier to be there than either Arkathi or the first to receive treatment.
"You are kind to help us," he said to the Doctor.
The Doctor raised an eyebrow. Seven supposed that he, as she was, was surprised by the polite words and tone of voice.
"You're welcome," said the Doctor. "I'm sorry it's necessary to treat you like you are hoarding thieves, but your captain has made behaving otherwise im-possible."
The Todanian seemed to want to say something more, but glanced over at the four guards and was
silent Seven handed him his rations. He nodded, hesitated, then walked over to join his crewmate.
For the most part, they were sullenly silent, though some appeared to be more personable than others. No one rivaled his commander for outrage and arrogance, for which Seven was grateful. The guards were bristlingly attentive at first, then gradu-ally seemed to grow bored. They lowered their weapons and began to talk among themselves.
She was not learning much, and she would have preferred to be at her post in astrometrics. The cara-van was traveling through dangerous territory. Seven knew she would be of more use back on Voyager. Anyone could perform the task here.
Finally, they had gone through the Todanian crew. As the last few left, one of them turned. "The V'enah will be sent in shortly," he said.
They were left alone. The Doctor sighed. "Let me guess, Seven. You feel like your time and unique tal-ents are being wasted on this assignment."
"Correct," said Seven.
"So do I. Anyone could administer these vitamin supplements and rehydration hypos. I haven't even seen so much as a scratch on any of them. The Toda-nians are almost obscenely healthy. Some of them," he added archly, "could stand to skip a few meals."
Seven had had enough. She touched her combadge. "Seven of Nine to Commander Chakotay." She didn't want to talk to Janeway. Chakotay was the one who had somehow decided that she would be right for this mission; Chakotay was the one she'd complain to.
"This is Chakotay. How's it going?"
"Inefficiently," Seven replied. "They have isolated
us in a cargo bay and are sending the Todanians in for treatment and food. I request to be relieved of this assignment."
"Me too," said the Doctor.
"As does the Doctor. There's nothing-"
The door hissed open, the guards straightened, and Seven paused in midsentence, her attention ut-terly seized.
Ten figures entered the room. They did not stride in like the Todanians. They moved stiffly, their eyes downcast. Some clutched their arms or sides. Others limped, or were assisted by their companions. Through the skintight, torn, filthy jumpsuits they wore, Seven could see ribs.
A woman brought up their rear. At first glance, there was nothing extraordinary about her. She stum-bled in, her eyes on the floor, like all the rest. But for one instant, while the guards' attention was diverted to others, her head came up and her eyes met those of Seven evenly. And Seven of Nine, who had seen much and learned more, felt as though a phaser blast had struck her.
The woman was tall and almost painfully thin. Her hair was cropped close to her skull. It looked like she had cut it herself. She was, as were all the V'enah, a peculiar combination of muscles and wasted flesh. There was no fat to soften the angles of her face and body, only knotted muscle, sinew, and bone.
Slaves. The captain had told Seven that the V'enah were slaves of the Todanians. The word had a companion in Seven's mind: drone. Except these people were cognizant of everything they were being made to do. There was no pacifier to their servitude,
no sense of "serving the collective." They were indi-viduals, were abused as individuals, suffered as indi-viduals. She did not know if the Todanians were kind masters, but she could make an educated guess by looking at the gaunt bodies, the haunted expres-sions, the scars and injuries on the pale purple flesh.
A wave of righteous anger swept through Seven's body as she continued to lock gazes with the woman. A word popped into her brain, though she did not intentionally summon it:
Sister.
Seven of Nine had had no sister, no siblings at all. But she had educated herself on the matter of family relations, and understood the concept. This woman, though they had never met before and were not even of the same species, was closer kin to Seven than the parents she dimly remembered. They were alike in their suffering, and in their will to be unconquered.
At that moment, Seven had two impulses. The first was to revert to her Borg socialization, to impar-tially classify these people and coolly analyze their plight. The second one surprised her, for it chased away that deep-seated reaction and supplanted it with another, more human one: she realized that she was going to do everything in her power to free these people. She recognized the thought as illogical, im-practical, and possibly insane. But it gripped her with talons of steel and would not be denied.
"My God," said the Doctor. "Doctor to Lieutenant Paris. If the captain can spare you, I need you to re-port to sickbay immediately. Prepare to receive sev-eral patients for treatment. Possibly emergency."
"Understood, Doctor. Captain says I'm on my way."
The Doctor's words broke the spell the woman's purple gaze had cast upon Seven. She inhaled swiftly and realized that for the last several seconds she hadn't been breathing. Her heart was racing and she recognized the stinging hi her eyes as a passion-ate desire to weep. Remarkable. With deliberation, she placed the mask of cool competence on her face. Her wailing and empathy would be of no use to these people. Feeding them and healing their injuries would be.
"All of you, sit down at once. Lie as still as possi-ble until I have a chance to ascertain the extent of your injuries," ordered the Doctor.
The V'enah, almost as one, shrank from the brisk-ness of his tone. As if on cue, the guards marched up to the small group and closed in around them. One of them raised his weapon and, before either Seven or the Doctor could react, slammed the butt of it into a V'enah's shoulder.
"Drop, vermin! You will obey orders!"
He raised the weapon again, but this time, Seven was there. She interposed her body between the guard and the cringing V'enah and, more quickly than the shocked guard could react, struck his arm and pulled it behind his back. The weapon clattered to the floor. At once, Seven released the guard.
"You will cease injuring the V'enah," she ordered. "You will cease interfering with the job we were sent to do and resume your posts at the door."
The unfortunate guard who had borne the brunt of her wrath rubbed his aching arm, then retrieved his weapon. His companion snarled, "We don't take or-ders from you."
"Then our mission here is completed, and your captain will be... irked."
Now the guard looked uncomfortable. They ex-changed glances, then, without another word, stomped back to their original positions. They glow-ered, but Seven was not ruffled. She returned her at-tention to the V'enah. The Doctor was already treating the one who had been struck, and several of them looked to the one woman who had so capti-vated Seven of Nine. She nodded.
"They are here to help us," she said. Her voice was husky, both gentle and strong at the same time, pitched just softly enough so that the guards would not hear. "Do what they tell you to."
At her words, they nodded and got to the floor. Some of them hissed in pain at the movements. The Doctor literally tossed the medical tricorder to Seven of Nine while he gathered his tools. Seven went straight to the woman who seemed to be their leader and began to scan her.
A purple hand closed on her arm. "No," said the woman. "There are others who need your care first."
"You all need our care," stated Seven, trying to keep her voice from trembling. "They seem to listen to you. Tell me about them."
"There is little to tell," said the woman as Seven scanned her. "We are the V'enah. We are bred to be slaves to the Todanians. We are disposable."
Seven recognized that the woman was trying to sound submissive, but failing. She guessed that the woman did not have much interaction with the Toda-nians personally, wherever she was stationed. They
would have crushed that fiery rebellion inside her long before now, or else killed her in the process.
"What is your designation?"
"My what?"
"Your name."
"It is of no consequence."
"What is your name?" Seven repeated.
"Marisha," the woman replied. Then, almost shyly, "What is yours?"
"I am Seven of Nine. It is a Borg designation."
"I do not know the Borg. Not that we are permit-ted interaction with other species. Only the personal slaves do that,"
Seven turned toward the Doctor. "Minor dermal abrasions. One recent, severe burn on the hand. It has been tended to, but inefficiently. Several old scars. Dehydration and malnutrition, which will probably be standard among the V'enah. If you will hand me the dermal regenerator, I can begin treat-ment."
The Doctor did so, exchanging the regenerator for the medical tricorder. He bent down beside one of the sicker V'enah and ran the tricorder over his body.
"Paris to the Doctor. I'm in sickbay and ready to handle the patients."
"Excellent," said the Doctor. "I'm sending you four right now. I'll stay here and keep tending the rest. And Mr. Paris?"
"Yeah, Doc?"
"This is only the first group."
A pause, then, "Understood." The Doctor stepped back, and four of the most seriously injured V'enah dematerialized.
Seven returned her attention to Marisha. "Extend your hand."
Marisha did so, bright purple eyes taking in every-thing. "Dermal regenerator," she said. "Dermal meaning skin, regenerator meaning re-create. Is that correct?"
"Essentially," said Seven, running the warm red light over Marisha's swollen, injured hand and tak-ing a keen pleasure in watching the injury vanish.
Marisha gaped openly. "This is... this is amaz-ing!" She touched her formerly injured hand with the other one. "No more pain, no swelling...."
"This is the least of our medical treatments," said Seven. "Rest assured that your people will be well by the time they return to their posts."
"Posts," repeated Marisha. "As if we had posts as the Todanians do. We have sections. We stay in that section until we die. Your treatments are welcome, Seven of Nine, but they are only temporary. This hand will likely be burned again by tomorrow."
Seven of Nine swallowed, but continued treating Marisha. "What is your section?" she asked, placing the first hypo on Marisha's long, pale purple throat and pressing gently.
Over the hiss of the hypo, Marisha replied, "Engi-neering. We operate the heavy machinery. It is one of the more dangerous tasks aboard the ship."
Seven nodded to herself. She had been correct. If it was a dangerous task, it would not be likely that there would be many Todanians involved. Marisha indeed did not have much day-to-day contact with her... her owners.
She wished to continue conversing with Marisha,
but had finished treating her. Reluctantly, Seven pointed the other woman toward the large pile of boxed rations. "Each box contains a full day's ra-tions, to be consumed here, in our presence."
Marisha studied Seven of Nine intently, then nod-ded. "I understand," she said, softly. "You do not think the Todanians will give us the food if you are not here to watch us eat it."
"Correct."
A sad smile curved Marisha's full mouth. "You are right. They would save it for themselves. I thank you." She took one of the boxes and sat down. After opening it, she stared at the contents.
"Is something wrong?" asked Seven.
"Nothing," said Marisha. "I... I have never seen so much food in my life. I hardly know where to begin."
Seven raised an eyebrow, even as she knelt beside another V'enah and administered a hypo for rehy-dration. "Select a food item and eat it," she offered.
Marisha laughed. It was deep and warm and rum-bling. "I suppose you're right."
"There is not that much," said Seven, continuing to treat the other V'enah. "According to our esti-mates, that is the standard amount of calories and nutrients you should be consuming per day."
"We get about a third of this," said the woman Seven was treating. Seven glanced down at her. She was pretty, dressed in a flowing, attractive garment with her long, dark purple hair piled decoratively atop her head. She was nowhere near as gaunt or haggard-looking as most of her companions. "I get more. Arkathi gives it to me and I steal what he does not eat off his plate."
"You serve Arkathi?" asked Seven.
"I am his personal servant. I am Kella." She bit her lip and looked down. "I have not seen the oth-ers before now. I didn't know how badly... Are you done?"
"Yes," Seven said, looking shrewdly at Kella. The serving girl rose, grabbed a box, looked over appre-hensively at the guards, and headed for a corner where she could be alone to wolf down the food.
"Seven," said the Doctor, motioning her to attend him. She knelt by his side, utilizing the dermal re-generator on a male V'enah who had severe lacera-tions on his back. "Don't tell me, let me guess," he said, glancing up at Marisha, who had followed Seven. "This gentleman misbehaved."
"I was wrong," grunted the man. Seven stared at the wounds, barely crusted over and oozing pus. They vanished beneath the warm, red light. Seven had never felt so good about medical technology be-fore, not even when she was the recipient of its won-ders. "I disobeyed...."
'Talyk, you did nothing wrong!" Marisha knelt beside his head and touched his hair gently. "You had never been in that part of the ship before and you were following orders. It wasn't your fault you got lost"
'This man was beaten because he took an incor-rect turn in your ship?" Seven asked, incredulous. Marisha nodded. "Your collective is unhealthy and dangerous. You should leave it."
"Seven," cautioned the Doctor. "That's not our place."
"It is not our place to stop a vicious injustice?"
Seven demanded. "Slavery is a cruel, inhumane, and impractical institution. It should be opposed when-ever we encounter it I know you, Doctor, and I know that you agree with me."
Marisha's wide eyes were glued on Seven. Her breasts rose and fell with rapid, shallow breathing.
The Doctor rose. "Come with me," he said. Still raging inside, Seven complied. When they were out of earshot of the Todanians, the Doctor hissed, "Of course I abhor slavery! But that's not the point."
"Standing up for what is right is not the point?"
"You are twisting my words. You know exactly what I mean. This is not the time or place to stage a revolution. We are traveling through a very treacher-ous part of space. We have struck up an agreement that is tenuous at best with a species that still doesn't trust us. Our job is to get everyone, including the To-danians, safely through No Man's Land. And our immediate job is to provide care and food for every-one, including the Todanians, aboard this ship. Is that clear?"
"Perfectly," she said, and she saw him flinch at the iciness of her tone.
"You are free to make a detailed report to Captain Janeway. And we both know she'll listen to what you have to say with a sympathetic ear. Maybe when this is all over, we can help the V'enah with more than medical treatment and rations, but for now, we have to remain calm. Don't fan the fires, Seven. Not now, not yet."
They returned to the V'enah. Seven did not trust herself to speak and turned away from Marisha, os-tensibly to aid the Doctor. But despite her feigned
nonchalance, Seven was acutely aware of the other woman's presence, of the glowering, hostile pres-ence of the only temporarily cowed guards, of the timid, well-treated Kella cowering alone in the cor-ner, and of the unjustness of the wounded whom they were treating; healing, only to be injured again.
CHAPTER 1O
torres was in heaven. well, as close to heaven as she was going to get in this lifetime, anyway.
Neelix, bless him, had come up with a brilliant idea. They had been only three days into the territory called No Man's Land and things were already start-ing to get bad. They lost that first ship, the Ammunii, just a couple of hours in, and that had brought every-thing to a screeching halt. Another meeting was held, and the fleet finally began to move on. They were stopped again almost immediately by the unex-pected violence of the first official obstacle, an aster-oid belt composed of asteroids so comparatively tiny and crowded together so densely that some of the smaller vessels whose shields weren't as powerful as Voyager's would be at risk.
Torres was itching to move more quickly, to put
this treacherous area of space and its tensions behind them, but Janeway had stated quite firmly that they could move no faster than the slowest vessels. And some of those vessels were damn slow. What was worse, more and more of them seemed to be experi-encing the peculiar power drain. Torres was getting frustrated at having to continue working on a puzzle she got no closer to solving.
Torres knew in her gut that this couldn't continue. So when Neelix had made his brilliant suggestion, she wanted to throw her arms around his stocky frame and kiss him.
"Why don't we have an exchange program?" he had said his chipper voice. "We could have some in-dividuals from these other ships visit Voyager and learn about our technology and cultures, and we could visit them. I'd love to have someone to swap recipes with. I can't wait to share my secrets for making the perfect leola-root stew!" He had actually rubbed his hands together in anticipation.
B'Elanna met Tom's eyes, and saw her own ex-citement reflected there. At the same time, they said, "Ask the captain."
He had asked, she had (according to Neelix) agreed before he had even finished articulating the idea, and things were being put in motion even as Torres lay beneath a console, tinkering with a faulty connection. Apparently, the crews of the other ves-sels were as screamingly bored as she was.
Yesterday was the first exchange. Since the plan had been Neelix's idea, his request had been the first granted. Six aliens, none of whom was familiar and all of whom were unfailingly polite, had congre-
gated in the mess hall to learn the mysteries of leola-root stew, coffee substitutes, and yruss-and-broccoli. It seemed as though everyone on board the ship needed a snack at one point during the day. Torres herself, claiming a desire for some fresh fruit, had wandered in and had barely restrained herself from laughing with delight.
Neelix looked ecstatic, clad from head to toe in full chef's regalia. Staring at him solemnly, almost wor-shipfully, were the six aliens. Three were humanoid, two were bipedal but resembled birds and lizards more than humans, and one was a small sphere that hovered by itself and occasionally extended a digit or two to assist with the preparation of a chocolate souf-fle. Ironically, despite the notorious difficulty of preparing a souffle from scratch and how poor his cooking sometimes was, Neelix was always very good at this, and it never failed to impress. Even as Torres watched, munching on an apple, Neelix drew the treat out of the oven to a soft chorus of oohs and aahs.
She grinned now at the memory, finished her task, and scooted out from under the console. "Another hour and they'll be here," she said enthusiastically to Yorik.
He favored her with a brief glance, then returned to his padd. "We have been prepared for them since 0700 hours," he said calmly. "There is nothing to worry about."
"I'm not worried, I'm excited," said Torres. "It's something to break the tension. And it could be fun."
"I am experiencing neither tension nor excite-ment, Lieutenant, as you well know. And fun is irrel-evant."
"Now you're starting to sound like Seven," chided Torres. "You have to admit, it will be a fascinating experience to have so many diverse races the Feder-ation has never before encountered on this ship, in engineering."
He paused and considered the question seri-ously. "It will indeed be educational," he finally said.
Torres rolled her eyes. Vulcans.
"Vulcans," sighed Janeway. Tuvok raised an eye-brow at her exasperation. "Why didn't you mention this before?"
"I was not aware of it before," said Tuvok, as if it was the most logical thing in the world, which of course it was. "It was only this morning that the Doctor informed me of Mr. Neelix's food-poisoning incident."
Janeway had just returned from the Doctor. It had not been a pleasant encounter. Apparently, chocolate was quite toxic to one of the races who had sampled the souffle and the alien had almost died. They had sent a note to the Doctor, not Janeway, and it was almost apologetic in tone. When Janeway read it, de-spite the seriousness of me situation, she'd prac-tically laughed out loud. The Lamorians were most embarrassed, but they felt it necessary to report that one of their number had taken a bit ill, well, almost died, truth be told, from something in Mr. Neelix's delicious, exquisite souffle, and they felt that it was incumbent on them to alert the Doctor to this fact, just in case some other alien might have reacted sim-ilarly and might need treatment, though the souffle
was most wonderful and Mr. Neelix was obviously a man greatly skilled at his craft and...
"Captain, I'm simply mortified," said Neelix, and it was obvious from his expression that he was not exaggerating. "I sent a list to all the ships with the chemical composition of all the foods we'd be eat-ing, and no one said a thing!"
