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To Captain Janeway the creature resembled noth-
ing so much as a dragon out of old Earth legends.

But what arms, strong and ending in sharp-
clawed fingers, and what a head.

It was snakelike in form, a shapely diamond.
Incongruously large, gentle eyes filled with concern
graced a head that narrowed into a pointed muzzle.
There were no teeth visible at the moment. The
back of the head tapered into a long, sinuous neck
that broadened at the base to very human-
appearing shoulders. A heavy, multifaceted pen-
dant, winking silvery in the light, hung about that
throat. A white mane of hair decorated the head
and continued down the length of the neck.

Its voice, as translated by the computer, was
completely feminine.

“We have picked up your signal, Captain
Janeway. Dare we hope that you have come to help
us?,,
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This book,
my first flight among the stars,
is dedicated to my friend and colleague
Roger MacBride Allen,

who has, in the time that I have known him,
made me laugh, think, and dare to fly.

Thanks, Rog.
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CHAPTER
1

IT WAS NEVER TRULY SILENT ABOARD THE STARSHIP VOY-
ager. There was always far too much going on for
that—the activities of the crew at all hours, whether
on duty or off; the constant faint sounds of machinery
operating smoothly and efficiently as it had been
designed to do. These were all sounds that Kathryn
Janeway had learned to know and love through years
aboard starships, serving in one capacity or another
as she forged a career that had earned her this
command, this ship, this crew.

She shifted in the smooth, dark blue sheets, trying
to mentally transform the faint, constant hum of her
ship into the comforting white noise that had so often
eased her insomnia into much-needed rest. But it did
not seem that it was going to happen tonight. She
buried her face against the pillow, trying to shut off
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her mind, which insisted on working busily even
though the timecounter told her it was 02:32.

Her mind did not cooperate. It persisted in finding
things to seize on and gnaw at worriedly. Janeway
smiled a little at the image; it reminded her of Molly
Malone, when that faithful dog had gotten hold of one
of Mark’s shoes and decided that it made the finest
plaything in the world.

The smile faded. Mark, I miss you. Every night, as
she prepared for sleep, Janeway promised herself
sternly that she would not wear the smooth pink
satin nightgown Mark had given her as a going-away
present. She did not need the unnecessary physical
token. It only sharply reminded her of all that she and
her crew had been ripped away from. She told herself
this quite brusquely. Yet every night, she disobeyed
her own orders, donning the sleek garment and brush-
ing out her long hair while staring at a picture of a
smiling Mark and a grinning, tongue-lolling Irish
setter.

By day, busy with either major or minor activities,
Janeway could banish intrusive thoughts of her loved
ones to the back of her mind. There was certainly an
overabundance of things to do, plenty of problems to
solve, more than enough people to worry about on
this, perhaps the strangest mission upon which a
Starfleet vessel had ever embarked. But at night . . .
Ah, at night, alone in her too large bed in her too
empty quarters, her own worries and needs crowded
upon her and would not let her be.

Janeway grimaced at her own melancholia. This is
ridiculous. If I can’t sleep, I might as well get up and do
something.



bl e e B

THE MURDERED SUN

She sat up, reached for a brush, and began brushing
her reddish brown mane into obedience.

“Computer,” she called, “what is the status of
holodeck one?”

“Holodeck one is not in use,” replied the computer
in its prim, crisp female voice.

“Then reserve it for my use,” said Janeway. She
swung her legs out of bed. Normally, she’d continue
the conversation, asking the computer to replicate a
specific costume. But in the months since the mysteri-
ous Caretaker had brought them to this quadrant, she
had taken to keeping outfits rather than unduly taxing
the replicator. It was an order she had issued almost
at once. It was a good thing that the holodeck’s energy
did not have to be rationed, and she did not begrudge
her strained, hard-working crew appropriate attire for
the mental and physical exercises a jaunt on the
holodeck provided, but for the foreseeable future
they’d have to do as they did in “olden days™ and take
care of the clothing they did have.

Which suddenly makes closet space a premium, she
mused wryly as she looked over her collection of
costumes.

A ball gown from Earth’s Regency period in En-
gland. A muslin dress from that same planet’s western
pioneer days. The sleek, inviting garb of a Marillian
gem trader. The prim, proper garb of a British govern-
ess. She shook her head. None of these suited her
present brooding state of mind.

“I want to fight something,” she announced aloud.
She had just found the perfect outfit—the garb of a
twenty-second-century Orion pirate—when Tuvok’s
calm voice broke her mood.
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“Tuvok to Janeway.”

Instantly alert, Janeway absently rehung the forgot-
ten garb. “Janeway here.” Her voice was crisp, in
control once again, her fleeting depression banished
as always before the overwhelming need of perform-
ing her duty. “What is it, Mr. Tuvok?”

“I apologize for disturbing you during your off
shift, Captain, but we have picked up some signals
that are . . . most interesting. I suggest you come up
to the bridge and examine them for yourself.”

Before he had even finished speaking, Janeway had
seized one of her uniforms. She laid it on the bed, her
long fingers working nimbly to gather up her thick
mass of hair, twist it, and pin it into place. There was
no trace of self-pity on her features now. Her eyes
snapped with excitement even as she tried to quell the
hope that bubbled within her.

She had not served with the Vulcan this long
without learning to decipher the subtle inflections of
his almost purring voice. He had at least a dozen
different ways of saying interesting, and by the way
he’d pronounced it just now, there might be some-
thing to look forward to when she reached the bridge.

She forced the excitement out of her own voice as
she replied, “I’'m on my way.”

A flash of amber eyes lit with warm amusement. A
quick flick of gray tail, the smell of musk, the soft
sound of wise feet on green grass.

She had come for him again tonight, and Chakotay,
his lids tightly closed over his rapidly moving eyes,
rose in his dream state and followed her silent call.

He rose without moving from the bed, his mind
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following even as his body slept deeply, restfully. She
seemed always to send revitalizing sleep when she
came to visit.