"Apparently in Lamorian society, it is the host's duty to never serve anything harmful," said the Doc-tor. "Though how one is expected to do that when an alien's body chemistry is unfamiliar I'm sure I don't know. As far as they were concerned, it was a terri-ble social blunder on our part and they didn't want to cause us to lose face."
"I'd rather lose face than be inadvertently respon-sible for a lost life," said Janeway. "Let's hope they'll be a little more forthcoming in the future."
And now, Tuvok was standing in front of her in-sisting that they cancel the exchange program. "It was a misunderstanding about food, Tuvok," said Janeway. "It's unlikely to happen again. Everyone here knows the common language of engineering or piloting-"
"Commander Chakotay has offered to have a rit-ual ceremony," said Tuvok stubbornly. "Suppose someone has a moral objection to an object utilized in the ritual? Suppose Mr. Paris's friendly game of pool results in an injury?"
"Careful, kid, you'll poke your eye out," muttered Paris from the conn.
"Tuvok, those are culture clashes that happen every day," began Janeway, but Tuvok wouldn't let it go.
"There is also the very real risk of injury to mem-
bers of our own crew aboard the alien vessels. I was uneasy with this idea to begin with, but I understand ' the necessity for keeping morale high while travers-ing a dangerous stretch of space, especially in the company of so many alien ships. However, after the chocolate incident, it is my considered opinion that we should terminate these programs at once."
"You're an excellent security chief, Tuvok," Jane-way said sincerely. "But I'm the captain, and it is my considered opinion that the good to be obtained from these exchanges far outweighs any risk. This is an unprecedented opportunity to learn so much from so many races in this comparatively short time, and I won't miss it. We'll proceed as planned."
If Vulcans could glower, Tuvok would have done so. Instead, he contented himself with a raised eye-brow and returned to his post. He'd known her long enough to know when argument was useless.
Word spreads fast on a starship, and it wasn't long before everyone knew about the Chocolate Incident, as it came to be called. Torres heard about it right before the doors hissed open and an amazing collec-tion of aliens poured into engineering. She was cer-tain mat at any minute her combadge was going to spring to life with Janeway's voice ordering an im-mediate termination of the exchange program, or else Tuvok and his security guards were going to burst in. Consequently, with this weighing heavily on her mind, she didn't have as wonderful a time as she had hoped. Nonetheless, by the time she'd es-corted the group of seventeen around engineering, had them try out a few things themselves, and
learned about two entirely new ways of traversing space at faster-than-light speed, she was still having a pretty darned good time.
It was about then when one of the aliens bumped, struck, or otherwise accidentally managed to rupture a plasma conduit.
"Who was it?" Tom asked later, over chicken sandwiches and tomato soup.
"I never did find out in the ensuing chaos," said Torres, biting savagely into the sandwich. "Appar-ently the Kuluuk are extremely timid. A good scare can literally kill them."
"I'd say that a plasma conduit venting gas in an enclosed space is a good scare," said Tom.
"You're telling me. Not only did we have to com-pletely evacuate engineering, we had to rush the Ku-luuk to sickbay, their little green, furry faces all tight with terror and their paws waving in the air-" She shuddered. "You wonder how a species that vulnera-ble ever made it into space."
"So how did they?"
Torres shrugged. "I didn't pay that much attention to their bios. Something about how they were the darlings of some incredibly tolerant empire who pro-tected them, sent them on non-dangerous missions for the good of the empire. Can't blame that empire; they're cute little guys and very sweet-natured. For-tunately, only two of their hearts had stopped, and the Doc was able to give them a sedative that pre-vented them from going into a fatal shock. But it was close, Tom."
"So, we've got the Chocolate Incident and the
Warp Core Near Catastrophe. Can't wait to see what will happen tomorrow."
"What's tomorrow?" Torres spooned up a mouth-ful of soup.
"Piloting," said Tom. "My turn to have an inci-dent."
Neelix had stopped by to pour them each more coffee substitute. "I'd avoid another incident if I were you," he said. "Mr. Vulcan is on the warpath. He's just looking for a reason to cancel this ex-change program." The Talaxian sighed heavily. "I certainly did my share to jeopardize it."
"You've got company," Torres offered reassur-ingly. "Don't blow it for everyone else, Tom."
"Oh, thanks. No pressure at all, is there?"
"Obstacle number two," said Janeway, more to her-self than Seven as they stood together in astrometrics.
"Correct," said Seven, "out of approximately thirty-three, based on my present calculations. That is not in-cluding the continued manifestations of the gateways."
Janeway hadn't needed to hear that "We'll take them one at a time." She stepped forward, tapped the controls, and read the information. "Hmm. Sounds like the Mutara Nebula. Just what we need with thirty-two ships in tow."
"I am not familiar with the Mutara Nebula."
"No, you wouldn't be." Janeway gazed at the screen. There, the nebula was just an icon of yellow swirls. In reality, it would be something much more beautiful, mysterious-and dangerous. "Back in the twenty-third century, Admiral James T. Kirk utilized the Mutara Nebula, one similar to this, but much
smaller, in which to hide from the pursuer Khan Noonien Singh."
Seven frowned. "From what I have learned of Ad-miral Kirk, he would not have favored hiding as a tactic."
"He would if it enabled him to get the jump on his adversary, which it did. For us, though, it's nothing but an enormous headache. This class of nebula wreaks havoc with the sensors. We won't be able to see past a few thousand meters, we won't have shields or sensors or probably even standard light-ing. Let's see if we can't just go around it."
"Inadvisable. The area is several million kilome-ters in diameter. Also, we would be encountering the residue of the asteroid belt-"
"-which already cost us at least one vessel," Janeway finished. She sighed, heavily. "We can do it, but it's not going to be easy."
"I do not believe we expected any part of this journey to be easy," Seven reminded her.
"No, but anything in the vicinity of slightly-less-than-almost-impossible would be quite welcome along about now."
"Only seventeen ships gave us sufficient details about their vessels for us to determine if they can make it through safely," Torres grumbled at the se-nior staff meeting a half hour later. "The rest still don't trust us enough."
"That's regrettable," said Janeway, "but it's not al-together surprising. It's an extremely unusual situa-tion for all of us, and if the shoe was on the other foot I'm not sure I'd give up important information
like that too readily. We'll just have to give them the information we have about the nebula and trust them to make the judgment. In the meantime, here's what we've got."
She thumbed a control and various statistics ap-peared on the screen. "There are a couple of ships who might be technologically superior to Voyager. As Lieutenant Torres has said, we don't know for certain. There are several ships that we know are comparable to ours, and more than that which are in-ferior. These would be the smaller, scout-type ships, by and large. The Nenlar vessel, for example. We know that once we enter the nebula, all our bells and whistles won't make that much difference. It's Voy-ager's bulk and the experience of her crew that is going to be key. Since we're leading this rather odd mission, we go through first."
She paused, and looked at her officers. "Anyone ever traversed one of these before?" No one replied. "Me either. But from what I understand, we'll be flying blind. We'll have to go on impulse power for certain. We'll have no sensors, no shields, no visual except for very short distances, and it'll be erratic at that We might have a tractor beam, but it's iffy and it would degrade the farther away the towed object is from the ship."
"I'm not personally familiar with this type of neb-ula," said Chakotay, "but from what I remember of the Badlands, I'm betting it's likely that it won't be a straight shot through, either."
"Correct," said Seven. "Preliminary research and sensor findings indicate that there are a variety of eddies and other phenomena within the nebula. It is
impossible to chart a path through without actually experiencing it. It is also highly likely that these ed-dies and rifts would be subject to extreme fluctua-tion."
"So here's my plan," said Janeway. "Voyager goes through first. The sensors won't work, we're fairly certain of that. But it's likely we'll have some vi-sual, though it'll be poor. How are your eyes, Mr. Paris?"
"Been eating my carrots, ma'am," Paris replied.
She smiled. "Good. Because visual is going to be all we've got. We'll talk to the captains of each ship and have them give me their best guess as to how far they'll be able to see. Some won't be able to see at all. What we'll do is, every few hundred kilometers, more often if need be, we'll drop a probe modified to serve as a beacon. Torres tells me it should work. I understand there are certain frequencies that can penetrate this nebula. We'll just have to experiment until we find it. We'll leave the beacons at regular intervals, more often around dangerous areas; then we'll have the ships go through one at a time."
"I would recommend having a predetermined order," said Tuvok. "And having each ship depart at a precise time. We must proceed carefully and slowly. If even one ship misses a buoy, or for any reason fails to navigate the course properly, or suc-cumbs to the power drain several ships are still expe-riencing, we will have to perform a rescue mission."
"Which will be like trying to find a needle in a haystack," said Kim morosely.
"We'll do everything we can to avoid that, of course," said Janeway, "but I want it understood that
that's a possibility. No ship will be left behind, no matter what it takes."
About two hours later, Janeway rubbed her tem-ple. Tension headache. Again. The Doctor would be quite vexed with her.
It had sounded so easy, so logical, with her own staff in the briefing room. It made perfect sense. But now that she was having to discuss it with each race, one by one, all with their own opinions and problems, she was beginning to think it would all have been so much easier had she simply gone around the nebula.
The Lamorians had a religious problem. Nebulas were holy places to them. They never entered them; it was where their gods dwelt Janeway had sent Chako-tay over to their ship to discuss it with them. If anyone, could convince them that their gods would rather they pay them a visit than die lost in space, it was he. She hadn't heard from him, but she hoped for the best.
The Nenlars had objected to what, to them, amounted to "being alone in a dark room with our deadliest enemies." The ludka had scornfully replied that if they had any designs on the Nenlars, they'd have blasted their pathetic little ship out of space long before now.
The Iyal were more than willing, but only if they could lead. The Tllihuh also were amenable, but they wanted to be able to determine the order. The Hi-rogen had agreed, almost too quickly. Janeway didn't want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but their quick acquiescence was bothering her. The Yu-miri would go, but only after some elaborate ritual involving honoring every crewman's ancestors to the
tenth degree. Janeway suggested that they hop right on it.
And on and on it went. Two ships flatly refused and departed. Janeway couldn't honestly say she was sorry to see them go. The fewer voices there were raised in protest of every decision she made, the eas-ier it was.
Some of the aliens had genuine complaints. One group's technology was so far behind that the ion-ized gases of the nebula would stop it dead in its tracks. It wouldn't be able to move at all under its own power. Fortunately, another ship agreed to tow the smaller one, without any additional encourage-ment from Janeway at all. Still others would be com-pletely blinded and also require a tractor beam from a larger, benevolent vessel.
At one point, her combadge chirped. "Chakotay to bridge."
"Janeway here. Go ahead."
"The Lamorians have agreed to enter the nebula- on one condition."
"They've got it."
"That I stay on their ship for the duration of the trip."
Damn, Janeway thought. "For what reason?"
"I appear to have made quite an impression on them. They seem to think that I have some kind of pull with their gods."
"Well, I knew you had clout, Chakotay, but I never dreamed," said Janeway, fighting back a smile.
"You just remember that, Captain." She could hear the warmth of humor in his own voice. "Seri-
ously, they would be comforted if I joined them in a ritual that would continue through the entire length of the journey."
"I don't like the idea of you being away from Voy-ager at such a critical time," Janeway said.
"Neither do I, but I like even less the idea of the Lamorians staying behind."
So did his captain. She thought about it, then sighed. "Very well."
"I'll be returning for some supplies and my medi-cine bundle."
"We'll talk then. Janeway out." No sooner had she finished than Kim said, "It's the Todanians. Leader Arkathi has some suggestions for you."
I'll bet he does, Janeway thought. She closed her eyes, gathering strength.
Finally, after fifteen and a half hours of Janeway coaxing, cajoling, ordering, bullying, compromising, and otherwise doing everything she could, the re-maining thirty ships in the caravan agreed to go through the nebula.
Voyager would do so without some of her crew. Chakotay, of course, would be conducting a reli-gious ceremony aboard the Lamorian ship. Two other ships had expressed such terror at negotiating blindly through the nebula that Janeway had sent her second- and third-shift conn officers to their vessels. Interestingly enough, the Kuluuk, who might have been expected to request aid, and who indeed had been offered it, had refused. They seemed embar-rassed by the incident in engineering, and wanted to navigate the nebula on their own.
Paris, of course, was going nowhere. She needed his expertise. Torres had sent Yorik and Carey to two more ships, figuring that their engineering expertise would help them handle any problems that might come up. Janeway realized that while Voyager would probably come through this nebula with no trouble, some of these other ships on which her crew would be tem-porarily serving might not fare as well. But it was the best way to ensure that everyone made it through safely.
Finally, the time arrived. She settled down in her command chair, purposefully ignoring the empty chair to her left For a moment, she treated herself to the luxury of simply admiring the nebula's beauty: swirls of soft blue and purple, twining mists of color, en-livened by the occasional flash. Deceptively attractive.
"Engage," she said. "One-half impulse."
"Aye, Captain," Paris said, with more than his usual formality.
Slowly, the ship glided forward. For a moment, nothing happened, and they could see on the screen the lovely colors closing softly about their ship.
The lights began to flash erratically, then went out. Janeway didn't have to order the emergency lights. The bloodred lights came on automatically, bathing everyone and everything in an eerie crimson glow. "Status."
'Tactical is down," said Tuvok.
"Intership operations sporadic, but continuing for the moment," said Kim. "Shields are down. Sensors are inoperative."
"Helm responding," said Paris.
"Astrometrics will not be of use, Captain," came Seven's voice.
The image of swirling blue and purple on the screen flickered. They would lose visual soon.
"Tuvok, launch the first buoy," Janeway ordered.
"Launching." They all watched in silence as the small, circular probe hurtled out, spun, then stopped. "Engineering, engage frequency."
Janeway didn't quite hold her breath, but she breathed shallowly. This would be the determining factor. If she was wrong, if there was no frequency that could be heard through the swirls of ion gases, then the idea would not be feasible. They'd have to either find some other way to get all these ships safely through, or else abandon the plan and take the lengthy, dangerous trip around the nebula.
And there it was. A soft hum, barely audible, but there. "Paris, back us away. Slowly."
He did so. The crisp, clear image on the screen grew fuzzy and was broken up by black and white, screeching static. Finally, they could see nothing but static on the screen. The sound increased, but through it all, Janeway could still hear the reassuring hum of the probe.
"Distance?" she asked.
'Twenty kilometers," Kim counted. "A hundred. Two hundred. Five hundred."
"It's still audible, even to the naked human ear," said Paris.
"One thousand," Kim continued. "Two thousand." Now it was becoming increasingly hard to hear the frequency of the probe. "Three thousand."
"And there it goes," said Paris. "We've lost the signal lock."
"I can't hear it anymore, either," said Janeway. The sound was lost in the static.
"I can," said Tuvok. Janeway glanced over at him, suppressing a smile. She'd not make so obvious a joke at his expense.
"Let's opt for fifteen hundred," said Janeway. "Not all ears may be as sharp as Commander Tuvok's." Nor will all the technology be up to Voy-ager' s level, she thought. "All right, Tom. Let's keep going."
CHAPTER 11
chakotay watted on the bridge with ophar, daughter of Willar, son of Tymu, and her crew. The only reason there was a floor and walls was because a ship of necessity had to have such things. Various consoles were located literally everywhere, on the floor, as on Voyager, on the walls, on the ceiling. The Lamorians had very kindly adjusted their gravity to accommodate him, though, had the positive outcome of the situation depended on it, Chakotay would have been willing to wait the entire time in zero g.
The Lamorians were small, hovering spheres with retractable tentacles. They were also excruciatingly polite and filled with a love and respect for ritual that bordered on the obsessive. They were the ones who had almost lost a crewman-crewthing?-to Neelix's chocolate souffl6. Chakotay found himself
growing quite fond of them. Though they were ex-tremely rigid among themselves about their rituals, they understood that not every species behaved the same way and were quite tolerant of the dozen or so faux pas he'd managed to make already.
They were the twenty-first ship to go through. Janeway had kept the ships that were playing host to her crewmen far down on the list, so that they could offer their advice to as many as possible before the ships to which they were temporarily assigned passed through the nebula.
The viewscreen took up almost all the space on the floor (of course, to the Lamorians, "floor" was a variable concept). Chakotay found it a bit disturbing to be walking on a window, but he now sat down and watched with the others as ship after ship lined up.
First to go through after Voyager would be the Nenlar ship. It would be a good test. It was a smaller vessel, and not nearly as well equipped to navigate the nebula as Voyager. The Nenlars would be close enough to Voyager to call for help should they find any problems. He watched as the little ship disap-peared into the swirling mists of blue and purple.
Next were the Iyal, then the Tllihuh, then... which one was that? It was getting so hard to keep track of all these different ships. He marveled that Janeway did it so easily. Though she had played down her accomplishments, Chakotay knew that she was performing as well as any formal ambassador could have.
Suddenly Chakotay frowned. Four-no, five-no, eight-ships were breaking rank. They moved up-ward, jumping their place in line.
"May I use your communications systems?" asked Chakotay.
Ophar flicked a tentacle and a red light went on in the ceiling. 'This is Commander Chakotay, first offi-cer of Voyager. I'm presently assigned to the La-morian vessel. What's going on? Return to your positions in the line at once."
A crackle, and then the ominous visage of the Hi-rogen Alpha appeared, filling the entire floor of the Lamorian ship.
"Commander Chakotay," he said, scornfully. "This is ridiculous. Our ship is practically the last one to venture through."
"That was so you could assist any vessel that you found in trouble. You said you'd be willing to help."
The Alpha waved a hand in a gesture of impa-tience. "Several ships have already gone through. We are tired of waiting-tired of constantly taking a backseat to prey." Abruptly the conversation was ter-minated as the Rhev zipped past six other ships and disappeared into the nebula.
Chakotay recognized the ludka vessel and. swore under his breath. The assembled Lamorians emitted a high-pitched whistle of offense, but he couldn't take the time to soothe their riled emotions now.
"Chakotay to Nivvika. Cease your advance." Even as he spoke, he saw the Relka dip and dive past the waiting ships. Trust Sinimar Arkathi to buck the rules. The ludka ship did not answer, and a second later it was gone.
"Make them stop!" bleated Ophar. "They are not following the rules! They are creating disorder!"
"You're telling me," muttered Chakotay. "Please,
everyone, this nebula is dangerous. You need to go one at a time and follow the buoys. There is a chance that without this order someone will get lost or there will be a collision, or..."
He let his voice trail off. It was hopeless. There were now a couple of dozen ships that had aban-doned their places in line and were rushing for-ward, crowding one another in their haste to leap into the nebula. He supposed he should count him-self lucky that no one had opened fire on his neigh-bor. There was no way to let Voyager know of the chaos; the ion gases that interfered with communi-cation while in the nebula made that impossible while they were separated by its swirls. Finally, after about fifteen minutes, things settled down. Those who had wanted to forge ahead and ignore the order that Janeway had spent hours hashing out with everyone involved had done so and were gone. The ships that remained behind, only a handful or so, closed up the gaps in then- lines and waited for his command.
"Chakotay to Kuluuk vessel Eru."
The face of Tarna, leader of the Kuluuk, filled the viewscreen. "Responding, Commander." Tarna's paws were fluttering about, now touching its round face, now patting the arms of the chair. Its face was chang-ing from its normal cherry-red hue to green. A bad sign.
"You've distributed the tranquilizer our doctor manufactured for you?" Chakotay asked.
"Yes," replied Tarna. "But all those ships rushing past-terrifying!"
"They weren't going to hurt you," Chakotay
soothed. "They were just impatient to get going. They were more rude than hostile."
The Kuluuk leader blinked solemnly. "Rudeness is hostility."
Chakotay laughed. "Can't argue that one. Still, you're up next. Are you ready to go?"
Tarna took a deep, shuddering breath. The green started to fade. "I think so."
'Take as long as you like. Follow the buoys."
Suddenly the leader's face turned green. "What if Captain Janeway forgot to set the buoys?"
"Impossible."
"What if we can't find them? If we get lost? If the power drain happens again? If we-"
"You'll be fine. There will be ships ahead of you and ships behind you. They will all be willing to help you if you run into any trouble. And if for some reason you do get lost, I promise Voyager will return to you."
They reminded him of teddy bears, though there was not much physical resemblance. It was the large eyes and the trusting expression combined with fear, Chakotay supposed. Finally Tarna nodded.
"We will go through now," it said in a voice that quavered.
"You are very brave," said Chakotay, and he meant it.
The enormous visage of the Kuluuk commander disappeared. Chakotay watched with satisfaction as the Eru slowly edged toward the nebula, paused for a moment, then went inside.
One more ship moved forward, entered the neb-ula. "We're next," said Chakotay. Ophar chirped a
command and the ship made its way to the edge of the nebula.
"I alone will pilot the vessel," said Ophar. "Chakotay, son of Kolopak, it is time for you to begin. The rest of my crew will join you."
Chakotay nodded. Ophar floated upward. Eight ten-tacles emerged from her round body and reached to manipulate the controls. She would be fine by herself. Following the buoys would be child's play for this vessel. Chakotay was more concerned about smaller, less technologically advanced ships. They were the ones more likely to miss the buoys, or get caught up in the eddies of the nebula. Still, there was a duty he had to perform, and despite the gnawing doubts at the back of his mind, he was looking forward to it.
Five minutes later, he was seated in a huge, domed room. It was entirely composed of clear ma-terial, so he felt as though he were floating in space. It was a bit unsettling. He hurried to sit, to feel the solidness of matter beneath his buttocks and thighs.
There were hundreds of them, some up near what passed for the ceiling, some clinging to the "walls," others nestled right beside him. Obeying the im-pulse, and knowing he would be immediately for-given if he transgressed, Chakotay reached to touch one of them. Its skin was smooth and cool, like that of the dolphins he had touched back on Earth. It did not shy away. Rather it snuggled closer to him and made a soft, sweet, cooing noise. Who would have thought it? With all their precise decorum, touching, perhaps the most intimate of contacts, was not only accepted, but welcomed.
Carefully, Chakotay spread out his medicine bun-
dle. It had been a long time since he had last done so. He picked up each item and identified it for the -intently listening Lamorians.
"A blackbird's wing," he said. "A stone from the river. The akoonah, a way to enter an altered state safely, without dangerous drugs. Although today, we do not wish to enter that state, but to be aware, alert, ready to honor the gods of the Lamorians."
He had perfect timing. At that precise moment, the soft swirls of blue and purple closed hi around them. The Lamorians made soft, sighing noises, and, as one, all retracted their tentacles and became sim-ply hovering orbs.
"We are in the presence of the gods," breathed the orb Chakotay had been stroking. "We are sur-rounded by the divine."
"Let us ask for then: blessings in guiding us safely through their realm," said Chakotay, with the utmost solemnity, and began.
We should wait until they are all gone, thought One Who Is Second. The chance of them detecting us is strong if we enter alongside them.
One Who Masters Technology gave the mental equivalent of a snort of derision. Their sensors will be rendered useless, it sent. You heard the One Who Is Janeway. There is only a limited visual range for the other vessels. We could pass right by them and not be detected. We could do that now, if we wanted to.
But there is no point in tempting fate, cautioned One Who Braves Strangers. Even it, experienced as it was with interacting with other species, did not
like to invite such contact. And if they were de-tected, all would be lost.
One Who Is Leader sat and "listened" quietly. It would reserve judgment until all thoughts were aired. Privately, it had its own opinion, but among his people, a good Leader was one who did what the majority wanted as often as it could.
And if, Masters Technology, Second continued, their sensors are so impaired by the ion gases of this nebula, what will happen to ours? Who is to say that once we enter that nebula, we will not become sud-denly visible to them?
Masters Technology's thoughts were almost fra-grant with scorn. It won't happen. The ion gas does not affect things in that manner. The worst that could happen would be that we, too, would have to be nav-igating blindly. And if that is so, then-
Then we could collide with another ship! Leader winced at the intensity of Second's thoughts. We could become forever lost!
What would you have us do? Masters Technology shot back. If we wait until they are all through, the buoys might be gone. Our chances of getting lost would significantly increase. And what if the caravan has gone by the time we make it through? We might not be able to pick up their trail again. And then we would be on our own. Is that your desire, Second?
Enough, sent Leader calmly. / have received all input, acknowledged all views. I believe Masters Technology is correct. We should shadow a ship on the caravan.
With respect, Leader, thought Second, although there was little respect in the flavor of his thoughts,
you have seen the chaos that occurred earlier, when they all crowded one another in their primitive ea-gerness to cross the nebula. I might have agreed had they all not deviated from One Who Is Janeway's in-structions, but now, their actions are unpredictable. They are dangerous.
Second, I have made my decision. We will pro-ceed. Masters Technology, shadow a ship that has displayed calmness in this confusion. Pick a large, technologically advanced vessel.
A ship with advanced technology is more likely to detect us, cautioned Braves Strangers.
True, acknowledged Leader. But it is also less likely to become lost, and its size will enable us to track it more easily.
Masters Technology pulled up several ships on the viewscreen. One Who Is Janeway assigned her One Who Is Second to this vessel here, it sent, indicating a large ship. It is just about to enter the nebula. It fits your criteria, Leader, plus it has one of the humans on it.
An excellent choice, approved Leader. Let us be-come its shadow.
Slowly, carefully, leaving as much space as possi-ble between their vessel and those of the strangers, they maneuvered into position slightly above and be-hind the designated vessel.
It took Voyager four hours, sometimes dropping to quarter impulse, to negotiate their way through the nebula. It was trickier than they had expected, and more than once they got mired in an unexpected eddy.
"Just call me Hansel," said Paris, as they dropped the twelfth buoy.
"Let's hope our bread crumbs stay in place," said Janeway, feigning a humor she did not feel. She knew they would get through all right. But what about the little ships? The short-range vessels, the ones with less advanced technology? That was where cooperation between the vessels that com-posed this cobbled-together fleet was of the utmost importance. If they all looked out for one another, then they all would get through.
Then she thought of the anger of Sinimar Arkathi, of the terror the Nenlar had for the ludka, of the faces of the now-dead Ammunii, and despair knifed through her.
Dear God, who am I kidding? she thought. If we get through this without a war in miniature, we'll be lucky.
Another two hours and fourteen buoys later, and the ion bombardment began to decrease.
"We're coming out of it," said Kim.
"About time," said Paris.
"We have left a total of twenty-six buoys," Tuvok said. "That should leave an easily navigable trail."
"Let's hope you're right," said Janeway. "Now all we do is sit and wait. The Nenlars should be appear-ing at any moment."
But they didn't.
Voyager waited. And waited.
CHAPTER 12
the nenlars had been right behind them. they had been close enough to have signaled for aid if they were on the verge of getting lost in the nebula swirls. Yet Voyager had heard nothing.
When the two-man vessel finally emerged,'seem-ing even tinier than Janeway had remembered it, she let out a sigh of relief.
"Voyager to Torar and Ara. You two gave us a bit of a scare."
"We had some scares ourselves, Captain," came Torar's voice. It was laden with tension. "We lost you shortly after the third buoy."
Janeway nodded to herself. That had been one of the trickier ones to negotiate. "But you found the path back," she said reassuringly. "Well done. Let's hope those who followed you did as good a job."
About twenty minutes later, the Iyal came through. They had not had the problems the Nenlars had had; in fact, they had had no problems at all. Janeway wasn't surprised. The Iyal vessel was com-parable to Voyager.
One by one, at approximately half-hour intervals, ships emerged. Janeway was just beginning to per-mit herself to think they'd make it through this with no problems when the next half-hour interval turned into an hour. Then an hour and a half. Then two hours.
Paris turned to face his captain from his seat at the conn. "With your permission, Captain," he said, "Ensign Kim and I could take the Delta Flyer and begin searching for the lost ships."
Her eyes on the screen, Janeway shook her head. "Not yet, Mr. Paris. Let's give them a little more time." If only there were some way to communicate with Chakotay, on the other side of the nebula, she thought He'd be able to tell her if there was anything to worry about It could simply be that the next ship in line was having trouble. That inexplicable energy drain could have struck yet another vessel, and since Janeway had insisted that they proceed in strict order, one ship with problems could delay the whole process.
She had almost convinced herself that that was the case when all of a sudden several ships seemed to explode from the nebula all at once. Heading the pack was the Hirogen ship, but hard on their heels were the ludka and the Todanian ships. More came out flying so closely they almost touched. Janeway spotted fresh damage on more than one vessel and cursed softly. As she had feared, not going in order
had led more than a few vessels to collide in the den-sity of the nebula.
Before, she had hailed each ship, and received a calm answer in reply. Now, several ships tried to hail her at once.
"Captain Janeway! The Yumiri ship deliberately crashed into our-"
"Captain, I insist you reprimand the Hirogen. They-"
"We tried to follow the buoys, but they were-"
By now, poor Kim was used to this, and managed to isolate the messages. First was the Salamar. Janeway was surprised at such agitation from Ellia, normally so balanced and rational. When Kim got her image onscreen, her ears were completely flat against her sleek head.
"It was deliberate!" Ellia repeated. "We insist mat we be compensated for the damage to our ship. Surely you can see it!"
Janeway could. While she spoke, she signaled to Kim to get the Yumiri captain. "I do see it, Com-mander, but I'm certain it was an accident With that many ships going through all at once"-and even as she spoke, about fifteen more ships emerged-"this was bound to happen. I've got the Yumiri captain and I'll patch him through to you. Janeway out" She jerked her head in Harry's direction. "Next Mr. Kim."
"The buoys were scattered." It was the deep voice of the Hirogen Alpha. As he materialized on the screen, Janeway could see the contempt on his ugly face. "There were several places where mere were no buoys at all and we had to use our own best judg-ment. Fortunately," and his voice dripped scorn, "it
was sufficient. Your plan is in shambles, Captain Janeway."
Janeway narrowed her blue eyes, but didn't bother to rise. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction. "I have a hunch that your vessel was one of the first to break formation, Alpha. And by doing so, you jeop-ardized the entire process. Of course the buoys got scattered. Some three dozen ships coming through all at once? No one could have expected anything else. I've already seen damage to several vessels. Fortunately, so far, it looks like everyone's managed to limp out on their own after you and those who emulated you ruined the plan. Janeway out."
"Captain," said Tuvok, "we are not at all certain that the Hirogen were the first to break formation."
"Call it a gut feeling, Tuvok, but I'm betting that Chakotay will confirm it If they weren't the first, I am at least dead certain they were right behind the first. It's not in the Hirogen nature to take commands from prey, especially if they disagree."
"Captain," said Kim, "I've got Arkathi waiting. He claims that the ludka harassed them in the neb-ula, even tried to board."
"Let Arkathi wait until everyone else is accounted for," said Janeway. Time enough to deal with her major annoyance when she knew for certain they wouldn't have to perform any rescue missions.
She felt a surge of relief when all the vessels with her crew aboard came through all right, and an extra jolt of pleasure when she saw the Lamorian ship.
"Chakotay to Janeway," came the familiar voice. "I see you have already guessed that several ships failed to follow instructions." His face appeared on
the viewscreen. Several dozen of the spherical Lamorians hovered around him.
"Indeed," said Janeway dryly. "We're lucky that we haven't lost anyone so far." She stepped down to-ward the viewscreen. "Settle a bet between me and Tuvok," she continued, fighting a smile. "Was it the Hirogen who got fed up with waiting first?"
"You win, Captain. It certainly was. But Arkathi and the ludka weren't far behind." He frowned. "We're still missing a few, aren't we?"
Janeway nodded. "The aforementioned ludka and the Kuluuk, among others. By the way, how did our little green friends fare?"
"For them, with great courage," Chakotay said with respect. "I think if they ever do return home, they're going to bring a new spirit of adventure and bravery to their people."
"Let's hope their emperor can see the value in that," said Janeway.
As she spoke, the ludka vessel cleared the nebula. At once, Kelmar's voice came through loud and clear at Kim's station.
"Captain Janeway, I wish to formally report an at-tack by the Nenlar upon our vessel."
"Kelmar, you're not the first to assume that an ac-cidental brushing in the thick of that nebula consti-tuted an attack," said Janeway. "We've already had several-"
"I know what we saw, Captain! I demand that you hold an inquiry into this immediately!"
"You'll have to take your place in line," said Janeway wearily. All this sniping, argument, unco-operation. Why was it necessary? The Nenlar and
the ludka aside, most of these races didn't even know one another. Why was everyone so quick to assume the worst?
"Captain, I-"
"Your complaint will be heard, Kelmar, but not until everyone is present and accounted for. We're still waiting for a few stragglers. That tops my list. Janeway out"
"I'm beginning to hope that we will have to take the Flyer into the nebula in search of stragglers," said Paris. "It would be better than trying to wade through all this finger-pointing."
"I'll always prefer verbal violence over actual vio-lence, Mr. Paris," said Janeway, "but your point is well taken. Actively doing good beats listening to squabbling any day."
Hours passed. Six more ships straggled out, but there was no sign of the Kuluuk. Finally, Janeway sighed. She turned to Chakotay, who had beamed aboard from the Lamorian vessel.
"You saw them last," she said. "What do you think?"
"They were frightened, of course," Chakotay replied, "but I didn't think there'd be all that much in there to really alarm them. They were prepared for perhaps drifting off course, or missing the buoys, and I told them help would be available from anyone in the caravan. They had administered the tranquil-izer the Doctor had given them. I think if they haven't found their way out by now they may be in real trouble. Tarna did mention that his was one of the vessels that had been having a problem with power drains."
"Agreed. Mr. Paris, you and Mr. Kim are up. Take the Flyer and retrace the route." She knew that there was a very real chance that the small vessel might get lost, but Kim and Paris were two of the best. The Kuluuk needed to be rescued, and the Flyer, manned by these two, was their best hope.
"Yes, ma'am," said Paris. He and Kim headed quickly for the turbolift.
Godspeed, Janeway thought, but did not say.
For all his jaunty attitude, Paris wasn't overly keen about venturing back into the nebula. It was a very real risk they were taking, and though he was confident in his and Kim's skills, he was still a little nervous as the swirling haze of blue and purple closed in about them.
"It's probably nothing," said Kim. "Knowing the ludka, they got scared and passed out"
"I wish there had been some other way to get them through this."
"You heard Commander Chakotay. He said they were feeling up to the challenge."
For a long time, they flew slowly through the col-orful whorls. They passed the first three probes, which were in their appointed places.
"Where's the fourth?" Kim asked.
"Gone," said Paris. And so was the fifth, and the sixth, and the seventh. The eighth was still there, but wildly off course. Paris swore under his breath. "No wonder people were so edgy when they finally made it through. This looks like we were incredibly sloppy."
"We weren't," protested Kim.
"Of course we weren't. We know that. But if you
were a ship following us, what would you be think-ing along about now?"
Kim opened his mouth to reply, paused, then said, smiling a little, "That we were incredibly sloppy."
At that moment, the static on the viewscreen cleared suddenly. Paris had to veer hard to port to avoid flying directly into the Kuluuk ship.
There it was, hanging at an awkward angle, dead in space. Paris swore softly. Well, at least it wasn't an enormous vessel. At best, the Flyer's tractor beam could manage it alone. If the tractor beam didn't have to extend for a long distance, it should work all right. At worst, he could find them again, leading Voyager straight to the ship.
Paris brought the vessel close to the Eru's bridge. The closer they could get to the communications systems, the more likely they'd be to hear any dis-tress calls.
"Delta Flyer to the Eru. Come in, Era."
Static screeched, then silence. Tom frowned. He was flying right above the ship. Even in the nebula, with this kind of proximity to the bridge, he ought to be hearing something.
He tried again, but was again met only with static, then silence.
"This isn't good," said Harry.
"Can you clean up the channel?"
"That's what I'm trying to do," Harry replied, his fingers flying over the controls. He shook his dark head. "Sorry. It's as clear as we're going to get it, Tom. They simply aren't responding."