He stood, his brown body fit and firm, clothed only
in the loincloth of his ancestors, and smiled down
with respect and love at the animal spirit who waited
for him. Though it was dark in this dreamscape, a
verdant forest illuminated only by a quarter moon,
Chakotay knew the place well. He could come here by
quiet meditation on his own, by day or night, in any
season. For tonight’s tryst, she had brought him a
summer evening, and Chakotay closed his dark eyes
and breathed deeply the heady scents of honeysuckle
and cool moss, the furry musk of the unseen creatures
who shared the realm of the subconscious with him.

It was real, yet it was only in his mind. Janeway had
never said anything, but he suspected that she had
problems understanding that the animal guides were
very real and, at the same time, solely a product of
one’s inner consciousness. Most who were not of
Chakotay’s people had problems with that concept.
Of all the crew, Chakotay suspected that only Tuvok,
the Vuican, whose own people had spent centuries
unlocking the secret powers of the mind, could really
understand that the two realities were not diametri-
cally opposed. But then again, Tuvok would never
admit to the powerful, primal joy that surged through
one who was visited by an animal spirit.

Connections. It was all about connections, with
oneself, one’s totem, one’s people, one’s friends, one’s
world . . . one’s universe.

But right now, with the cool night wind in his face,
the wet grass beneath his feet, and his friend waiting
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for him with her lambent yellow eyes, Chakotay
wasn’t concerned with connections or concepts.

He just wanted to run. And so he did, his bare feet
flying across the grass and stone and leaves without a
care, for there was nothing here that would harm him
and he knew it. Silent as a shadow, she moderated her
swift lope to keep pace with him. Together, with stars
he had seen .in no sky outside of his own mind
sparkling overhead, they ran. Chakotay’s skin began
to glisten with sweat and dew. His breathing came
hard, but he kept moving, his strong limbs pumping,.
Laughing kindly, her tongue lolling from her own
exertions, she ran with him until at last they came to
an open meadow, and Chakotay, gasping for breath,
staggered to a halt and collapsed in the welcoming,
cooling grass.

He rolled over onto his back and she joined him,
plopping herself down and rolling happily as if she
were a mere newborn. He laughed and reached for
her. Her gray fur almost glowing in the soft radiance
of the moon, she snuggled into his loving embrace,
placing her beautifully shaped head on his chest.

But she did not fully relax, and after a moment, he
thought to her: What is wrong, my friend?

Nothing is wrong, she replied without a sound. But
there will not always be time for mirth and laughter,
my playmate and friend.

Tell me. Chakotay sat up, reaching to touch the
animal spirit behind the ears in a gentle gesture.

She fixed him with her keen gaze. You are a teacher.
You are also a student. You teach the ways of your
people. That is easy to do. What is harder to do is to be
wise and teach the ways of people you do not know.
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Chakotay shook his head, not comprehending. But
how do I teach what I do not know?

The amber eyes narrowed, and he knew she was
laughing. That is the challenge, is it not?

He had just opened his mouth to reply when a
sharp whistle sounded—in his real ears, not inside his
head. The dreamscape vanished, dissipating like the
sand paintings of the Navajo at the end of the Sing.
Chakotay opened his eyes, calm, fully awake, in his
own quarters.

“All senior officers, report to the bridge at once.”

Janeway’s voice. Tense. Hopeful? He wouldn’t
know till he reached the bridge. The dream and his
friend’s typically cryptic advice would have to wait.

By the time the complete senior staff had assembled
on the bridge, which was still dimly lit in deference to
the early hour, Janeway was experiencing a sinking
feeling of déja vu.

There it was on Tuvok’s console, a subspace distur-
bance that was, as of yet, only registering on subspace
bands. All the necessary ingredients for a typical
wormhole seemed to be present: verteron emana-
tions, tanali secondary particles. All the things that
Ensign Harry Kim, fresh faced and hopeful, had
found once before. That incident had led to an almost
excruciating disappointment. As she met Tuvok’s
dark brown eyes, she read caution in their depths. She
didn’t need the warning. She’d once encouraged hope
above all else. Hope did need to spring eternal aboard
the Voyager, but it needed to be tempered by pru-
dence.

“Full illumination,” she told the computer, which
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obliged by instantly raising the lights. There could be
no true night on a starship, of course; the difference
between “night” and ‘““day” was purely artificial, but
the regular cycles provided a sense of comfort and
stability to a largely human crew used to normal
planetary cycles. The crew on duty, other than the
senior officers, were the third shift, but they would
operate more efficiently in “daylight.”

Chakotay and Paris entered the bridge together.
Janeway allowed herself a slight spark of pleasure.
They were getting along much better these days, the
big Indian and the slim, cocky youth—just like two
senior officers should. Curiosity burned in both blue
and brown orbs as they glanced over at her. She
waved them forward and let them see what she had
seen, saw the glances that passed between them, knew
that they were thinking exactly what she had thought.

Harry Kim had already examined the evidence and
was at his station with it pulled up on his own screen.
He looked as if he were trying to be stoic, and indeed
a hint of remembered disappointment sat upon his
open, friendly features.

Sensors also showed that the solar system in which
it was located had a star and several planetary bodies,
but those were of secondary importance to Janeway at
the moment.

“As you can see, gentlemen,” said Janeway, “it’s
got all the earmarks of a wormhole. This,” she said,
tapping a graphic, “is what worries me.”

They could all see the analysis the computer had
provided: an indication of heavy gamma and X-ray
activity along with a great deal of degenerate matter.
Chakotay’s face, like Tuvok’s, revealed little emotion,
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but Janeway saw the concern fall like a hawk’s shadow
across the dark Indian features.

Tom Paris, on the other hand, tried hard to look
wise, but by the way he kept glancing back and forth
at the others, Janeway knew that he wasn’t quite
putting two and two together. She suspected that
Paris, capable and occasionally brilliant as he was,
hadn’t put studying first on his priority list at Starfleet
Academy.