"The captain was afraid of this," said Paris. "Those Kuluuk. Navigating this thing probably
scared them senseless. I bet they're cowering in a corner somewhere and-"
He froze in midsentence. B'Elanna's words in the mess hall floated back to him: Apparently the Ku-luuk are extremely timid. A good scare can literally kill them.
"Oh, no," he breathed. "Harry, can we scan for life-forms?"
"Only within a twenty-meter radius. You think something's happened?"
"I hope not." He waited impatiently while Kun tried to reconfigure the sensors. Finally, Kim shook his dark head.
"No luck."
Paris swore. "Any way we can transport to that ship?"
"Not while we're in the nebula," said Kim. "Why?"
"We've got to board it. I think there's something wrong. You've heard the phrase 'scared to death'? Well, with the Kuluuk, that's a very real possibility."
"You're kidding." Tom looked at him. "You're not kidding. I knew they were timid, but-okay." He leaned back in his chair, thinking. A second later, he bolted upright. "The pattern enhancers. If we can at-tach ourselves to the ship, we might be able to trans-port the enhancers one at a time into it. We can activate them from here and it might be enough to transport one of us safely."
"That'd be me," said Paris, already rising and getting out three of the tripod enhancers. Thank goodness they were standard equipment on every shuttle.
'Tom, if there's any danger, I'm more expendable than Voyager's best pilot. Especially now, with this convoy to lead."
"Don't even try it, Harry. You're much better at this transport reconfiguration mumbo jumbo than I am, and besides, I'm heading this mission, remember?"
Kim didn't start working on the transporter imme-diately. "It's very risky."
"Then you'd better make sure I come home in one piece. I'd hate to think of what B'Elanna would do to you if you lost me." He winked. Reluctantly, Harry turned back to the transporter.
"Okay, let's give it a whirl," said Kim. He touched a padd and the familiar hum of the transporter filled the shuttle. The first pattern enhancer shimmered and began to fade out. It reappeared, faded, reappeared, and finally faded for a final time. Kim repeated the transport twice more, honing the frequency each time.
"Well," said Tom, "that was not the most reassur-ing thing I've ever seen. How are they doing?"
"They've materialized aboard the Kuluuk ship. They appear to be stable. Cross your fingers while I activate them." Paris waited, tense, then Kim said, "They're on." He turned to look at Paris. "We've got a transporter energy spike. You're good to go." He hesitated, then said, "Good luck, Tom."
"You watch that thing and make sure I don't end up as scattered molecules, all right?" Paris said with a humor he didn't feel.
Kim managed a wan smile. "Can't lose Captain Proton."
"Damn right. Okay, let's do it."
Paris materialized in a large, brightly lit room dec-orated with colorful furnishings. He guessed it was some kind of meeting room, though it was empty at the moment. He glanced at the little red chairs and blue tables, and felt for a moment like Gulliver among the Lilliputians, or a guest at one of the tea parties Naomi Wildman used to host when she was younger.
"Paris to Kim. Can you hear me?"
"You're breaking... static... can hear you." Kim's voice was barely audible amid the screech of static, but it was there.
"Okay, you're breaking up too. I'll be back here in a half hour if not sooner. Paris out."
He took a deep breath and stepped into the corri-dor. "Hello," he called, hoping that the translator on his combadge was working. 'This is Ensign Paris from Voyager. We found your ship. Are you all right?"
Silence was the only answer. Paris swallowed hard. He had a very bad feeling about this. He tried to activate his tricorder, but the readings were er-ratic. Just in case the lights went out on him without warning, he turned on his wristlight.
"Hello to the Kuluuk. This is Tom Paris from Voy-ager. Can anybody hear me?"
No one answered. Grimly, he pressed on, walking alone through the small corridors, having to duck his head to enter room after room.
It was on the bridge where he found the bodies.
They lay dead at their posts, their small, furry forms sprawled as if they had suddenly fallen asleep and tumbled from their colorful chairs. Paris's throat constricted.
"Ah, damn it to hell," he muttered, sorrow welling inside him. Just to make sure, he went from body to body, gently feeling for a pulse with the utmost re-spect. They were cold and stiffening. He didn't know enough about their physiology to hazard a guess as to when they had died. It didn't matter. It was obvious with this species what had happened.
A good scare can literally kill them.
What had been that fatal fright? Entering the neb-ula in the first place? Or had they summoned up the courage to do that, trusting enough to follow Voy-ager's lead? Had their multiple hearts failed them when they drifted out of range of the buoys? Or had a ship passed dangerously close? They would never know for certain.
Sighing, Paris rose. There was no need to check fur-ther for survivors. Surely the crew staffing the bridge would be the most courageous Kuluuk on the ship. If they succumbed to terror, Paris knew in his heart that the rest of the crew had died of fright as well.
He was turning to leave when something caught his eye. He wasn't sure what, and turned his head to look again. Something was out of the ordinary. Well, yeah, everyone's dead, his conscious mind told his more perceptive inner mind. But that wasn't it.
Slowly, Paris walked around the bridge again, looking at but not touching the small corpses. He paused when he came to the captain, and stared at him anew.
That was it.
Tarna wasn't slumped naturally in his chair, or even in a huddled ball at the foot of it. He was rigid
and his head was at an odd angle. Kneeling in front of the body, Paris looked closer to confirm his suspi-cion. His neck had been broken, and obviously not by a fall.
Someone had murdered the Kuluuk captain.
Immediately Paris rose and drew his phaser. That someone could still be on board the ship, hid-ing, awaiting his chance, certain that he could re-main undetected thanks to the ions disrupting the sensors.
It was possible, but not likely. Paris made his way quickly back to the transport site, senses keenly alert for any sound. More likely, he thought as he hastened down the corridors, the killer had come as an ally and then brutally murdered Tarna. Even for staunch Kuluuk, the sight of such treach-ery probably would have been enough to kill them. The killer then could rampage through the ship, on a coward's mission. Simply screaming at the Ku-luuk, already afraid about going into the nebula at all, would probably have been enough. Brandish-ing a weapon, or killing the captain on his own bridge-well, Kuluuk genetics would accomplish results a mass murderer would be proud of. And the bastard wouldn't have had to touch more than a single person to do it.
Anger was growing inside him. Paris began to wish the killer would make an appearance. He'd never heard of anything so lily-livered in his whole life. What kind of monster would do such a thing? And for God's sake, why?
One thought alone comforted nun as he trans-ported back to the Delta Flyer, and that was what
Captain Janeway was going to do with the murderer once she got her hands on him. He only hoped he'd get to watch.
As Paris had expected, Janeway reacted with an emotion that made "furious" look like "mildly an-noyed."
When they had emerged from the nebula, knowing that anyone would be able to hear him, he had sent a message saying only that the Kuluuk ship would be unable to get out under its own power and would need a tow. Once aboard ship, Paris and Kim had spoken with their captain in private. Now Paris felt a keen sense of pleasure at watching her eyes flash with righteous rage and the color rise in her cheeks. He wanted badly to hear a loud, angry rant, but when she spoke her voice was cold and her words precise.
"Did you find anything to indicate who might have done it?"
"Only that it had to be someone that the Kuluuk trusted, and that they were strong enough to break the captain's neck," Paris answered. "It was obvi-ously not an accident."
"Almost any species in the caravan could do that," said Kim.
"And we've been doing our damnedest to promote trust among the various species," said Janeway. "We encouraged communication. To think of those gentle little beings, thinking that someone was coming to help them...." With a visible effort, she forced her emotions down. 'Tell no one what happened until we know for certain. No one, do you understand?"
They nodded.
"Dismissed. Send in Commanders Tuvok and Chakotay. And gentlemen-"
She now smiled calmly, and there was no more hint of outrage on her attractive features. "Don't give this game away. I want you to wear your best poker faces."
"Yes, ma'am," said Paris. But even as he left, he wondered how good his best poker face was going to be when it was called upon to hide pain, outrage, and a sickening sense of injustice.
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silence lay heavily upon the ones who will not Be Named. It was not the silence of unspoken words, for that was never experienced on their ships. It was the silence of unformed thoughts. No one had any idea what to do with the dreadful knowledge they harbored.
What do we do? asked Masters Technology at length.
Leader did not answer right away. It stared out the enormous viewscreen and watched as the ship called Voyager appeared out of the nebula. It towed the dead ship.
We need to tell them, thought Braves Strangers. Its thoughts were laced with the certainty of the righteous.
That's fine for someone who is familiar with Strangers to say, replied Second, harshly. And if we were not in such a perilous position ourselves, I
might be inclined to agree with you. But here, now? How are we to know that they would believe us? We have been following them, keeping ourselves hidden. From what I understand about most species, that would make them inclined to suspect us, not to trust us. We cannot risk revealing ourselves for Strangers!
They were the most innocent of all Strangers I have ever encountered. Braves Strangers fired back. Its thoughts were almost painful to receive, so laden with emotion were they. Gentle beings with no hatred toward others. So gentle they could not handle being in a place where they were not loved and protected.
Too fragile, thought Second. They could not en-dure. If they had not been killed, they would have died anyway at some point.
That is not the point, said Leader, its thoughts hard and certain. The point is, they offered harm toward none. They trusted, and for that trust, they were bru-tally slain. We saw. We watched it happen, and did not intervene. We bear a certain amount of guilt for that as much as the killers do. I-I now regret that decision.
What? Second was shocked. Leader, you did ab-solutely the right thing in not interfering with the natural course of conflict between these species. We have nothing to do with that. We should have noth-ing to do with that.
It was wrong, and it is wrong now to keep our si-lence. Yet for the safety of you, my crew, I shall con-tinue to do so. Masters Technology, can you tell us anything more about the power drain?
Masters Technology thought unhappy thoughts. Finally it sent, / am as ignorant as the Voyager engi-neer, or any of the others. But one thing I feel cer-
tain of, and that is that it is caused by the gateway. Whether it occurred the moment we went through, or is being caused by the other gateways, that much I believe.
Leader turned again to regard the mass of ships, all halted, all waiting for orders. One of those ships housed only corpses and those investigating the crime. Another vessel housed the killers of the Ku-luuk. The Ones Who Will Not Be Named knew everything about every ship. They knew who could be trusted, who could not, who planned treachery, and who was the next target. Leader ached inside with the guilt it carried. It was not an unfamiliar sen-sation, but associating it with aliens was new indeed. Could it be that they really were as worthy, in their own strange and unfathomable fashions, as the Ones Who Will Not Be Named? Could it be that each one of their lives mattered as much to their kin and col-leagues as those of Leader's crew did to it?
It had not shielded its thoughts. It sensed Masters Technology's worry, Second's indignation, Braves Strangers's approval.
This One Who Is Janeway is wise, Leader sent at last. It is entirely possible that she will determine who the killer is on her own, without aid from us. For the moment, we will wait. And watch.
And try to solve the problem of our drained en-ergy, added Masters Technology.
"Report," said Janeway. No one had transported to the Kuluuk vessel, and no one would until they had safely towed it into open space. It had been tricky enough once, with Paris making his grim discovery.
She wouldn't risk it again. And in the meantime, she would listen to discover what, if anything, Torres had learned about the mysterious power drain that was beginning to cripple more and more vessels.
B'Elanna looked exhausted. She rubbed her eyes as she spoke. "I wish I had something to report. Everything seems to be functioning within normal parameters."
"On the Salamar ship as well?"
Torres nodded wearily. "I worked side by side with their engineers. Unless there's something they're not telling me, which I think is pretty un-likely, then I can't figure it out. Their ship will power up fine, but within a few hours it's as if it's one of Tom's holographic jalopies-"
"Hey, my cars are not jalopies!" interjected Paris.
"-and it's just run out of gas," Torres continued as if Paris hadn't spoken. By way of apology, she placed her hand on his for a brief moment and squeezed. "It's the strangest thing I've ever seen. Then, once they've been dead for a while, they'll suddenly start up again. But each time, the power resurge lasts for a shorter time. Captain, I'll admit it-I have no clue as to what's going on."
Janeway knew what the admission cost her chief engineer and didn't belabor it Torres was capable, ex-perienced, intelligent, and imaginative. If she couldn't figure it out, she doubted that anyone else could.
"And the same thing is happening with both ships?"
"It's identical."
Janeway leaned back in her chair, considering. "It has to have something to do with the gateways."
"But how? And why now? And why some ships and not others, and some ships more than others?" Janeway got the impression that Torres could keep coming up with questions all day, if she were al-lowed to.
"Well," Janeway said with a slight smile, "it cer-tainly gives you something to do while we're all stuck here, doesn't it?"
"Bridge to Janeway," came Kim's voice.
"Go ahead," she replied.
"We've cleared the nebula." A pause. "I've tried hailing the Kuluuk vessel, but there is no response. Their communications systems must have been dam-aged." He did a good job of keeping his voice neu-tral, but Janeway and Paris, the only other two who knew what bleakness the vessel housed, stiffened a little. Their eyes met briefly before Paris glanced away.
Janeway didn't like ordering a man to lie to his wife, or a loyal ensign to lie to his senior officers. She debated telling everyone right now, but decided against it. The fewer people who knew, at the mo-ment, the better.
"Thank you, Mr. Kun. Keep trying. If we continue to get no response, we'll transport a team over to assist them in the repairs." God, she hated this. 'Torres, keep at it. I want an update as soon as you know anything."
Torres rose. "Aye, Captain."
"Dismissed." She waited until most of them had filed out of the room, then, as if in an afterthought, said, "Oh-Tuvok, Chakotay, Doctor-a moment more of your time?"
Obediently they turned and waited. When the
door hissed closed, Janeway nodded for them to re-sume their seats.
"We've got a bad situation," she said without pre-amble. "Everyone aboard the Kuluuk vessel is dead."
A soft sound escaped Chakotay. "I truly believed they could handle it," he said, grief in his voice.
"They could," said Janeway, her gaze flickering between her first officer and her security officer. "Someone saw to it that they didn't make it. Paris re-ported that the captain's neck had been deliberately broken. There were no other signs of injuries and the broken neck could easily have been overlooked. I'm betting that the killer counted on it being over-looked, in fact. Whoever did it wanted us to believe the Kuluuk simply died of fright."
Chakotay swore under his breath. Even Tuvok sat up straighter, his dark eyes narrowing ever so slightly in what passed for Vulcan outrage.
The Doctor had no such compunctions. "That's barbaric!" he exclaimed. "Who would do such a thing to such a gentle people?"
"We don't know-yet. Paris didn't have the chance to conduct a thorough investigation," Jane-way continued. "Nor should he have, not alone and with a killer perhaps still on board. This is your job, Tuvok. I want you to go over every inch of that place and find me the killer, or killers, and their motiva-tions. Until you have some answers, I want none of you to say anything. Tuvok, as I said, you'll lead the investigation. I'd like for you to keep it to yourself, but if you need assistance, I know you know who to bring in from your staff. Chakotay, you're the point man on this. I don't want to be seen as being overly
concerned, and everyone knows that you had a par-ticular interest in the Kuluuk. Doctor, you of course will be required to perform a few autopsies."
They all nodded somberly. "Dismissed." As they rose to leave, Janeway leaned back in her own chair and took a deep breath. Not a single step on this pe-culiar journey had been easy, and now, it had turned into a nightmare. She rose and returned to the bridge, fashioning the lies to deflect the interest of the other ships even as she had to order them to stay put, and trying-and failing-not to visualize a ship full of small, furry corpses.
Clad in an enviro-suit that would completely elim-inate the possibility that his body might contaminate any evidence he might discover, Tuvok materialized directly on the bridge of the Kuluuk vessel. He was not shocked at the sight; he had known to expect it. Nor was he grieved, or appalled. Such emotions would be unseemly for a Vulcan and for a security chief alike. But he did experience a moment of re-gret for the senseless loss of life, and a determina-tion to bring the killers to justice.
He touched his combadge and activated his tri-corder. 'Tuvok to Chakotay." Chakotay had gone to the transporter room so they could communicate pri-vately. "I am presently on the bridge. My tricorder is detecting no signs of life. Mr. Paris did not exagger-ate the scope of the incident."
"I'm glad it's you there and not me," came Chako-tay's voice.
Tuvok stepped over to the captain and scanned in the visual image of the corpse, making certain the
tricorder recorded the image of the head hanging at such an unnatural angle. "Captain Tarna's neck does appear as to have been intentionally broken."
"I'm locking on to him," said Chakotay. "He'll go directly to sickbay. The Doctor's waiting."
Tuvok watched impassively as the body demateri-alized. "I will now begin an extensive sweep of the entire vessel. From time to time, I will contact you. Tell the Doctor to expect more bodies. We will need to autopsy more than one to confirm exactly what transpired here."
"Acknowledged. I'll retire to my quarters. Chako-tay out."
Tuvok had debated bringing along other security personnel, but in the end had decided against it. There would be less of a chance of contaminating the evidence with only a single person, and besides, he knew he could do the job more thoroughly, if not more quickly. He knew his captain was uncomfort-able with maintaining the facade and regretted that he could proceed no faster than he was doing. But more than a quick solution, he knew, Janeway wanted the right solution. If she was going to make accusations, they had best be accurate.
It took him a full half hour to sweep just the bridge. The ship was small, but not that small, and he knew he had several hours' worth of work ahead of him. A few things he could surmise already, but as a famous fictional human detective had once said, it was a mistake to theorize without all the data.
With a patience that none but the children of Vul-can could fully appreciate, he went down every cor-ridor, entered every room, and thoroughly analyzed
it with his tricorder. Tuvok followed a precise pat-tern, to minimize his impact on the scene. Hours passed. Once he had completed the task, he con-tacted Chakotay, had his tricorder transported to Voyager so that analysis could begin at once, and had another tricorder transported to him.
With this new tricorder, Tuvok began a fresh in-vestigation: downloading every piece of information the Kuluuk computer contained. This, too, took time, but once the task had been completed, his job here would be done. For the moment.
"Ah, Captain," said the Doctor, smiling as she en-tered. "I've got something to show you. I've been thinking about our earlier conversation."
"Which one?" asked Janeway wearily. "The one about the mistreated slaves or about the murdered Kuluuk?"
His broad smile faltered. "Neither of those tragic conversations, actually. An earlier, more pleasant one regarding pets and their beneficent effect upon human health. You spoke so eloquently that I de-cided to give it a try."
Despite the strain of the situation, Janeway found herself smiling. "You're playing with Fluffy? Er, Barkley?"
"Heavens no," said the Doctor. "I have designed a far more suitable holographic pet." With a flourish, he indicated his desk. There, in a small bowl, swam a goldfish.
She felt laughter inside her and tried to quell it. "A fish?"
"His name is Bubbles," said the Doctor, proudly.
Janeway couldn't help it. She laughed out loud. The Doctor glared.
"I'm sorry, Doctor," she said, recovering herself. "I do recall hearing that watching fish swim was re-laxing. But you can't hold them, or have them curl up at your feet, or stroke them."
"I'm certain Bubbles and I will have a long, posi-tive, healthy master and pet relationship," said the Doctor, somewhat indignantly.
"I'm certain you will," she allowed. "But that's not why you called me down here, is it?"
He softened, saddened. "No, it isn't. Come take a look." She followed him over to where four Kuluuk bodies lay on the beds. "Three of these succumbed to cardiac arrest, triggered by a rush of chemicals aroused by extreme stimulation. In other words, their multiple hearts couldn't handle the level of ter-ror they were experiencing."
In this day and age, of course, the gruesome au-topsies of the past, of Y incisions and cracking of rib cages and weighing of organs, were as outdated as a horse and buggy. Computer analysis told them everything they needed to know. So Janeway wasn't looking at shaved, gutted corpses, but at bodies held in stasis. She didn't even have to deal with the smell of decomposition.
But that didn't ease the pain, or the anger.
"The fourth?" she asked, gently prodding the Doctor to continue.
"The fourth, their captain, was, as our observant Mr. Paris guessed, murdered. The neck was broken."
"Any weapons used?"
"None. Whoever did this had the strength to sim-
ply seize the head and turn it sharply enough to snap the neck."
Despite herself, Janeway winced, ever so slightly. "Any sign of a struggle?"
"None at all. If it weren't for this one victim, I would be forced to come to the conclusion that the Kuluuk all died of natural causes."
"That confirms what Paris reported. I'll bet Tuvok's investigation will reveal more of the same. Something happened to the Em. Maybe one of those strange power drains. They asked for help, as we told them they should. Someone the Kuluuk trusted boarded the Eru, broke Tarna's neck, and killed the others by frightening them to death." She sighed, rubbed her eyes, and shook her head. "Thank you, Doctor. I'll have Chakotay dematerialize the bodies and hold them in a pattern buffer. You may reopen sickbay for business."
As she strode toward the door, she caught sight of Fluffy/Barkley in his designated area. When their eyes met, the little animal wriggled all over. He was intelligent enough to know he could not cross the forcefield the Doctor had erected to keep him con-fined-she was certain he'd tried once or twice-but skidded right up to it.
She was seized with a longing to pick him up and cuddle him, bury her face in that long, soft fur. But now wasn't the time. As she left, she wondered how the Doctor and Bubbles would fare. Fish might be fun, but there was nothing like touch to convey affection.
In Chakotay's quarters, the first officer and Tuvok silently went over the data that Tuvok had gathered.
There were fibers, flecks of skin, hairs, all kinds of things that could point to an intruder. But when Chakotay brought this up, Tuvok replied flatly, "You will recall Mr. Neelix's plans for an exchange pro-gram."
Chakotay stared at him, knowing what was com-ing. "Don't tell me."
"The Kuluuk had made some remarkable scien-tific discoveries despite the handicap of their physi-cally fragile systems. Four days ago, representatives from seventeen other ships were invited to visit their vessel. According to Ensign Cray, once the Kuluuk had overcome their terror, they were generous, open hosts."
Chakotay leaned back in his chair and sighed. "Which means, no doubt, that they let seventeen aliens visit all parts of their ship. Including the bridge, where their captain would later be murdered."
"Precisely." Tuvok arched a brow. "When I ob-jected to Neelix's plan, I had no idea that had I been able to halt it, I could have saved myself so much trouble later on."
"So the fact that we have evidence that seventeen non-Kuluuk life-forms were on that bridge-"
"Means very little."
"There's got to be a list of who was there that day for the exchange," said Chakotay. "If, say, no ludka were ever invited aboard that ship, and we found ev-idence that an ludka had been on it, that would clinch it."
"You are an idealist, Commander."
"That glass could be half full, Tuvok," Chakotay replied. But as time crawled by, he was beginning to
doubt his own words. There seemed to be nothing that-
"Hold on a minute," he said. He was lying on his bed with the tricorder. "How many Kuluuk did the computer say were on that ship?"
"Two hundred and forty-seven," said Tuvok.
For a moment, Chakotay didn't speak. Curious at the other man's silence, Tuvok turned to regard him. "You swept every part of the ship with the tricorder, right?" asked Chakotay, almost rhetorically.
"Of course."
Chakotay looked up from the tricorder and met Tuvok's gaze. "You found only two hundred and forty-six bodies. Someone's gone missing."
CHAPTER 14
captain's we, supplemental. there is no help for it. While I would have preferred to wait until Lieu-tenant Commander Tuvok had definitively identified the murderer-or murderers-I can postpone notify-ing the other vessels no longer. There is a slim chance that if the missing Kuluuk is a hostage aboard one of the other ships, it may still be alive. Though it might jeopardize the mission, I must take that risk.
But I'm not planning on telling them everything. Not yet, anyway. There's still a chance that our killer might be lulled into a false sense of security and give himself away.
She'd notified her own crew first, of course. Everyone was appalled. Janeway did hear some murmurings of resentment at being kept in the dark
for so long, but for the most part, her crew under-stood.
It was time. She took a deep breath, and began. 'To all ships in the caravan, this is Captain Janeway. I regret that I have some tragic news to report. When we went to the aid of the Kuluuk vessel, which had been temporarily lost in the nebula through which we have just traveled, we discovered that all aboard were dead. While this is sad news, it is not as unex-pected as it might be with another species. All of you know how timid the Kuluuk were, and how lethal that fear could be to them under traumatic cir-cumstances. However, according to their computer, one crew member is missing. We are wondering if perhaps a visit was extended. If you know the whereabouts of this missing Kuluuk, please notify me at once. We are going to continue to download information from the ship and will decide what to do with the vessel itself later. Janeway out."
She felt Chakotay watching her. He nodded. "Whoever did this wanted us to think that the Ku-luuk had died of fright. You want him to continue thinking that we didn't know it was deliberate."
Janeway nodded. "I trust Tuvok to find the answer for us. In the meantime, let's give whoever did this enough rope to hang themselves with." It was one thing to kill an opponent in battle, or in order to pro-tect other lives. She herself had killed under such circumstances and imagined she would probably do so again. She supposed she could even understand killing for personal gain, though she deplored such actions. But massacring the innocent, gentle Ku-luuk? That took a monster, or a madman. And the
thought that she was traveling with such only lit a fire under her to find and restrain such a creature from doing something like this ever again.
Had he been human, Tuvok would have started to feel sick of the Kuluuk ship. But of course, he was not, so of course, he did not.
But he knew that had he been human, he would.
He had analyzed every centimeter of the Eru once before; now he planned to do so again. One thing his working with Chakotay had brought up was the fact that the Kuluuk stores had been seriously depleted. There was no food left, and as the Kuluuk ship had not been designed for long-range missions, it had no replicator technology installed. Other things, too, had been used up. And yet the Kuluuk had never asked for assistance, never indicated that their sup-plies were even close to running low. Curious.
Another thing he and Chakotay had learned was who had been part of the exchange program. He glanced now at the list: Ensign Cray, from Voyager. Lei, an ludka from the Nivvika. Ara, the Nenlar fe-male. The Beta from the Hirogen vessel. Sinimar Arkathi. Ophar, from the Lamorians, as well as many others. It would have made the glass half full, as Chakotay would have put it, if they had been able to download any records during the time that the ship was in the nebula. But of course, no records had been made, as the systems were not functioning.
Tuvok had an additional mission now-to make certain that there were indeed only two hundred and forty-six bodies on the ship. He had made a thorough sweep, hoping to find living beings. Now, he would
need to investigate every corner, to find where a dying Kuluuk might have crawled. Despite Captain Jane-way's comment to the other ships, he did not think there was a strong likelihood that the killer would have taken a Kuluuk body back to bis own ship. It would be the most incriminating evidence imaginable. It was much more likely that he, Tuvok, had simply over-looked a body, much as he disliked having to admit it.
The hours crawled by as Tuvok continued the search. Chakotay checked in from time to time, in-quiring how things were progressing. Tuvok thought that the human was growing irritated with the Vul-can's terse replies. But what else was he to do, when there was quite literally nothing to report?
Beside each body, Tuvok set up a stasis field. It was a quintessentially Vulcan thing to do. On a spiri-tual level, it was right to honor the dead, and on a practical level, the field prevented the bodies from the unpleasant effects of decomposition. Repeatedly, he had to ask Chakotay to beam over more field gen-erators. There were so many dead. Even to a Vulcan, master of his emotions, the loss was to be mourned.
Finally, after several hours, he noticed a brief fluctuation on the tricorder. He frowned, thinking the equipment was malfunctioning. He stepped for-ward, and all was well. He took a step backward, and the fluctuation, which lasted only a fraction of a second, occurred again.
Tuvok looked down at his feet. He was standing in the corridor. Kneeling, he touched the floor. It seemed to have no openings. He checked the side walls, and they, too, were quite solid.
He looked up and pointed his tricorder at the ceil-ing. Again, the fluctuation. The Kuluuk were much shorter than humanoids and it was easy for Tuvok to reach up and feel the ceiling. His delicate, questing fingers found what he was looking for: two small buttons. When he pressed them simultaneously, a section of the ceiling slid back.
What he saw caused even the disciplined Vulcan to react with a touch of revulsion.
It was, of course, the missing Kuluuk. It hovered, held in place by a stasis field of unknown origin that kept it in place and also prevented the telltale smell of decomposition from escaping.
There was no way anyone could have imagined that this Kuluuk had died of fright. The corpse was nothing more than a mass of soft tissue. Its entire skeleton had been deftly removed.
There was only one species that Tuvok knew of who routinely kept body parts of other species they had killed.
"Tuvok to Chakotay," he said. "I have found the missing body. And I believe I can hazard a guess as to the identity of its killer."
"The Hirogen?" echoed Chakotay. "But that doesn't seem-"
"Logical?" said Tuvok, raising an eyebrow. "I could not agree with you more, Commander. And yet, the evidence is there."
Janeway sat frowning in her chair. The three were in her ready room, and she couldn't tear her eyes from the ghoulish spectacle of the small, furry Ku-luuk body with no bones. She had little reason to
like the Hirogen, after what one small group had done to her and her crew. She had no real reason to trust them. After all, as she had said earlier to this Alpha, it was a perfect opportunity for the Hirogen to add unique relics to their collections.
"The only reason we have not to believe it was the Hirogen is that their commander has given me his word that they wouldn't try anything like this," she said. "Otherwise, it's got their methods written all over it." Trying not to shudder, she placed down the padd with the image of the deboned Kuluuk on it. They had decided not to beam the body aboard, in the interests of not tampering further with the crime scene. Besides, there was little point in autopsying a body with no skeleton.
"We've got more than that," said Chakotay. "Think about the structure of Hirogen society. Think about the honor that's attached to their relics. What less im-pressive prey could there be for hunters who take such pride in their predatory prowess than a creature that keels over dead of fright? How could taking a relic from such prey confer any honor on its killer? And then trying to hide the crime, make it look like no killing had taken place at all. This doesn't ring true."
Janeway nodded. This had occurred to her as well.
"Also," continued Chakotay, "they positively boast of their kills. I don't think they'd make a false truce. They're too contemptuous to use trickery. If they wanted to kill us, they'd have tried openly." He shook his head. "This is not the way of the hunter, Captain. It's the way of the coward."
She didn't answer at once. Finally, she said, "I'm inclined to agree with you. It's obvious that the killer
hoped we wouldn't notice that a murder had taken place at all. He-or she-wanted us to think the Ku-luuk had died of natural causes. Just in case we were too smart to buy it, the killer had a backup plan: Place evidence that pointed to a specific species." She moved her arms in an exaggerated manner, ac-centuating her sarcasm. "Why, everyone knows the Hirogen are evil. Can't be trusted. They love to take trophies. No one is safe from them." Resuming her normal mien, she continued, "Except whoever did this doesn't know the Hirogen as well as we do. They'd target a species that would fight back-give them a challenge. They'd never try to cover up the killing. It's the cornerstone of their culture."
"What do you wish us to do now, Captain?" asked Tuvok.
Janeway didn't answer at once. What, indeed? All avenues would lead to strife, and few to answers. Even then she didn't know which one would be one of those few.
"I'm having trouble allaying suspicions as it is," she said. "There's nothing to stop any of the other species from scanning or beaming aboard the Kuluuk ship and finding things out for themselves. I've em-phasized an openness with this group, a willingness to share food, supplies... information. If I keep duck-ing frank questions, it will only worsen the tension."
"If you tell the other ships that an entire crew con-tingent was murdered, and that all the circumstantial evidence points to the Hirogen, that certainly isn't going to decrease tension," said Chakotay.
"But it will increase confidence in Captain Janeway's policy of openness," Tuvok pointed out.
"And, unless there is some kind of conspiracy, there is probably only one species responsible for the deaths. The others would be anxious to clear their names, and quite possibly may offer more advanced technology for examining the ship."
"It's a lose-lose situation," Janeway said. "But the Kuluuk lost more than we ever will. We have to do everything possible to find their killers. All right. We've eliminated the Hirogen, even though the evi-dence points to them, because such a killing would be completely out of character with everything we know about them. Who else? Who had motivation? What could possibly be gained by slaughtering those people?"
"Someone could have wanted to frame the Hi-rogen. That might have been the entire purpose of the massacre. Certainly enough species have reason to hate them," said Chakotay.
Janeway shook her head. "That was my first thought, too. But if that had been the motive, there would have been no attempt to fool us into thinking that the Kuluuk had died of fright. The Hirogen angle was a backup, in case we saw through the first cover-up."
Tuvok raised an eyebrow and shifted in his seat. Immediately alert to even this subtle hint of discom-fiture, Janeway asked, "What is it, Tuvok?"
"I am chagrined to admit that this had slipped my mind," said Tuvok, his voice harder than usual. "When I discovered the body, that took precedence."
"Of course," said Janeway, "but what is it you re-member now?"
"The Kuluuk stores had been depleted. There was
no food remaining at all, yet they had no access to a replicator."
"But they were one of the few who never asked for help," said Janeway, seeing where Tuvok was going with this. "Chakotay, you had the most contact with them. What do you mink? Was there some kind of deep-set pride that would have prevented them from asking for assistance when they were com-pletely out of food?"
Chakotay shook his head. "Not at all. In fact, from what I knew about them, running low on supplies would have been something else that would have frightened them. They would have been embarrassed to ask for a handout, but fear was such a primal part of their makeup that they couldn't not ask if they were afraid. It's how they've survived. Their empire has always taken care of them."
"So I'm guessing that one of two things hap-pened. Either they asked someone else for assis-tance, who transported into their ship and then killed them, or the killer was the one in need of assistance. He simply massacred the Kuluuk and helped himself to their stores."
"The Kuluuk were frightened enough about enter-ing the nebula," said Chakotay. His face was sad as he recalled the last time he'd talked with the Kuluuk. "Getting through it safely would have been their top priority, as it was for everyone."
"Everyone except the killer," said Janeway, anger in her voice.
"They wouldn't be interested in a risky transport for supplies. That could easily have waited until they emerged on the other side."
"So. What do we have so far?" She took a sip of coffee. "We have seventeen representatives of non-Ku-luuk species who had been aboard that ship less than twenty-four hours before the massacre. One or per-haps more than one of those returned while the Ku-luuk were in the nebula, perhaps offering assistance. This person or persons broke Tarna's neck and fright-ened the rest to death. He, she, or they then gutted a corpse and stashed the body where it wouldn't be found at once, but could be found with diligent search-ing. This action was to point suspicion at the Hirogen, a race known for killing and taking trophies. Then, the killer or killers absconded with all the supplies they could take. Do I have it about right, gentlemen?"
They nodded.
"We can narrow the list of suspects down to the seventeen species who participated in the exchange program," said Tuvok. "We can eliminate the Hi-rogen for the reasons we've already discussed as well as any species that has adequate supplies."
"Unless the supplies were taken as yet another red herring," said Janeway. "A way to point suspicion to-ward someone other than the Hirogen."
"You're weaving a pretty tangled web, Captain," said Chakotay.
"Someone else wove it first," said Janeway. "Well, there's no point in prolonging this further. I'm going to call a meeting aboard Voyager and make the an-nouncement then."
It was worse than Janeway had imagined. She had tried to do it as Tuvok would have, by giving a logical, unemotional presentation of the
facts in the order in which they had been uncovered. She didn't even make it past "We were able to con-firm that Captain Tarna's neck had been deliberately broken" when there was an uproar that drowned out the rest of her words.
"Murderers!" cried Torar, leaping up and pointing at a startled Kelmar. "It's got their cowardly stench all over it! It's not enough for you to attack my peo-ple and countless others, oh no, you've got to go and slay an entire ship of peaceful people who-"
"It's the Todanians!" someone else yelled, also rising to point a digit at an agitated and obviously offended Todanian representative, Akelm. "You see how little they regard other species' lives-they have slaves on their own ship!"
"The Willani were the last ones into the nebula after the Kuluuk," shouted Ellia. "They had the op-portunity."
"What about the-"
"Silence!" cried Janeway. "No one is leaving this room until I have a chance to explain the entire situ-ation!"
For several moments, it appeared as if the angry and highly stressed representatives of their various species were willing to accept staying in the room if it meant they could continue to argue and point fin-gers at one another. Janeway watched, feeling help-less. If the shouting matches escalated into fights, she could do something about it. But now, she had to get them quiet. They were not under her command, not really. They were all equals in this situation. They had to cooperate.