“This sort of activity generally indicates a black
hole rather than a wormhole,” she explained.

“Although the readings for the two phenomena are
not entirely dissimilar,” put in Tuvok. “For many
decades it was widely believed that a wormhole could
not exist outside of a black hole.”

Paris snorted slightly. “A wormhole inside a black
hole is about as helpful as no wormhole at all. We
might get back to the Alpha Quadrant, but we’d be an
awful mess by the time we got there.”

Janeway strode down to her chair and seated her-
self, crossing her legs and settling in. “Lieutenant
Paris does have a point. We’ve been closer than we’d
like to singularities before,” she said. “Mr. Kim, how
far out of our way would following up on this take
us?”

Kim glanced down. “Not far at all, Captain. We’re
almost heading directly for it as is.”

Janeway made her decision. “Then let’s go check it
out. Mr. Paris, make adjustments to our course and
take us to it.”

Paris was already in his seat, his knowledgeable
fingers flying with practiced ease over the controls.
“Course adjusted, Captain.”
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Janeway stifled a yawn. “Let’s go slowly. Drop to
warp two. Mr. Kim, keep your eyes glued to your
controls. I want to be able to see that thing coming
long before we get anywhere near it, is that under-
stood?”

“Yes, ma’am—Captain,” Kim hastily corrected.
Janeway didn’t glance back at her Operations officer;
she didn’t need to see him to know that he’d be
blushing at his slip of the tongue. Janeway always
preferred “Captain™ to “ma’am.”

She settled down to wait. After a while, Janeway
fought back another yawn. Now that the initial excite-
ment was fading, she realized just how tired she was
from a long night of . . . well, of not sleeping. She had
just risen, about to give Chakotay the bridge and head
into her ready room for an increasingly rare cup of
hot black coffee, when Kim’s voice halted her.

“Captain . . . 'm picking up readings of debris
ahead.”

“Slow to impulse. Put it on screen.” At first glance,
there appeared to be nothing other than the comfort-
ing, familiar starfield. ‘“Magnify.”

Now Janeway and the others could see them—the
blasted, broken remains of what had once been ves-
sels of some sort. Engrossed, Janeway leaned forward
in her chair.

“I don’t like the look of this. Not one bit.”” She hit
her comm badge. “Janeway to Neelix.” There was a
long pause. “Neelix, come in please.”

“Captain,” came the Talaxian’s normally chipper
voice, thick and slurry with sleep, “do you have any
idea what time it is?”

10
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She heard a chuckle from Tom Paris, but she wasn’t
amused at all. “It’s time for you to come up to the
bridge and answer some questions for me,” she re-
torted, an irritated edge creeping into her voice.

There was a soft, female murmur—Kes’s quiet
voice, doubtless urging him to comply—and finally
Neelix growled, “Very well. On my way.”

Janeway stood and planted her hands on her hips,
her chin tilted up in an unconscious gesture of defi-
ance. She strode toward the screen, her gaze roving
over the corpses of ships whose pilots and crew had
long since disappeared. They whirled past the Yoyager
in the cold silence of space, drifting close to the ship’s
shields before being gently repelled.

“Mr. Tuvok, analysis.” She did not take her eyes
from the screen.

“Some of this debris has been floating here for a
very long time,” replied the Vulcan, his alert mind
working and analyzing almost as swiftly as the com-
puter. “The further we go toward this disturbance, the
newer the debris becomes. Judging from the rate of
drift, I would estimate that all of these ships met their
fate in Section 4039.”

“Directly where we’re heading,” said Chakotay
softly.

“Precisely.” Tuvok’s smooth, dark face was as
tranquil as if he had just emerged from a deep
meditation.

Janeway envied him his composure. She took a
deep breath. “How technologically advanced are
these ships? Any theories as to what destroyed them?”

“If you are asking if our vessel is technologically

11



STAR TREK: VOYAGER

superior, the answer is yes. I am unable to determine
the method of their destruction at the present time. I
do not have enough information to extrapolate.”

“Captain,” interrupted Kim, “we’re being hailed.
There’s some sort of vessel up ahead—about twenty
thousand kilometers away.”

“On screen.” There it was, a knobby, diamond-
shaped buoy made of a dull gray material. “‘Where the
hell is Neelix when you need—there you are!”

Neelix still looked as if he had just woken up. His
horsetail hair was unbrushed and stuck out wildly,
and the side whiskers that were his pride and joy had
not been combed. He blinked sleepily, but he was,
fortunately, adequately dressed.

“Yes, yes,” he grumbled, padding down to join
Janeway in front of the screen, “here I am, at your
beck and—oh, my.”

He froze as he glanced casually up at the screen. His
small, yellow eyes grew enormous, and his mouth
dropped.

“Open a hailing frequency, Mr. Kim,” said
Janeway, her mental warning alarms going off like
mad. “Let’s see what this buoy has to say to us.”

Kim obliged. There was a few seconds’ silence
while the translator speedily dealt with deciphering a
completely unknown language by cross-referencing
and adjusting faster than any human mind could
calculate. The quiet pause seemed unduly long to
Janeway, but finally the computer was able to play the
message in English.

Words emerged, the computer rendering them neu-
tral against the hostile sound of the speaker’s natural
voice—a voice that was closer to an animal’s bellow

12
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than to what issued from a human throat. The sound
rumbled, still audible beneath the message, deep and
gravelly, as if the communication had been torn from
a throat that was more accustomed to roaring in
wordless fury than in rasping out a coherent message.

“Attention, alien vessel. You have violated Akerian
space. Retreat immediately. We will not tolerate tres-
passers. You will be destroyed. Attention, alien vessel.
You have violated Akerian space. Retreat—"

“Turn it off, Mr. Kim,” snapped the captain. “I’ve
heard enough.” The unpleasant voice stilled at once.