Finally, her repeated pleas for silence were
granted. Hoarse from shouting for the last ten min-utes, she continued in a rough voice.
"I want everyone to be seated and be quiet until I have finished this," she said. "I am prepared to en-force that. Anyone who interrupts will be escorted out of this room. Is that clear?"
She saw nods, tentacle extensions, and claw snap-pings, and heard reluctant murmurs of agreement.
"Very good. Now, as I said, the captain of the Ku-luuk was intentionally killed. It appears as though the others were terrorized to death. It's obvious that we were meant to think this whole thing was a tragic accident. Failing that, the killers left us clues to point to a particular species. I do not believe these clues to be true, but rather deliberately planted."
"Captain." It was an interruption, but a calm one. Janeway gazed, surprised, at the Hirogen Alpha. "Which species was made to look like the killer?"
"I'd rather not say at this point," said Janeway. Which was, apparently, the wrong thing to say. Chaos again erupted. Only when the security teams Tuvok had set up stepped into the center of the room and placed hands on the screaming aliens did even a hint of quiet return.
"Captain!" It was Ophar, hovering near the ceil-ing. "Captain, we have a right to know if there is a killer among us. You cannot withhold evidence. We must be able to defend ourselves. Who knows who will be the next target?"
Ophar's words, spoken calmly, pierced Janeway. She glanced uneasily at the Hirogen Alpha, then made her decision.
"I know you're all afraid," she said, as gently as
she could. "This is a frightening situation. But panic and rousing the mob mentality is not the answer. If any of you will let my teams board your vessel and examine it, it will exonerate you. We will be able to whittle down the suspects one by one."
"What about you, Captain?" Akelm said icily. "Will you permit a group of my crew to board Voy-ager, to scour its innards, and pronounce you safe?"
"Or my crew," said Kelmar. "We've no real reason to trust you, Captain. Any more than we have reason to trust anyone else." He glared at Ara and Torar, who glared right back.
"You agreed to accept Voyager's leadership," began Janeway, wearily.
"And look where it got the Kuluuk," said Kelmar. Janeway was stung. "They trusted you to protect them. They put aside their fears and followed you into the nebula. They trusted someone you said they could trust, and now they are dead. You say the killers planted evidence to deflect suspicion. One of my crew was one of the seventeen aboard mat ill-fated vessel. How do I know that you won't do the same to my ship? Make it look as though the ludka are the heartless killers?"
"ludka are heartless killers!" shrieked Ara.
"Or my ship," said Ellia, surprising and paining Janeway. "We have a trade agreement, Captain, nothing more. While we've been pleased to be part of this compact, I do not think it is in the best inter-ests of my crew and my ship to let anyone, even someone from Voyager, board and search my ves-sel."
Janeway had opened her mouth to respond, when
her combadge chirped. "Chakotay to Janeway and Tuvok. We've just detected an unauthorized trans-port from the Todanian vessel to the Kuluuk ship."
Janeway closed her eyes briefly. All hell was about to break loose, and there wasn't anything she could do to prevent it. They'd left the deboned body on the ship, and it was only a matter of minutes be-fore its horrors would be discovered. She locked gazes with Tuvok, all the way at the back of the room, and he nodded. Moving quickly and smoothly, he and his team moved toward the Hirogen en-tourage. They drew their phasers.
"Chakotay, get a lock on the Hirogen," Janeway ordered.
No sooner had she uttered the words than Akelm, who had been listening to one of his men, cried aloud. "The Hirogen!" he yelled, turning to point at them. "It was the Hirogen who killed the Kuluuk! We went aboard the ship and saw the body. It had no skeleton! The Hirogen took a relic!"
Janeway watched in horror as dozens of aliens, most of them decent, civilized people, began to shriek in anger. They moved toward the Hirogen in a vast, furious wave. Tuvok and his men closed in around the big, ugly aliens, their phasers pointed at the crowd.
"Transport the Hirogen to the brig," Janeway or-dered. The forms of the Hirogen shimmered and dis-appeared. The crowd grew even more raucous, and the security team fired, their phasers set on a wide angle. Dozens fell where they stood. The gesture, fortunately, served to startle some sense back into those who remained. They froze in their tracks, clearly sullen and angry and resentful, but not
manic, not anymore. They were the captains of then-respective vessels, and while the situation was con-ducive to hysteria, they were intelligent enough to know when it was in their best interests not to offer a fight.
Janeway gasped for breath, staring at the diplo-matic disaster before her eyes. At that moment, her badge chirped again.
"Chakotay to Janeway. I've got someone named Marisha who wants to talk to you."
"Not now, Chakotay," said Janeway, stepping down from the makeshift podium and hastening to her security chief. "You handle it."
"Kathryn," said Chakotay, and she stopped short at the use of her first name. "Marisha is a V'enah. Apparently, there has been a slave revolt on the Relka. She's requesting asylum."
CHAPTER 15
janeway made her decision. the assembled group was either unconscious or under control, for the mo-ment. The Hirogen were safe in the brig, where no angry mob could reach them.
"On my way," she told Chakotay. As she sprinted for the door, she called out over her shoulder, "Keep them here until I return, Tuvok."
Never had it seemed to take so long for Janeway to reach the bridge. The minute the door hissed open, she looked up at the screen and snapped, 'Tell me what's going on, Marisha."
It was her first look at a V'enah. Thin and with skin and hair colored in hues of purple from soft pastel lavender to deep violet, the woman bent over the tiny viewscreen in the small escape pod. She had
dark purple hair that was cut extremely short and in
a choppy manner. She would have been pretty, had she had some softening flesh to her angular skull. Marisha was highly agitated and her face was flushed as she spoke.
"We need asylum!" she screamed, her face loom-ing huge on the screen. "Please, Captain, what we have seen of your crew makes me believe that we can trust you. We need your help!"
"What happened? I heard something about an up-rising. Did you lead an attack? How many are dead?"
"We didn't kill anyone," said Marisha. "We just wanted to get out. Seven of Nine told us we should leave and she was right."
Janeway tensed. Was Seven responsible, directly or indirectly, for this uprising? "I read her report. The conditions aboard your ship are deplorable and I sympathize with your plight. But I won't support a violent uprising. Tell me exactly what happened."
"Grant us asylum!" Marisha cried, tears welling in her eyes. Janeway saw cuts and bruises on the purple skin and fresh blood on her outfit Whatever had happened, the V'enah hadn't simply sneaked away in the middle of the night.
An insistent beeping caught her attention. "It's the Relka," said Kim. "Arkathi wants to talk to you."
"No!" Marisha's eyes widened. "No, Captain, do not listen to him! He is Todanian, he lies-"
Her face disappeared from the screen. In its place was the image of six small escape pods being fired upon by the massive Todanian ship. Even as Jane-way watched, one of them exploded into flames.
"Shields up! Get a tractor beam on those pods!"
Janeway yelled. "Open a channel. Janeway to Ar-kathi. Hold your fire or we will fire in return!"
Her words had no effect. The Relka fired again, narrowly missing another pod.
"Kim, get them as close as you can. The minute it's possible, extend our shields to protect them. Chakotay," she said to her first officer, who stood at Tuvok's post, "fire a warning shot. If they attack again, we do too."
"Aye, Captain," said Chakotay. Red energy sliced across the Relka's bow but did no damage.
"They're targeting us," said Kim. Hardly had the words escaped his mourn when the ship rocked vio-lently. Janeway dug her fingers into the chair arms and hung on. Chakotay didn't need the order re-peated; he fired upon the Relka.
"Their weapons are temporarily disabled," he re-ported.
"Open a channel," Janeway ordered.
The unattractive, angry visage of Sinimar Arkathi filled the screen. "I demand that you return my prop-erty!"
"They have asked for asylum," said Janeway, fighting to maintain her cool. "From what I've seen, they are indeed hi danger. What did they do, Arkathi?"
He stared, then broke into harsh laughter. "Do? Why, they killed, Captain! They killed fifteen peo-ple! If you don't recognize our right to the V'enah as property, then at least you will understand why we want to bring murderers to justice!"
That seemed to be the prevailing theme over the last few hours, Janeway thought. "We will incarcer-
ate them on our vessel until we can get to the bottom of this."
The swiftness of his movement startled even her. Snarling, he sprang from his command chair and pressed his face into the viewscreen. His red throat sacs inflated as he spoke. "You will return our prop-erty to us for execution!"
"You will sit down and let justice take its course," said Janeway, her icy softness a sharp contrast to Arkathi's raging. "We've lost the Ammunii vessel, and now we've lost entire crew of the Eru. I won't add more body counts to those we already have. Janeway out."
She turned to look at Chakotay, still standing at Tuvok's post. "Don't talk to him anymore, not for now. If they start getting itchy fingers, you're under orders to return fire for fire, but nothing more. I want to do nothing that could escalate this situation. Harry, are those pods in the shuttle bay yet?"
"Just docking now," said Kim.
"Have Seven and a security team meet them and escort them to sickbay. I'm going to talk to the Hi-rogen," She rose and strode to the turbolift, ponder-ing what Seven's role in all of this might have been. If she had indeed been responsible for bloodshed, she had a lot to answer for.
Seven of Nine kept her emotions from showing on her face as she and a security team "escorted" the es-caped V'enah to sickbay. No one was so seriously injured he couldn't walk, but neither was any mem-ber of that group without damage of some sort.
Marisha looked over at her several times, but took
her own cue from Seven's demeanor. It was only when all of the V'enah, a small handful of only eleven, were in sickbay and being treated by the Doc-tor that the alleged leader of the alleged revolt spoke.
"We are grateful that your captain has granted us asylum," she said.
"Captain Janeway has ordered you confined to the brig until the matter has been thoroughly investi-gated," Seven corrected her. "She has not yet granted you anything but safety."
Marisha smiled sadly. "Our injuries will be treated. We will have sufficient food and water. We will not be forced to perform brutal labor and left to rot where we fall. To me, this is asylum, no matter what term you use."
Seven could think of no proper response to that. She struggled to keep her gaze from wandering to Marisha's, but it was impossible. Something about the other woman had captivated her soul, and Seven knew she would not be released from that bond until she had done everything she could to help Marisha. Help her people.
"Leader Arkathi claims you killed in order to ef-fect your escape. Is this true?"
Marisha's eyes narrowed and her breathing quick-ened. "We fought, yes; that much is true. My orders were to have the weapons on low. I cannot vouch for every action taken by every V'enah who escaped with me, but I certainly did not wish to kill and I gave instructions to that effect. We would be no bet-ter than the Todanians if we did that. I would not knowingly start my life of freedom with blood on my hands."
"I believe you," said Seven firmly. "I will be your advocate."
Marisha smiled, slowly, hesitantly. The smile grew until she was almost radiant with it. Seven knew she was doing the right thing, regardless of what Janeway might order.
"The evidence is overwhelming," stated the Hirogen Alpha in a calm voice. "Nonetheless, we did not do it."
His second was less composed. "Massacre a race of cowards? The accusation in itself is an insult!"
"Besides," said the Alpha, lifting a hand to signal his subordinate to be silent, "we promised that we would abide by the agreement we made with you. There is no honor in dissolving that agreement, es-pecially not for such pathetic relics."
"We believe you," said Janeway, and she could see that she surprised them. "We think you've been made to look like the killers, when in reality some-one else has done the killing. We are willing to do what we can to prove your innocence."
The Alpha nodded, as if what she had just said had merely been what he had expected. "If it will help, you may search our vessel and report the find-ings to all the others in the caravan."
"That's a start," said Janeway. "There are seven-teen species, including mine and yours, who were on that vessel and who will start our list of suspects. We're eliminating you, and by that gesture, I think you can agree to eliminate us."
The Alpha inclined his head. "If you had set us up as the main suspects, you would hardly now try to demonstrate our innocence."
"Fifteen races, then. Commander Tuvok will con-tinue to work with you." She rose. "I've got Chako-tay on the bridge trying to manage all those other people who are convinced you did it. And I've also got a slave uprising on my hands, with fifteen people dead. If you'll excuse me."
Janeway nodded to the security guard posted at the brig's entrance and frowned at the sight that met her gaze. Seven of Nine was inside the cell with Marisha. They were sitting close to each other, heads bent close in intense conversation. The contrast was strik-ing-Seven's full head of blond hair almost touching Marisha's purple, shorn scalp; her full, curved figure seated beside the V'enah's nearly skeletal frame. But they were both tall, strong women, and when they paused in their conversation to turn and regard Janeway, they looked more alike than dissimilar.
"Seven, a moment." She deactivated the forcefield and Seven stepped out of the cell. Janeway walked a few feet away, then said in a quiet voice, "Marisha said you urged them to an uprising. The Doctor com-mented to me on some of your more inappropriate comments while the two of you were on the Relka. Your own report is full of passion and outrage for the V'enah's plight, something I don't ordinarily hear from you. Now I find you sitting side by side, talking so softly that neither the guard nor I can hear you. So tell me. What am I supposed to be thinking, Seven?" Seven tilted her chin up defiantly. "That I am in-terested in justice and freedom."
Janeway searched her gaze, then sighed. "Chako-tay said that you'd be able to identify with the V'enah as you were in a similar situation."
"From which you yourself liberated me," said Seven. /
'True. But that was-" Janeway suddenly realized how it sounded and stopped.
"Different?" Seven finished. "How? I would say that this is a worse situation. These people are able to comprehend how badly they are being treated. Drones cannot. You see what they have done to her."
"And I hear what they have done to their captors. According to Arkathi, fifteen people are dead."
"Arkathi is not telling the truth," said Seven, with the firmness of one stating an absolute fact, not an opinion. Janeway raised an eyebrow.
"Really? I want you to come with me, Seven. Arkathi has asked us to see the carnage for ourselves."
"Marisha did not do it."
"Seven, perhaps she individually didn't. But someone killed these people. Let's go."
Seven hesitated, then threw a glance over her shoulder at Marisha, as if asking the other woman's permission. Marisha stood as close as possible to the forcefield.
"Go with her, Seven," Marisha said, her voice ringing with conviction. "We are innocent. Go and see for yourself."
A few moments later, Seven and Janeway, tri-corders in hand and phasers at then- hips, material-ized in the transporter room of the Relka. Seven realized that her body was tense, as if expecting an assault.
"Captain Janeway. Seven of Nine," said Sinimar Arkathi, in the most pleasant tone Seven had yet
heard from him. Janeway, too, seemed surprised at his pleasant demeanor. "Thank you for coming. I have instructed my security to leave everything un-touched. It is all as we found it, in all its brutal de-tail. You should brace yourselves."
"We're veterans of battle, Leader," said Janeway icily. "You won't be showing us anything we haven't seen."
"We'll see about that. May I point out the blood where you are standing," said Arkathi. Seven looked down. Sure enough, she was standing in a pool of thick yellow liquid. A few drops of purple liquid were scattered around as well. She turned on the tri-corder and began recording. "Mostly Todanian blood, but I am pleased to admit that not all the blood spilled belonged to us."
Seven set her jaw. She followed her captain, who carefully glanced around. "I thought the V'enah fled in the escape pods," she said.
"They did, but only because we had put a lock on the transporters," Arkathi replied. "They came here first and discovered there was no escape this way. Please, follow me. It's a grisly tour of my ship you'll be taking."
They followed him, while he pointed out spatters of blood here and there. They turned a corner and Arkathi held up a hand to stop them. "Proceed care-fully," he said.
The two humans turned the corner and gazed at the first body. It was a Todanian security guard. He lay facedown in a pool of viscous yellow fluid. A hole had been blasted into his torso. Seven resisted the impulse to cover her nose from the rising stench.
"There are two more," said Arkathi, pointing down the corridor. Two more security guards lay where they had fallen. Seven stared, wanting to dis-believe. Marisha wouldn't have done this, couldn't have done it. She knew it, and yet there the evidence lay. Arkathi turned and headed down another corri-dor, away from the bodies. Janeway followed. After a moment, Seven, feeling dazed, followed as well.
More bodies. And now, to her horror, Seven began to see the corpses not only of Arkathi guards-which Marisha and her people could conceivably have at-tacked in self-defense-but of unarmed workers.
"These three were unfortunate enough to be re-turning from their duty shift to their quarters," said Arkathi, his voice harsh. "They could have offered no real threat to armed slaves, yet the V'enah scum slew them regardless."
Seven felt her captain's eyes boring into her. Janeway didn't need to say anything; Seven could all but hear the conversation in her mind: We've seen nine bodies so far, Seven. Nine. Marisha said she didn't kill anyone. Yet she was the leader; she had to have known that these people died. What do you say now? How can you stand by her claim that she is innocent?
Seven could not recall feeling so miserable in her life. How could this be so? How could Marisha, who had so quickly managed to get into Seven's mind and heart, be a cold-blooded killer? And yet the bod-ies spoke volumes, though their voices were forever silenced.
On they went, tracking a trail of slaughter. Civil-ians would have been appalled and nauseated by the sight and stench. Even Seven, who was no stranger
to carnage, and Janeway, who Seven knew had seen battle intimately, could not help but react.
"This is the worst," said Arkathi as they stood be-fore a large door. "This is engineering, where the leader of the uprising was stationed. This is where it began." The door slid open to reveal eight corpses.
Seven's blue eyes widened and her full lips trem-bled.
Arkathi was right. This was the worst, because the dead here were not armed guards, nor even unarmed Todanians. The only people to have died in here, where Marisha had been a slave, were her fellow V'enah.
"Personally, I do not care about their worthless lives," said Arkathi. "But the thought that any sen-tient creature, even a V'enah, would so ruthlessly slaughter its own species for its freedom... well, you may not think highly of me, Captain, but even I am sickened by this."
Seven felt as though she were walking in a living nightmare. She stepped over the bodies. Thin, pale purple, their eyes had been wide with shock and sur-prise as they had died. She thought she recognized a few. There was Talyk, the man who had taken the wrong turn and been beaten for his "transgression." There was a woman she remembered, a youth who had smiled at her despite a mouthful of broken teeth when she treated him.
No. No, she could not have been so mistaken. This was wrong. Something was wrong, though she did not know what, but this was not what it seemed, it couldn't be-----
"Seven," said Janeway, grasping the former Borg's upper arm gently to steady her. "Let's return to the ship. I think we've seen enough."
Seven licked her lips and straightened, forcing composure on a body that wanted nothing more than to curl up in a fetal position and shudder with the shock of betrayal. "Of course, Captain," she said, keeping her voice as steady as possible.
"Now, you understand," said Arkathi. "You can see why we want to bring the woman who did this and those who obeyed her brutal orders to justice."
"I do, Commander," said Janeway. "My apologies for doubting you."
Unexpectedly, Arkathi seemed to soften. He waved her words aside. "We have clashed in the past, you and I. But that is forgotten. We need to bring the V'enah and the Hirogen to justice. Then our caravan can move on with, I hope, less friction."
Seven said nothing. She remained silent the entire way back to the transporter room. When she and Janeway materialized on Voyager, Janeway ushered her out of the room. Alone in the corridor, Janeway said softly, with great compassion, "Seven, I'm sorry. I didn't want to believe it either. Regardless of how dreadful an institution slavery is, we can't let slaves win their freedom by murdering their cap-tors."
Seven did not answer, nor did she meet her cap-tain's eyes.
"Seven?"
"I believed her," Seven said in a low, husky voice. "I believed her when she said that they would be no better than the Todanians if they stooped to murder."
Janeway's face grew soft. Gently, she placed a hand on Seven's shoulder. "I know. I wanted to, too. It fits with what we think is right and just. And in a way, it's hard to blame Marisha. What kind of a life must she have led? How in the world could she pos-sibly learn a real moral code when-"
Seven stiffened. She stared at the tricorder in her hand as if it were a lifeline. "Captain, please don't authorize the transfer of the V'enah to the Relka im-mediately."
"I don't think it's a good idea for you to have any further conversation with Marisha," said Janeway. "Don't make me make it an order."
"No, that's not it. Something is incorrect, out of proper alignment. I... I feel that there may be something we're overlooking."
Janeway raised an eyebrow and smiled. "Why, Seven," she said, a hint of mirth in her voice, "are you having a hunch?"
Seven returned the smile, though it felt forced. "I believe you may be correct, Captain. Please. A half hour is all I need to verify this... hunch."
"All right. I'll stall Arkathi. But that's all. Believe me, if you can find something, anything, that can be construed as solid evidence to exonerate the V'enah, I'll support you."
"Thank you, Captain." It was all Seven could do not to break into a run as she headed toward the tur-bolift. "Sickbay," she told it, and the speedy trans-portation device had never seemed so slow to her.
"Doctor," she said, preempting any greeting he might give, "did you record every patient we exam-ined on the Relka?"
"And hello to you too," he said, a trifle annoyed. "Of course. Why?"
"I need to review the information immediately."
He gazed at her, his dark eyes searching hers, then went to his station. He tapped the controls, then rose and indicated that she take the chair. "Here it is. It begins when we transported down and continues through the last person treated. Have fun."
She ignored the gibe and slid into the seat. Some-thing caught her attention and she glanced up. On the Doctor's desk was a small bowl of water containing an orange fish. The fish floated, unmoving, at the surface.
"Doctor, your fish has expired."
"Damn! Computer, delete hologram." The image of the bowl with the floating fish vanished.
'To what purpose was there a fish in sickbay?" Seven asked.
The Doctor sighed. "Just an experiment, that's all. One that went awry. I'd, um, appreciate it if you wouldn't mention this to the captain."
Seven raised an eyebrow. "Very well," she agreed, then turned her attention to the task at hand. Swiftly she began to scan the scene the tricorder had recorded. She saw herself and the Doctor preparing the rations. The Todanians were the first to be treated. Seven heard again her own voice giving in-structions, Arkathi's rude remarks. Arkathi grew angry and stalked out of the room.
The Doctor began treating the Todanians. The first was as arrogant as his captain, but the second was much more polite. "You are kind to help us," he told the Doctor. Seven started. She now recognized him as one of the unarmed Todanians who had been on
his way to his quarters when he had been killed. A quick glance at the recording she had just made aboard the Relka confirmed it.
"Computer, edit and recompile all data on this in-dividual," she instructed. An instant later, the com-puter told her, 'Task completed."
She watched all the Todanians receive treatment and food. And she saw herself begin showing signs of irritation with the assignment.
"Let me guess, Seven. You feel like your time and unique talents are being wasted on this assignment," said the recorded image of the Doctor.
"Correct," said the recorded Seven.
"So do I. Anyone could administer these vitamin supplements and rehydration hypos. I haven't even seen so much as a scratch on any of them. The Toda-nians are almost obscenely healthy. Some of them could stand to skip a few meals."
"Seven of Nine to Commander Chakotay." Seven watched as she attempted to neglect her duty, and felt shame heating her face. She knew now, as she had not then, what was to come.
"This is Chakotay. How's it going?"
"Inefficiently," Seven replied. "They have isolated us in a cargo bay and are sending the Todanians in for treatment and food. I request to be relieved of this assignment."
"Me too," said the Doctor.
"As does the Doctor. There's nothing-"
And Seven saw her own eyes go wide, her mouth open in surprise. The V'enah were entering.
She again saw the guards attack an unarmed man, heard herself order them to stand aside. She saw
Marisha try to appear subservient, but caught anew the flicker of defiance in the V'enah woman's eyes. Seven knew now that this woman could never have planned or executed the carnage she had witnessed on the Relka. And she was about to prove it.
The Doctor on the recording leaped into action. Seven saw again how the V'enah regarded Marisha with deference.
"They are here to help us," said the recorded Mar-isha. "Do what they tell you to."
Seven fast-forwarded through her treatment of Marisha. She wasn't the one Seven was interested in. Not this time.
"We operate the heavy machinery," said Marisha. "It is one of the more dangerous tasks aboard the ship."
"Yes," said Seven, aloud. "Yes, it is dangerous."
They were talking about the food now. "There is not that much," said Seven, treating another woman. The Seven of the present leaned forward eagerly. This was what she had wanted to see. "According to our estimates, that is the standard amount of calories and nutrients you should be consuming per day."
"We get about a third of this," said the woman Seven was treating. "I get more. Arkathi gives it to me and I steal what he does not eat off his plate."
"You serve Arkathi?" asked Seven on the tri-corder.
"I am his personal servant. I am Kella. I have not seen the others before now. I didn't know how badly... Are you done?"
"Computer, freeze image."
She stared intently at Kella. At the soft skin, the
rounded flesh, the pretty clothes, the clean hair and body.
Kella was Arkathi's personal servant.
Kella had never labored a single day in engineering.
So why had Seven seen Kella lying dead, suppos-edly murdered by Marisha, in the most physically demanding section of the entire ship?
"Seven to Captain Janeway," she said, and there was pride and relief in her voice. "I have found the evidence you requested."
CHAPTER 16
"seven, I hate to disappoint you, but I don't know how solid this evidence of yours is," said Janeway.
"Kella was a personal servant of Arkathi," Seven said, hammering at the information that Janeway al-ready knew. "She had never even encountered the V'enah who performed the hard labor. She was fed well, clothed well... look at her in comparison to Marisha."
Janeway had, but to make Seven feel as though she had been heard, she looked again at the corpse Seven had indicated on the tricorder. Kella lay sprawled in a pool of her own purple blood. Her fig-ure, while not fat, was curved and feminine. One hand was upturned, and Janeway saw there was no hint of a callus on it. Peering closer, she saw that the
dead woman had even worn cosmetics. The clothes she wore looked new.
"I'll grant you that Kella looks out of place among the other V'enah," said Janeway. "But who's to say that she wasn't recently assigned there? You know Arkathi, Seven. Perhaps she had done something to offend bun, and he wanted to teach her a lesson. Then she would simply have been in the wrong place at the wrong time."
Seven stepped in beside her captain and tapped the tricorder. "Kella is still wearing cosmetics," she pointed out. "Do you think Arkathi would have al-lowed that if he wanted, as you say, to teach her a lesson? He would have stripped her of everything that reminded her of her previous rank. She would never have been allowed to have anything that made her feel beautiful or different from the other slaves."
Unease stirred inside Janeway. Maybe Seven was on to something. "I hadn't considered that. Good de-tective work, Seven."
"And this man, a Todanian." Taking the tricorder from Janeway, Seven called up another image. "He expressed embarrassment at the way Arkathi was be-having. This woman was friendly to us. Don't you find it interesting that all the dead Todanians are ones who seemed to disagree, even mildly, with Arkathi's way of doing things? Captain, this may not be enough to convict in a court of law, but you must agree with me that it raises questions that we must have answered before we can in good conscience turn the V'enah over to Arkathi's so-called justice."
Janeway nodded. "We'll confront him with what you've found and see how he reacts. If he transferred
Kella, then he should have records to show us." Her blue eyes flashed in anticipation. "I wouldn't mind watching him squirm a bit. I've got another idea as well. Janeway to Tuvok."
"Tuvok here, Captain."
"I need you to do a little research for me. And keep it quiet."
Sinimar Arkathi was already on the viewscreen, larger than life, arguing with Chakotay when Jane-way and Seven stepped onto the bridge.
"There you are. What are you waiting for, Cap-tain? Hand over our prisoners immediately."
"Not quite yet, Commander." Janeway tried to smile pleasantly as she sank into her command chair. Seven stood rigidly at attention beside her. "I've got a few questions. My sharp-eyed crew member no-ticed a few things when we were aboard your ship."
Arkathi's throat sacs inflated so greatly that Janeway wondered if they would explode. The thought didn't bother her much.
"Captain Janeway," he said, in a cold and tightly controlled voice, "you have the prisoners who admit that they used our weapons against us. You have seen the trail of slaughter they left in their escape. What more do you require of us? I think we have been very patient-"
"And if you'll continue to be patient for about three more minutes, we could solve this," said Janeway, an edge creeping into her voice despite her best efforts. She glanced down at the padd. "One of the V'enah found slain was identified by Marisha as your personal servant Kella. Is this true?"
She watched him closely, but the comment didn't appear to unnerve him. "She's lying. How would she even know such a thing?"
"Seven of Nine met Kella and Marisha both on the day she and the Doctor transported aboard your vessel to treat your injured," said Janeway. "Kella identified herself as such. Marisha merely confirmed what Seven already knew."
Now he did look slightly uncomfortable. "So? What is your point, Captain?"
"Kella's body was not found in a corridor, but in engineering. Dressed in working clothes, as if that was her usual station."
"I transferred her there. I am allowed to do what I want with my property, Captain."
The anger boiled in her so hotly that she had to force it down. She continued in a calm voice, "Then may I see the records?"
He became very still. "To what end?'
'To prove what you've just told me. That you transferred your personal servant to engineering."
"There are no records. I did it in a moment of rashness. It was not a permanent transfer. You can imagine my chagrin at discovering that my own per-sonal servant was among the victims of this terrible tragedy."
"Actually, I can't," said Janeway. "Why didn't you tell us sooner? It would have made us even more sympathetic."
"I don't have to justify myself to you!" He was spitting his words now.
Janeway leaned forward in her chair, her gaze locked on Arkathi. "And don't you find it interesting
that all the Todanians killed by the escaping slaves were ones who had expressed sympathy for the V'enah? Who had perhaps made comments about your poor leadership?"
"I refuse to continue this charade. You have both the murderous slaves and the Hirogen on your ship, yet you sit here and attack me as if I were the one under suspicion!"
"You are," said Janeway, icily. "Tuvok, what were the results of that research I had you do?"
"Positive, Captain," the Vulcan replied. "I de-tected traces of Kuluuk supplies aboard the Relka."
"Interesting," Janeway purred, feeling like the cat with the mouse. "I seem to recall an argu-ment with you in which you complained that your rations were running out and demanded more. Per-haps you'd care to tell us how those came to be aboard your ship?"
"They were gifts, after our visit," said Arkathi.
No. They were not.
The voice was as loud, as clear, as if it had been shouted, but Janeway heard it only in her head. She whirled to see a small, slight figure standing next to the turbolift. Tuvok immediately trained a phaser on the intruder.
More quickly than spoken words, information flooded Janeway's mind. She guessed by the reac-tion of Arkathi and the rest of her bridge crew that they too could understand the stranger.
Arkathi murdered the Kuluuk. Their ship suffered another power drain and they were dead in space. The Relka came upon them and offered assistance. Arkathi murdered Tarna. and the rest died of fright.
as you have surmised. Arkathi did not think anyone would suspect, as the Kuluuk are known to be so fragile. Nonetheless, he removed the skeleton of one Kuluuk, disintegrated it, and hid the body where a careful search would discover it, so if suspicions were raised, it would appear as if the Hirogen had committed the atrocity.
He lied to his crew, telling them that he had acci-dentally frightened the entire ship to death, and rea-soned that the Todanians should take the supplies rather than letting them go to waste. When it was re-vealed that the captain had been murdered, some of his crew began to suspect and voiced their disap-proval.
So Arkathi had to silence them. Marisha's escape attempt was the perfect opportunity. He slew all the V'enah in her area, so they would not speak in favor of their leader, and killed his personal servant as well, who had been displeasing him recently. Those of his own people who had spoken out against him were also slain. He had perfect... what is your term... scapegoats, Captain, but the blood of doz-ens is on his hands.
"Who are you?" Arkathi demanded. "Why are you telling these lies?"
The being turned to face the viewscreen. / am Leader of the Ones Who Will Not Be Named. We have been following this caravan since its inception, watching everything. We have records of all your crimes, Arkathi, and though it goes against our very beings to come forward with this information, we could not remain silent and see so many die without justice.
She didn't know how she knew it, but Janeway knew in her bones that this mysterious being who had manifested on her ship was telling the truth. Tuvok had once said something along the lines that there could be no lies in a telepathic link. She be-lieved it now.
And judging by Arkathi's reaction, he knew it to be the truth as well. For the first time since she had met him, he cast aside even the veneer of culture. He hunched forward and made an incomprehensible, snarling sound, then abruptly terminated conversa-tion.
"Their shields are up," said Tuvok.
"Get ours up too," said Janeway, and not a mo-ment too soon. The ship rocked from the Keiko's at-tack. Before Janeway could even open her mouth, a second volley came. And a third.
"They're trying to blast us to bits," cried Chakotay.
"Fire," gasped Janeway, but before Tuvok could obey, the Relka was struck by green phaser fire and, a moment later, by photon torpedoes.
"It's the Umul and the Nivvika," said Chakotay. "They've come to our aid."
'Tom, pattern beta theta alpha," Janeway ordered. Obediently Paris put the ship through its maneuvers. More ships were closing in, firing at Arkathi's ves-sel. Even as Janeway watched, the Nenlars, in their tiny ship, approached. It was an act, she knew, that had taken tremendous courage.
She didn't believe in premonitions, but she knew that ship was going to be in trouble. "Earn, open a channel to the Nenlars. They've got to get out of-"
The Relka fired. The Nenlar vessel went reeling.
Janeway watched in horror as it turned end over end, then exploded. There hadn't even been time for her to get a lock on Ara and Torar. Grief welled in her, but another volley from the Relka quickly forced her to lay aside any mourning she might do.
They were taking a beating. It was as if now, with no chance of escaping justice, Arkathi was deter-mined to drag Voyager down with him. Then all at once, the firing stopped.
"Harry, raise the Relka."
"They're beating us to it, Captain."
"Onscreen."
It took her a moment to recognize the young, rather frightened-looking male Todanian whose image filled the bridge's viewscreen. Then she placed him: he was Sook, the fourth of Arkathi's retinue to dine with her that evening. The one who had looked back, embarrassed, when his com-mander stormed out...
"Captain Janeway?" he asked, and the translator confirmed her suspicions that this was a youth.
"Yes. Where's Arkathi?"
"We don't know. He ran. We're trying to stop him but he's barricaded himself in the pod bay and has overridden all the controls. We only just got visual back. Captain, please don't keep firing on us. We don't believe in what Arkathi did. We're trying to catch him ourselves."
He speaks the truth, came Leader's "voice" in Janeway's mind. She had come to the same conclu-sion herself.
"We'll withhold fire," she agreed, "but if-"
"Sook!" The young Todanian whirled at the sound
of his name. Someone Janeway couldn't see was call-ing to him. "He's gotten in one of the escape pods."
"Put a tractor beam on it!" Sook cried.
"We can't!" the unseen Todanian yelled back. "It's still offline!"
"Perhaps we can help," said Janeway. "On main screen." Sure enough, there it was, a single small pod fleeing into space. "Tuvok, can you get him?"
"I will attempt-" The lights flickered. They re-turned for a moment, flickered again, and went out. The emergency lighting came on and the bridge was bathed in a bloody glow.
"What the hell was that?" She turned to look at Leader. "Is this your doing?"
The small being gestured impotently. The power drain is affecting all our ships. We believe that it's coming from the gateways themselves. That they are fueling themselves with our power. Masters Technol-ogy has been working on it and we have learned all that you have about it, but no one seems to know how to stop it.
"Captain," said Chakotay. "You'd better look at this." He touched a control, and instead of Sinimar Arkathi's escape pod, the viewscreen now showed all the various gateways that had been their silent, mysterious, softly glowing companions on this bizarre journey.
Except now, they weren't softly glowing. Even as she watched, enthralled and horrified at the same time, each doorway in the sky exploded with color. Before she ducked her head to shield her vision, she saw every color of the rainbow, and then some. It was a glorious, dazzling display.
She blinked, forcing her nearly blinded gaze to re-focus, and inhaled swiftly.
The gateways were gone.
The ship was dead.
And Sinimar Arkathi's escape pod was nowhere to be seen.
CHAPTER V7
there was a harsh crackle, and then the lights that indicated the forcefields were operative blinked off. The security guard immediate lifted his phaser.
"Don't move," he warned. The V'enah exchanged glances. Many of them turned to Marisha. She rose, went to the forcefield, and extended a hand. Simulta-neously, the guard fired.
Nothing. Neither from the guard's phaser or the forcefield.
They could leave if they wanted to. She heard laughter and some of the V'enah surged forward. Whirling, she extended her hands.
"No," she cried.
"Marisha, the field is down and the guard's weapon is inoperative! It's our chance!" one of them yelled.