. Janeway leveled her piercing gaze upon the Talaxian,

who almost literally shrank away from it. “Neelix, I
take it you know these . . . people.”
Beneath his spots, the little alien grew pale. “Um,

- well, I’ve never had the dubious pleasure of actually
- meeting an Akerian, if that’s what you mean.”

A vein pulsed in Janeway’s temple, prompted by a
dull pain. She really ought to have had a cup of coffee

- if she expected to be fully awake at this hour. Know-

ing how clipped her voice sounded, she nevertheless
continued. “What do you know about them? You
recognized this buoy.” She pointed at the lumpy
metal object, still twirling in the silent darkness of
space, presumably continuing to emit its obstreperous
message.

“Um...yes, yes, I do. They post these warning
buoys at each quarter of their space. The Akerian
Empire is to be respected, Captain. I suggest you show
some respect and vacate this sector.” He paused.
“Immediately would be good.”

“Neelix, we think there’s a wormhole in this sec-
tor,” Chakotay put in. “We’ll need to know more

13
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about them before we go anywhere.” He glanced over
at Janeway—Did I overstep?—and she gave him a
slight gesture of approval.

“Commander Chakotay is correct.”

Neelix sighed and plopped himself down in the
chair to Janeway’s left. His feet didn’t even reach the
floor. “Well, as I said, they’re an empire. Their
technology is about the level of ours, though as I've
often said, the Voyager is the finest vessel in a hundred
light-years.”

“Go ahead,” said Janeway coolly. She was not
about to be swayed by flattery.

He opened his mouth, closed it, thought, then
resumed. “Let me put it to you this way. They are not
people one wants to cross. The threat from that buoy
was not idle. They would have no compunctions
about murdering everyone on board to protect their
interests—and their interests just might include tak-
ing over this ship.”

14



CHAPTER
2

JANEWAY BARELY HAD TO CALL FOR A MEETING BEFORE
everyone hastened to the conference room. Chakotay
eased himself into a seat and sat silently while every-
one filed in.

He watched their faces, as he knew Janeway was
doing, as any captain worth his or her salt learned
quickly to do. Both he and Janeway were well-
respected leaders of a largely contented crew. He
knew his own methods of dealing with his crew, and
he’d had enough time to watch Janeway—even as he
knew she was watching him as well.

Some wore their emotions on their sleeves, like
Ensign Kim and, on occasion, Tom Paris. Others, like
Tuvok and Chakotay himself, had learned to hood
their feelings, though Chakotay was adept enough at
expressing himself should the occasion arise.

15



STAR TREK: VOYAGER

The windows were large in the conference room,
and Chakotay turned his gaze momentarily upon the
starfield. Unbidden, her image rose in his mind. He
could not help but wonder if her puzzling advice was
related to the new and apparently aggressive race
whose warning buoy they had just encountered. As he
watched, his eyes not really focused on the stars, a
huge chunk of a spaceship went slowly past the
window, turning end over end in a disturbing ballet.

The door hissed open one final time and B’Elanna
Torres entered. As usual, Torres was the last to arrive,
having to come all the way from Engineering. She
caught Chakotay’s gaze, but her own face was inscru-
table. Graceful and slim despite the physical power
granted by her Klingon mother’s blood, she slipped
easily into a seat, folded her hands on the desk, and
looked toward Janeway expectantly.

“Here’s the situation,” said Janeway without pre-
amble. “We’ve got indications that there might be a
wormhole in this sector. We just encountered a warn-
ing buoy placed by a race calling themselves the
Akerians, warning us not to trespass. Mr. Neelix,
please continue telling us what you know of the
Akerians.”

Neelix looked very uncomfortable. In his limited
contact with the pudgy little alien, Chakotay had
found him extremely anxious to please. The self-
appointed “morale officer,” the Talaxian liked noth-
ing better than to cheer people up. Neelix dreaded
being the bearer of bad tidings, and now he fumbled
for words.

“Well, as I told you on the bridge, they are an
advanced culture. They have formed the Akerian
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Empire, which consists of various planets they’ve
conquered and, well, shall we say ... plundered, I
suppose, is the term. Nobody knows for sure where
their home planet is—they are very territorial, hence
the warning buoys.”

“What do they look like?” asked Kim.

Neelix hesitated, then replied, “Well, I know
they’re bipedal. Strong. And very tall.”

“Humanoid?” queried Paris.

Neelix shrugged his shoulders. “Can’t say for sure.
Nobody knows much about them—only about the
damage they leave in their wake. They always wear
masks—don’t want their faces to be seen, apparently.
Possibly humanoid, yes.”

“Level of technological development?” put in Tor-
res.
Chakotay felt a brief twinge of sympathy at Neelix’s
obvious discomfort. He’d been on the receiving end
of Torres’s grilling style himself.

“Warp and shield capabilities. They have a unique
sort of weaponry that seems to impact unshielded
ships and planets very harshly. And no, I don’t know
what type,” he added, preempting Torres’s next ques-
tion. The chief engineer glowered at him.

Neelix turned pleadingly toward the captain. “I
strongly urge you to respect their boundaries, Cap-
tain,” he said. “I’'m not sure how badly they could
hurt us, but I know that they can. Can’t we get what
information we need from here about the worm-
hole?”

Janeway glanced over at Kim, who shook his head.
“Impossible,” said the ensign. “We’ll need to be much
closer in order to get any readings that would be
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worthwhile—even to determine if the wormhole is
inside the black hole or not.”

“I would like to reemphasize that all the spaceship
debris we have encountered up to this point has been
from vessels inferior in construction to the Voyager,”
said Tuvok, his dark face as calm as if he had been
making idle conversation. He tilted his head, his eyes
scanning the rest of them. “While this is far from
being a definite assessment of their power, it is
certainly an indication of the type of vessels they have
encountered and subsequently been able to defeat.”

Janeway leaned back in her chair, her eyes on the
table. Chakotay watched her intently, wondering if
her mind, like his, was racing with a hundred thou-
sand scenarios of eventual encounter with this mys-
terious race that had gotten Neelix so agitated.

“Mr. Chakotay?”

Her sudden turn of attention to him forced the first
officer to refocus his thoughts, but he recovered at
once. “It’s a calculated risk,” he said. “But then, so is
every single move we make out here in the Delta
Quadrant. We’re constantly facing the unknown.
There’s nothing to count on out here but ourselves
and our ship.”

He leaned forward, his gaze locked with Janeway,
but his words addressed to them all. “I say we proceed
but with caution. The wormhole—or black hole,
whichever it turns out to be—is located in a solar
system with eight planets. Neelix doesn’t know where
the Akerians’ home world is. I think there’s a good
chance that the Akerian home world is one of these
planets. Perhaps we should travel slowly, constantly
sending out a greeting. If the Akerians think we’re
looking for them in a peaceful fashion, perhaps they
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will behave in the same manner. Let’s give them no
cause to perceive us as a threat.”

He’d been watching Neelix out the corner of his eye
as the Talaxian grew more and more agitated. Now
Neelix exploded with, “It doesn’t matter to the em-
pire if youre a Bekovian toth-eater with six-
centimeter fangs or a little bug on their nose, they’re
going to perceive you as a threat and deal with you
accordingly!”

“And just how is that, Neelix?” Tom Paris’s face
was all guileless innocence, save for the crafty smile
that quirked his lips and spoiled the illusion.

“I’'m not the one who wants to find out, am I?”

Janeway sighed. “What I’'m hearing from Mr. Kim
is, we can’t determine if that wormhole is or isn’t a
way home by sitting here, correct?”

Kim nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

“And Tuvok thinks that we’d be fairly safe if our
unpleasant neighbors do show up.”

“Correction,” said Tuvok. “We have no specific
reason to think we would not. However, there is
always the risk of danger in encountering a2 new race.”

Chakotay smothered a smile. He had learned to
respect Tuvok when the Vulcan had worked under-
cover on Chakotay’s Maquis vessel. The respect con-
tinued, even when Tuvok had revealed the true nature
of his mission.

“Well, it sounds to me like we should go ahead—
cautiously. Any objections? Besides you, of course,
Neelix.”

Chakotay glanced around the table. Nobody
seemed inclined to disagree.

“Then let’s do it.” Janeway’s cool expression
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melted into a warm smile that lit up her features. “It’s
the best possibility to come our way in a long time. If
there’s a wormhole in that system, we’re going to find
it, Akerians or no Akerians. Stations, everyone. Yel-
low alert.”

It was always easy to sound brave, Janeway had
found. Almost always easy to appear brave. Snap out
the words, hold your head just so, force your body
language into communicating what you wanted your
crew to “hear.” But making yourself feel brave? That
was another matter entirely. As she walked with her
senior staff back onto the bridge and slid into her
chair, she said a silent prayer to anyone or anything
that might heed such missives: Please, let this be the
right thing.

She’d been doing that a lot since this mission
began. And thus far, she’d made the right choices
more often than not.

“Ahead warp two, Mr. Paris,” she ordered. “Mr.
Kim, prepare to record a message.”

“Aye, Captain,” came the two youthful male voices,
almost in chorus, as they set about following her
orders. “Ready, Captain,” said Kim an instant later.

Janeway did not rise, but she did sit up straighter.
“This is Captain Kathryn Janeway of the Federation
Starship Voyager to any Akerian vessel in the area of
this transmission. We come in peace”—for all man-
kind, she thought, feeling a surge of pride at the
remembrance of those powerful words that, even
today, still graced the surface of Earth’s moon—*“and
have no conflict with anyone in this sector. Please
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respond. Let us open a dialogue.” She nodded to Kim,
who nodded his own dark head in acknowledgment.

“Message recorded, Captain.”

“Broadcast every two minutes on all frequencies.”
She rose, sighed softly, and turned to Chakotay.
“Commander, you have the bridge. Call me when
we’re within visual range of the wormhole. I’ll be in
my ready room,” she said, smiling slightly, “with a
hot pot of coffee.”

She wanted a Danish, too, very badly, but con-
tented herself with a strong cup of hot black java. She
inhaled the scent, sighed, and smiled. One needed the
little luxuries every now and then, she had found.

Janeway took a sip of the hot brew and sat down at
her desk. She recorded a brief log of the situation,
citing their heading and incorporating images of each
piece of debris that floated within visual range. Later
analysis might prove useful.

She had finished the first cup and was debating
splurging on a second when there came a beep at her
door. “Come,” she called.

The door hissed open, and Tuvok stood in the
entrance, his hands folded behind his back, his impas-
sive face betraying nothing. Only the slight hesitation
in his wording alerted Janeway to possible problems.

“We have reached the vicinity of the . . . concavity,
Captain.”

Concavity? thought Janeway. Nothing more specific?
Not wormhole nor black hole? No time for a second
cup now. Adrenaline would provide any energy she
needed. Janeway hit her comm badge.
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“Janeway to Neelix. Meet me on the bridge at
once.”

The first thing she perceived was that her crew was,
to a man, still and silent, staring at the screen—even
Chakotay and Tuvok, who had, like her, seen many
wondrous and fascinating sights. Almost at once she
froze in midstride as well, riveted by the awesome
sight that greeted her.

The spatial distortion—to use Tuvok’s carefully
neutral and scientifically accurate term, the con-
cavity—was enormous. It did indeed look like a black
hole, but far and away the biggest one she’d ever
heard of. It devoured almost half of the screen
space—a huge pit of eternal, starless night, haloed by
a gorgeous display of purple, red, blue, and yellow
dust and matter that formed the swirling accretion
disk. Every few seconds, there would be a bright
eruption from the inside, a brief fountain of gaseous
matter spewed out into space like a geyser.