"No. Our chance lies with Captain Janeway and
Seven. The eleven of us can't take this entire ship. We stay where we are and hope for justice." Slowly, she turned to face the guard. "You see how we trust your captain," she said. "I hope you-look out!"
Her warning came too late. The Hirogen had none of the compunctions that Marisha had. They left their cells, struck the guard with a casual blow that was nonetheless quite sufficient to render him un-conscious, and moved toward the doors without a word. They did not open, but the two huge aliens forced their way through with ease.
Marisha watched them go. She closed her eyes and hoped she was doing the right thing.
"What just happened?" Janeway demanded. "Seven-I need you in astrometrics. See if you can find any gateways in this sector."
Seven nodded her blond head and headed for the turbolift, not without a backward glance at Leader. It was that last glance that caused her to slam right into the door that refused to open.
"The doors are offline," she said, trying to main-tain her dignity. "I will utilize the Jefferies tube."
"Hurry, Seven. Tuvok, any comments?"
"Inconclusive. Any statement I might make at this juncture would be considered mere conjecture," said Tuvok, maddeningly Vulcan.
"Leader," said Janeway. "Do you know anything that might help us?"
Leader hesitated, then sent, / will return to my vessel and send One Who Masters Technology and One Who Braves Strangers to speak with Chief En-gineer Torres. And just that quickly, he was gone.
No hum of a transporter, nothing... he simply van-ished.
"Now that was odd," said Paris dryly.
'Torres, prepare for visitors. It's difficult to ex-plain, but I think they're allies."
"They're already here, Captain," said Torres, her voice sounding tight over the comlink. "I'll let you know what we find."
"Ensign Harris to Janeway. The Hirogen have es-caped."
"Explain," snapped Janeway.
"When that power surge happened, the forcefields went down and my phaser wouldn't operate. The V'enah stayed put, but the Hirogen came up behind me." There was a bit of self-disgust in his voice, but Janeway knew that no one on her crew would have been able to stop the Hirogen without a weapon.
"Acknowledged. Tuvok, issue a shipwide alert. Without power, they won't get too far. Kim, get Sook back."
After a moment, Kim shook his dark head. "I can't, Captain. Everything's down. And from what I can tell, all the other ships in our caravan have suf-fered the same fate."
Mr. Kim is right, came Leader's thoughts in Jane-way's mind. The doorways have closed, but not be-fore they drained the energy in every ship.
Janeway couldn't believe it. She felt stunned. They were all dead in the water, to borrow a several-hundred-year-old phrase, and there didn't appear to be a damn thing she could do about it.
"Well," said Chakotay, breaking the silence, "at least no one's firing at us anymore."
"I wonder what happened to Arkathi," said Jane-way. "I suppose we'll never know." She took a deep breath. 'Torres, how are you and our friends coming along?"
"I'd kill for an axe along about now," said Torres. "When they said everything is out, they meant everything is out. Phasers, everything. All but the emergency lighting."
"Keep working on it, Torres. Life support needs to be the main thing. If-"
There was another flash of rainbow light. Again, Janeway hissed in pain and lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the shining glare. And as suddenly as they had gone off, the lights came back on again. The panels flashed to life, and the subtle, oft ignored but now very welcomed hums of a ship running at full power reached Janeway's ears. Blinking, Jane-way stared at the screen.
"They're back," she said aloud. They had only shut down for about ten minutes, and now they were reactivated.
"Security to bridge. We have apprehended the Hi-rogen."
And as if the ship's return to power had fueled her as well, Janeway began issuing orders. "Good work. Take them back to the brig. Janeway to the caravan. A short distance away, there is a small class-M planet. We need to make for it at once. The gateways may be in their last stages of operation and could shut down permanently at any time, and we've all seen what that could do to us. We need to be near a habitable planet, in the event that we need to evacu-ate. We will be sending you the coordinates. Please
utilize your vessel's top speed to rendezvous in orbit. If anyone needs a tow, please request it now."
She waited for several ships to pipe up; no one did. A quick scan confirmed that all the ships were back to, if not full power, then at least adequate power to reach the planet. "According to my data, it looks like we'll all be able to make it We will speak again once we are all in orbit around the planet" She hesitated, then said, "Godspeed. Janeway out." She glanced over at Kim. "Ensign," she began, but Kim interrupted her.
"Coordinates sent, Captain."
"Good job, Harry. Tom-"
"Course laid in, Captain. Ready to move at warp nine when you give the signal."
She smiled. "Consider it given," she said. "Nice to know my crew's on top of things."
Marisha was asleep when Janeway approached her cell. All of the V'enah were, curled up together in a small pile, their arms wrapped around each other as if offering support and reassurance even in sleep. For a moment Janeway stood, then finally spoke.
"Marisha," she said, just loudly enough to wake her. Marisha opened her eyes; then, as one, the V'enah started awake, frightened looks on their faces. "I'm sorry. I tried not to startle you. I understand you opted not to escape. I thank you for your confidence in me."
"Captain." She was completely awake now, her painfully thin body tense, as if ready to jump. "What is it?" Fear flickered across her face. "Are you re-turning us to the Relka for judgment?"
"No," Janeway replied, smiling. "Far from it You're free." As quickly as she could. Janeway told
Marisha about Seven's discoveries and their con-frontation of Arkathi. Marisha and the others, crowding around their leader, listened intently as she described the timely and peculiar appearance of the leader of the Ones Who Will Not Be Named, the strange shutdown of the doorways and the dire con-sequences, the equally strange resumption of gate-way activity, and the class-M planet to which every ship in the caravan was heading at top speed.
"I regret to inform you that when the gateways flared, we were distracted. We lost sight of Arkathi's escape pod. We scanned the area, but we had no suc-cess locating him or any signs of debris. We can only presume he was successful in fleeing from us."
Marisha didn't seem to know how to react to that. "Oh" was all she said.
"I know that you would have liked a sense of closure on this," said Janeway, stepping to the side and turning off the forcefield. She gestured that the V'enah could now step safely through.
"And yet, perhaps it is a good thing," said Ma-risha, surprising Janeway with the maturity of that response. "What would we have done with him? Killed him ourselves? That goes against everything I believe in, and is not the way I wish to begin my new life. Kept him prisoner? He was a persuasive man, from what I can determine, and he might have been a powerful symbol for some who still hate my people. No, Captain. I have a great faith in destiny, even though I know I can actively shape it myself. It is best that Arkathi is just gone. If he returns, we will be stronger. We know what he is. We can deal with him then."
Janeway was beginning to see just what kind of charisma this woman possessed, and understood why Seven had been so adamant in her defense of the former slave.
"You're a very wise woman, Marisha," she said.
Marisha didn't seem to know how to respond. Fi-nally, she smiled hesitantly. "If I am wise, then that wisdom was bought at a cost, Captain."
"Indeed it was. But it would seem that the Todan-ian who has filled Arkathi's footsteps is also wise. Sook has had no part in Arkathi's schemes, and is anxious to welcome you back to the ship. He wants to explore working with the V'enah on an equal basis."
"Sook," repeated Marisha, smiling fully now. "I know Sook. He is a good man, a man of his word. He has been kind to us in the past. This is a good thing, Captain. A very good thing. Will we be re-turned to our ship, then?"
"Not just yet. We'll rendezvous with the entire car-avan at the designated planet shortly, and then you'll be free to transport over. In the meantime," Janeway continued, "we'd be honored to treat you as our guests. With the strange goings-on with the gateways, I'm afraid I have Seven of Nine busy in astrometrics, but Lieutenant Andropov will be happy to escort you to your quarters until your ship arrives. I'd appreciate it if you would remain there and not move about the ship, considering the circumstances, but please note that's a request, not an order." She didn't want Ma-risha to feel as though she was simply trading one sort of prison for another, more comfortable one.
Marisha understood and nodded. "Things are still quite chaotic. Certainly we have no wish to further
complicate the situation. We will be happy indeed to stay in the assigned quarters and wait for your or-ders. Captain, I... there are no words to express my gratitude. Thank you for believing in us enough to challenge Arkathi."
"You're very welcome. And it's Seven who should get the credit. You'll get a chance to thank her when this is all finally straightened out."
As Janeway watched the eleven V'enah move slowly into true freedom for the first time in their lives, she wondered when things really would be fi-nally straightened out. She took a breath, then went to her other batch of, if not quite prisoners, people who were certainly not yet free.
"I don't appreciate your attacking my crewman when you know you were being held for your own safety," she told the Hirogen Alpha a few moments later.
He regarded her coolly. "I would have felt safer aboard my own ship. Your crewman was not perma-nently damaged."
"Fortunately, no." She sighed. "You've been com-pletely cleared. It turns out that Sinimar Arkathi was behind everything. He killed the Kuluuk for their supplies, then tried to make it seem as though the Hirogen had done it. When the V'enah, the slave race aboard his ship, had an uprising, Arkathi turned that to his advantage too. It was very convenient for him to eliminate any who knew about the Kuluuk murders and who might be tempted to talk, and put the blame on Marisha and her fellow slaves."
"A coward of the lowest sort," growled the Alpha,
his voice quavering with disgust. "I assume you blasted him out of the sky."
"Actually, we don't know what happened to him. We were all distracted because at one point, the gateways went completely offline. That was when the power went out a while ago. We lost everything, and apparently, many other ships did as well. We're all heading for a class-M planet at top speed in case it happens again. We'd rather be stuck where we can live than float forever in a dead ship."
"Agreed," said the Alpha, "but Arkathi is gone?"
"Disappeared. He could have used the opportunity to employ some land of device we don't know about that would permit him to escape undetected. Or his pod could have been destroyed by the power drain somehow. I'm sorry, but we just don't know."
"I see." His voice was flat.
Janeway went on to explain their present situa-tion, mentioning the Ones Who Will Not Be Named and their timely intervention, and concluding by say-ing, "We'll return you to your vessel once it reaches orbit around the planet. In the meantime, please stay in your quarters if you wouldn't mind. Do I have to put a guard there?"
The Alpha cocked his head and looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite decipher. "Not at all, Captain. We have no wish to inconvenience you further. We will wait."
There was nothing ominous in the words, and yet Janeway felt a chill chase up and down her spine. "Thank you. We'll notify you immediately when you may transport back to your vessel."
They were the first to reach orbit around the planet, and when Janeway returned to the bridge, she found everyone looking grim.
"Status," she snapped, bracing herself.
"The gateways are going offline again," said Chakotay. "One by one, this time. The power drain is subtle, but it's there. Not even our telepathic friends in engineering are being of much help."
Forcing herself to sound calm, Janeway said, "It would seem we got here just in time."
"And there's another thing," said Chakotay, ex-changing glances with Tuvok. "There's a gateway on the planet. It just opened about a minute ago."
"Is it going offline too?"
"No, it's stable, for the moment. But Captain... the frequency resonance is identical to the one we encountered on the R-and-R planet. Where you found the dog."
Janeway's whole body quivered with shock. "You're joking," she said softly, glancing at Tuvok. He confirmed Chakotay's words with a nod. "But that can't be! Every single gateway had a different frequency resonance. The odds of mem being dupli-cated must be staggering!"
"There is only one explanation," said Tuvok. "The gateway on the planet is the same gateway as the one we first encountered."
"But how? Why? Why is the same gateway ap-pearing right here, right now?" She didn't want to answer her own question, but she thought she knew the answer. That gateway had been waiting for them, for this moment. When she didn't go through with Fluffy the first time-and now she recalled the al-
most unbearable yearning she had had to enter-it waited until Voyager had come here, now, its power draining steadily and there was no other option than to...
"Ships approaching, Captain," said Paris. Janeway realized she had been staring at her hands clenched tightly in her lap. She looked up to see several ships take up orbit around the planet. Even as she watched, one of the gateways in the distance flashed its rainbow hue, then closed.
"Our power has dropped six percent," said Tuvok.
"Captain!" yelled Paris. She saw it now, too. One of the ships had broken orbit and was now racing madly for one of the remaining gateways.
"Kim, hail them," she cried. Even as she spoke, she knew it was too late. The gateway for which the ship was making began to flash its rainbow lights and, before her horrified gaze, shut down.
The ship was caught half in, half out.
It was severed quite neatly. There was no fire, no jagged edges. "Lock on to all life signs and beam them aboard!" Janeway ordered.
"Got them," said Kim. "Only about twenty."
More ships were arriving. They were hailing Voy-ager now as they watched their only means of ever returning home closing slowly, one by one.
"Captain," said Kim. "I've got eight commanders wanting to speak with you. Who shall I put through?"
Janeway made her decision. "None of them," she stated, tilting her chin up. "Broadcast this message, Mr. Kim. Attention caravan, this is Captain Jane-way. It appears as though all the gateways are clos-
ing, singly. With each one that closes, a greater power drain is put on many of our vessels. I can come to but one conclusion: that when the last gateway closes, we will effectively be drained of power. All the people on the remaining ships can live in a class-M environment. I advise all vessels to prepare to evacuate. I have one last avenue I wish to explore. I will contact you shortly and give the orders to evacuate if this last avenue bears no fruit. Janeway out."
Chakotay stared at Janeway, at the clean profile and the straight back. He knew what she was going to do. Even as he watched, mentally willing her not to say the words, she turned to him and spoke them.
"I'm going through."
Chakotay's heart sank. He had been afraid of this. He knew her too well. He opened his mouth to protest, but Janeway continued.
"If something isn't done soon, Voyager will be dead in the water-so to speak. But these gate-ways... Chakotay, there's something very deliber-ate about them. I know they've got to be artificial constructs. And if there is a door, a door created by someone for the purpose of going through it... well, then there might be someone on the other side of that door we can talk to. Maybe I'll be able to find some answers, come back with a solution. Maybe not. But I'll never know if I don't go through."
She was right, and he knew it. But he didn't have to like it.
"You shouldn't go through by yourself," he said, though again he knew what her answer would be.
She smiled oddly. "I'm not going through by my-self. I'm taking Fluffy with me."
"What? Why?"
"The readings are exactly the same as the door-way through which Barkley... whatever his name is... came the first time. It stands to reason that whatever is on the other side of that door is his home. And if he can exist there, so can I. It's actu-ally safer than you might think. At least we know I won't be walking into some other dimension."
"But we don't know that!" Chakotay protested. "We don't know anything for certain."
She smiled sadly, her eyes locked with his. "Which is precisely why I have to go through. And why I can't risk taking anyone with me. I will take Tuvok to the planet with me, but not through that gate. I have to go alone."
Gently, she placed her hand on his and continued. "I owe it not only to everyone on this ship, but everyone on all those ships out there. They're all just like us, Chakotay. They want a way home. And the pain is still fresh to them, still raw. They still have connections back home that are alive and thriving. They deserve to get home, just like we do. Maybe even more than we do, because they still have a chance to pick up their lives right where they left off. If there are answers on the other side, you bet I'll find them. I'll find them for all of us." The smile grew. "And at the very least, I can see to it that Fluffy gets home."
He had nothing to say to that. He didn't trust his voice enough to speak.
An hour later, Janeway entered the transporter room. The animal whose appearance had heralded the whole strange adventure was in her arms, eyes half closed and panting happily. Ensign Campbell stood at the controls, her eyes enormous in her pale, pretty face. Janeway knew what she was thinking- what they were all thinking, including the captain herself. Danger was nothing new to this crew. But seldom had they had the chance to think about things, to walk away from a decision like this. There was nothing certain about the situation save its un-certainty.
Tuvok and Chakotay were there, as she had re-quested, one on the platform, the other standing be-side Campbell. They stood rigidly at attention, not meeting her eyes at first.
"Gentlemen," she said, feigning a confidence she did not feel. "If all goes well, I'll be back shortly. And with any luck, I'll have some information we can all put to use in our quest to return home. If not, I've left instructions in my room for each of you. Some personal comments as well." Playfully she punched Tuvok's arm. "I know you don't want to hear all that emotional stuff, Tuvok. Tough."
"The ship and I will be monitoring you at all times," said Tuvok. His reaction to her comments.
"For all the good that will do you," said Janeway. "You will recall we lost contact with the probe the minute I tossed it through mis same gateway the first time."
"The outcome may be different," said Tuvok stub-bornly. Janeway's vision blurred for a second. She recognized the Vulcan's attitude for what it was-as
much of a gesture of caring as he would permit him-self.
"Anything's possible," she told him. She looked up at Chakotay. Oddly, it was safer to show affection to the sometimes frosty Vulcan than to the warmly human Chakotay. "You're in charge, Commander Chakotay. You've got more than just Voyager to worry about right now. I know I leave them all in ca-pable hands."
Now, finally, he did look down at her. He stretched out a big hand to rub Fluffy/Barkley's head. "I'll take care of them just as you would, Cap-tain," he said, and that was all he needed to say.
Without another word, Janeway turned and stepped lightly up onto the transporter beside Tuvok. "Energize," she told Campbell.
She materialized on the planet, and was again struck by the similarity to Earth. Five meters straight ahead, the gateway yawned open. For a moment, Janeway allowed herself to absorb the scene. It was almost magical, surreal; the strange gateway, its inte-rior utterly black and completely unknown, standing against the lush, waving grasses of this world.
Flurry/Barkley began to squirm in her arms. Heartened, Janeway held him a little closer. "Not long now, little fellow," she murmured to him. Louder, she said, "Janeway to Voyager."
"Reading you loud and clear, Captain," came Chakotay's voice. "Your signal's strong."
"That probably won't last," said Janeway. "I'm di-rectly in front of the gateway. Fluffy seems anxious to go through. I'm going to take that as a good sign."
"I can detect nothing beyond the door. Captain."
said Tuvok, in a warning voice. "I do not know if I will be able to assist you if you encounter prob-lems."
"I understand. But you'll be right here in case I do need you." She paused, swallowed, then said calmly, "I'm going in."
Head held high, shoulders squared, Captain Kathryn Janeway stepped over the threshold, not knowing what lay beyond.
On the bridge of the starship Voyager, Ensign Harry Kim took a swift breath. At Chakotay's ques-tioning look, he said in a low voice, "She's gone."
To be continued...
The End