A lively imagination might have anthropomor-
phized the concavity into a celestial monster, feeding
on a flow of bright energy that it seemed to be sucking
from the system’s sun. The sun itself appeared to be
in the later stages of its starry life. It was enormous,
swollen, emanating an angry, orange-red hue—
almost at the stage known as a red giant. The eight
planets that ringed it seemed pitifully small and
vulnerable in comparison to the turgid, dying star.

Beautiful and awe inspiring, certainly, but Janeway
quickly redirected her attention to more practical
matters. “Distance from the accretion disk?” asked
the captain, never taking her eyes from the screen.

“We are presently 0.8 light-years away from the
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concavity,” replied Tuvok, his head bent over his
console.

“Then I hope that I'm seeing a magnification here.”

“Aye, Captain, four-db magnification.”

“What kind of pull is its gravity exerting on us?”

“Unusually minimal, considering its size.” Tuvok
answered the question she had not asked, anticipating
her. “We could venture closer without undue risk.”

His brow furrowed in concentration. Something
about the situation was bothering him, Janeway real-
ized. She waited an instant, but no further informa-
tion was forthcoming. Tuvok was never one to speak
before the facts were in if he could possibly avoid it,
and Janeway knew that behind that slightly troubled
countenance his brilliant Vulcan brain was busy sort-
ing out information that would enable him to reach a
conclusion.

She didn’t push him. He’d tell her what he knew
when he knew it. She sat down in her chair and turned
her attention back to the screen.

“Then let’s move closer, Mr. Paris. Keep to warp
two until we’ve entered the system, then drop to half-
impulse. Ensign Kim, keep monitoring the gravita-
tional pull. I don’t want to get mired in this thing.”

The big ship moved forward, the celestial images on
the screen gradually growing larger as a result. There
was a soft whisper of a door opening, and Janeway
glanced up to see Neelix entering. He looked slightly
better groomed than he had earlier but no happier
with the situation. Silently, she nodded toward the
chair next to her. Just as silently, he sat down.

“Recognize any of this space?”

“Nope. Grand spectacle, though, I must say.”
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Janeway found her attention turning to the little
planets, not so little, truth be told; any one of them
was the size of Earth if not larger. But against that
menacing blackness slowly destroying the red giant,
“little” seemed to be an accurate description.

“Any sign of the Akerians around here yet, Mr.
Kim?”

“Negative, Captain. Sensors are not picking up any
ships in this system at present. We’re still seeing a lot
of debris, though.”

“Scan the planets. Could one of them possibly be
the Akerian home world?”” She found herself hoping
that there would be no developed life-forms on those
doomed orbs. Admittedly, though, the Akerians did
sound like prime candidates for a comeuppance, and
they had the technological capability to move their
people to a more hospitable system if this was indeed
the home world of the masked, mysterious beings.

Kim glanced at his controls. “Negative, Captain.
I’m picking up signs of advanced societies but noth-
ing to indicate development on the level that Neelix
attributes to them.”

Compassion washed over Janeway. “Damn.” She
hated scenarios like this one. Even with their techno-
logies and knowledge of the vagaries of the universe,
Voyager and every other ship that trolled the stars was
completely at the mercy of natural catastrophes on
this scale. She grieved for the innocent people whose
sun was dying.

A thought cheered her briefly. As such things went,
suns took a while before they laid down and died—
or, more accurately, went out in a blaze of glory. “Mr.
Kim, extrapolate for me. Judging by the present level
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of technology on this planet, will these civilizations
obtain the capability of warp drive before the world
becomes uninhabitable?”

Kim’s face grew thoughtful. He hit a few controls
quickly, lightly, and examined what the computer
told him. “Well, the sun won’t die for another few
million years, but life on the planets will die out long
before that. Their technology is somewhat beyond
what Earth’s was at the end of the twentieth century.
They’ve already got a complex satellite communica-
tion system, which could indicate that they’re aware
of extraterrestrial life.”

He raised his face and met Janeway’s questioning
glance with an unhappy expression. “If they’re shar-
ing information with another society about improv-
ing their technology, they might be able to get out of
this system before it’s too late. On theirown ... I'm
sorry, Captain, I don’t think they’ll make it. They’ve
only got about a century or so left.”

“Captain,” said Tuvok, “I would disagree.”

Hope sprang in Janeway’s heart. “They’ve got more
than a century?”

“Unfortunately, no.” No hint of disappointment or
compassion in the statement—just the cold, logical
facts. “I have been continuing to gather information
from the sensors, and I believe there is enough
evidence here for me to state that this star is not what
it appears to be.”

“Explain.” She was pleased that her voice did not
betray the disappointment she felt.

“The star appears to be a red giant. In fact, by
almost all accounts, it is a red giant. The size is
correct, it is clearly beginning to burn the helium at its
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core. Nearly all the criteria that we would use to judge
it a red giant are evident.”

“Get to the point, please, Mr. Tuvok,” came
Chakotay’s voice laced with tension. Janeway glanced
over at her first officer. Of course, he would be even
more profoundly affected by the situation than she.
Chakotay had a deep respect for life—all life—that
approached reverence. His people, Janeway recalled,
had been taught to honor the life-force in all things.
The deaths of four planets, teeming with living be-
ings, must hurt him terribly for him to have snapped
at Tuvok that way.

“l am attempting to do so, Commander,” the
Vulcan rebuked mildly. ‘“But the true and final defini-
tion of a red giant must be that it is a star of a certain
age. This star is clearly at the end of its life, but
sensors have confirmed that it is only 4.2 billion years
old—younger than Earth’s own sun. By all accounts,
this star should be less than halfway through its
natural life.”

Chakotay frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“The concavity is artificially aging this star,” said
Tuvok. “It should not be a red giant, according to its
years. Yet it is a red giant. Therefore, there is an
external force at work aging the star and causing it to
age prematurely. It would be comparable to our own
youthful Mr. Kim dying of old age.”

Janeway tore her eyes from Tuvok’s dark face to
gaze at the screen. Suddenly, the thought of the
concavity as an evil monster didn’t seem quite as
ludicrous as it had just a few moments earlier.

“I know that sometimes black holes drain hydrogen
from nearby stars,” said Tom Paris, his normally
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lively voice gone soft and somber. “But I've always
seen just a thin spiral of hydrogen going into the hole.
This isn’t a trickle . . . It’s a damn river.”

And he was right. The flood of hydrogen into the
maw of the concavity was fully as wide as the sun
itself. The thing wasn’t just feeding on this solar
system’s central star; it was gorging on it.

“You said the planets have less than a century left,”
said Chakotay. “How long?”

“If the sun continues to age at this accelerated
rate,” replied the Vulcan, “and if there is no techno-
logical assistance involved, all life in this system will
cease to exist within 24.3 years.”

“A quarter of a century, and then that’s all she
wrote.” The sentence was flippant, but Paris’s voice
remained somber. Janeway closed her eyes briefly.
Tuvok had, to all intents and purposes, just pro-
nounced an irrevocable death sentence. The only
hope these people had now was if they could evacuate
the planet.

“Ensign Kim, just how many people are we talking
about?”’ Janeway asked.

“Over two billion, Captain,” the young man re-
plied, his voice low.

Unbidden, the thought arose. We could do it. Physi-
cally, yes, but as soon as the thought came, Janeway
dismissed it. No, we cannot. That’s interference on a
major scale. This system was naturally destroying
itself. To intervene in a prewarp society’s natural
development so drastically would be not only violat-
ing the Prime Directive, but positively thumbing her
nose at the Federation’s highest ideal. She’d have to
hope that the inhabitants of this system had powerful
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friends with warp-speed ships to spirit them away
from their unnaturally dying star.

Janeway took a deep breath. “Let’s concentrate on
that concavity. Are we still picking up verteron ema-
nations?”

“Yes, Captain,” Kim confirmed. “Everything still
points to there being a wormhole in there. But if it’s
inside the black hole, there’s no way we could get to it.
The gravitational gradients would be too strong.”

“Oh, too bad,” said Neelix happily. “Guess we
should turn around and vacate this space, right,
Captain?”

“Neelix,” sighed Janeway, “if you don’t mind.”
Neelix resettled himself in the chair without looking
the least bit hurt or embarrassed. “Mr. Tuvok, you
said something about the gravitational pull being
strangely low. Please elaborate.”

“There is a bit of a mystery here, Captain. The
gravitational pull the concavity is exerting on our ship
at the present moment is approximately one-seventh
of what it ought to be. Since that is an accurate way of
estimating the amount of gravitational force within
the concavity, I would say that, theoretically, our
shields would hold if we decide to venture into it.”

Amid the feeling of renewed excitement Janeway
could sense rising on the bridge, the captain locked
onto the key thing that her security officer had said.

“It’s one-seventh what it ought to be,” she repeated,
“far less than is necessary for its size. Just like this sun
is far older than it ought to be. I wonder if there’s any
kind of connection?”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” said Paris, “as Alice
said when she fell down the rabbit hole.”

28



THE MURDERED SUN

Paris’s quip had an unforseen effect on his captain.
Janeway felt her body tense. “Something is very
wrong here, isn’t it, Mr. Tuvok? There’s too many
things happening in this system that just aren’t mak-
ing any sense.”

Neelix opened his mouth as if to further his at-
tempts to get them to leave, but a cold glance from
Chakotay caused him to close it again.

“Correct, Captain.” Janeway knew that, though he
would never admit it, such illogical occurrences were
frustrating the hell out of the Vulcan. “The distance
between the sun and the concavity is three trillion
miles. The gravitational pull exerted by the concavity
is insufficient to siphon off the star’s hydrogen at all,
certainly not to the extreme extent that it is doing so.”

“Let me get this straight,” said Janeway. She was
starting to become a bit frustrated herself. “We’ve got
a red giant that’s too young to be a red giant. We've
got a concavity whose gravitational power is too weak
for it to be the size that it is. And we’ve got hydrogen
being pulled across an impossible distance at an
impossible rate. Have I got all this right, Tuvok?”

“That is essentially correct, Captain.”

Janeway wished she’d gone ahead and had that
second cup of coffee.

“Captain!” Kim’s voice was urgent. “I’'m picking
up a hail from the planet farthest from the sun.”

Janeway rose, planting her hands on her hips.
“Maybe they’ve got some answers for us. Put it on
screen, Mr. Kim.”

The figure that appeared on the screen was one of
the most fascinating combinations of creatures
Janeway had ever seen, and she’d met over a hundred
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different races in her time in Starfleet. At first glance,
the creature resembled nothing so much as a dragon
out of old Earth legends. But that first superficial
comparison did not hold up to closer examination.

Janeway could not get a proper size estimate nor a
complete view of the being as it was seated in a chair
that seemed fashioned of equal parts stone and plas-
tic. The pose in itself bespoke a bipedal creature, and
from the waist up there was a certain resemblance to a
humanoid: a torso, two arms, and a head.

But what arms, strong and ending in sharp-clawed
fingers, and what a head.

It was snakelike in form, a shapely diamond. Incon-
gruously large, gentle eyes filled with concern graced a
head that narrowed into a pointed muzzle. There
were no teeth visible at the moment. The back of the
head tapered into a long, sinuous neck that broadened
at the base to very human-appearing shoulders. A
heavy, multifaceted pendant, winking silvery in the
light, hung about that throat. A white mane of hair
decorated the head and continued down the length of
the neck. Soft, mottled, pale fur covered all, though
the creature wore comfortable drapelike garments
that modestly covered its body.

The voice, as translated by the computer, was
completely feminine.

“We have picked up your signal, Captain Janeway.
From what you say and from what we know, you are
not known to the Akerians. Dare we hope that you
have come to help us?”



CHAPTER
3

CHAKOTAY STARED. IT WAS IMPOLITE, AND HIS FATHER
would have been disappointed in his behavior, but the
first officer couldn’t help himself. In his mind, the
animal spirit’s message thundered, and his skin
crawled with gooseflesh.

Others might stare at this creature—no, this
person—because of her curious appearance, her un-
usual combination of reptile and mammal into one
being that seemed, to human eyes, bizarre yet not
unappealing. Chakotay stared for another reason en-
tirely. He stared at the female alien’s white mane of
hair . . . hair that was braided with feathers and
beads. Ornamentations that were uncannily familiar
to Chakotay. He stared at the patterns on her garb, at
the easy and comfortable union of natural and artifi-
cial in her surroundings.
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Had it been a human on that video screen, he might
have addressed her as Grandmother. Don’t go attrib-
uting human characteristics to aliens, he chided him-
self. That's led to some of the worst incidents in
Federation history. Learn about them and take them
on their own terms. Just because she’s got the dignity
and bearing of Grandmother doesn’t mean she’s old
and wise.

But now Janeway was speaking, and Chakotay
quickly recovered himself.

“As you must know from our message, we have no
quarrel with anyone in this sector. We are not friends
of the Akerians, but neither, we hope, are we their
enemies. Who are your people? How may I address
you?”

“I am called Nata. I am a Viha, one of the elders of
my people.”

So much for incorrect assumptions, thought
Chakotay with a trace of annoyed exasperation.

“We are the Verunans,” continued Viha Nata.
“This planet is Veruna Four.” The great, lambent eyes
narrowed and the snakelike head cocked to one side.
The gesture sent the soft white hair flowing. The
beads and feathers in its length danced. “Do I have
your word, Captain Janeway of the Federation, that
you have not come here on behalf of the Akerian
Empire to continue their attacks on my people?”

“You do indeed, Viha Nata.”

Some of the tension left the Verunan’s stance. “We
are a people of honor despite some of the actions to
which our present situation has driven us. We take
you at your word and trust that you, too, are a people
of honor.”
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Chakotay tensed even further. He was usually good
at not telegraphing his emotions, but he saw Janeway
glance at him quickly, then back at the screen again.
Chakotay resigned himself to talking with her soon
and explaining his reactions. He should have known
better than to think he could get anything past the
captain. She was too shrewd and was learning to know
him too well.

“Your trust means a great deal to us,” replied
Janeway. “I must emphasize, in the interest of being
open with you and your people, that we have not
come here to assist you. We’ve come to explore the
spatial concavity in your system. Are you aware of it?
Can you tell us more about its nature?”

Viha Nata closed her eyes, as if in pain, then
opened them slowly. “How can we not be aware of the
great Sun-Eater? We see it in our sky every day, a
brown-purple bruise against our violated stars. Your
ship boasts technology far beyond anything we have
ever encountered, and we have seen many a ship in
this system. You probably already know more about
its scientific nature than we do.”

Janeway was standing, her eyes meeting the great
orbs of Viha Nata steadily. “We have seen the debris
of other star-faring vessels in this area. From what I
am hearing of the nature of the Verunans, you are not
the ones responsible for their destruction.”

And then something totally unexpected happened.
The huge eyes of the Viha filled with liquid. Tears,
Chakotay marveled. They can weep!

“We did not fire upon the vessels,” said Nata. “Yet
in a way, we are partially responsible for their de-
struction. Some merely came to this area, as you did,
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for reasons that had nothing to do with our conflict.
Others came, thinking to fight the Akerians—most
for their own purposes but a few on our behalf. Their
deaths are partially on our heads. We mourn them.”
She wiped her face with the back of a clawed hand and
composed herself. “Every moment you linger here,
within the space that the evil Akenans c1a1m as theirs,
you risk yourself and your crew.”

“We are travelers from a far part of this galaxy,”
said Janeway. “We were brought here against our will,
and we’re trying to find a way home. We have reason
to believe that there is a wormhole in the concavity
that might allow us to travel back to our home area of
space.”

Viha Nata’s eyes widened. “Wormhole?” she re-
peated, clearly confused. “Captain, worms cannot live
in space.”

Chakotay smiled a little at the miscommunication.
The universal translator was clearly functioning
perfectly—too perfectly, perhaps, translating the lit-
eral meaning of the word rather than the technical
meaning it held for speakers of English.

“I apologize for our incorrect translation,” said
Janeway. “We use the term to describe a sort of tunnel
in space, a corridor from one part of the galaxy to the
other.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Viha Nata, nodding her compre-
hension. “I understand now. I am familiar with the
phenomenon, though I cannot say if there is one
within Sun-Eater.”

“Please,” said Janeway, stepping closer to the
screen. “Tell us what your scientists have been able to
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learn about the con—about Sun-Eater. Anything
would be helpful.”

Viha Nata looked slightly uncomfortable. “Cap-
tain, I repeat, I do not think you realize the danger
you are in every moment you tarry here. Nor do I
think you appreciate the dreadful danger we Verunans
are in.” She paused, then continued. “Time is pre-
cious here on Veruna. We do not have much of it left.
Yet perhaps if I answer your questions and inform you
of the situation, you can be convinced to lend your
help.”

Chakotay glanced at Janeway, who flinched ever so
slightly. “I can promise you nothing,” said Janeway,
“but I will listen. Please continue.”

By now, everyone on the bridge had turned their
attention to the Verunan Viha. She and her lyrical
words were far more interesting than the computer’s
graphics and strange, contradictory conclusions.
Everyone, Chakotay mentally amended, except for
Tuvok. Yet even the dark-skinned Vulcan could not
help glancing up from his station now and then to
examine Nata. And Chakotay knew that Tuvok was
hearing and analyzing every word the reptilian
mammal—mammalian reptile?—uttered.

“Sun-Eater appeared several millennia ago. Then,
it was a harmless aberration, according to the tales.
The Akeriansss”— Viha Nata hissed the word with
obvious loathing—*‘came very soon afterward, as the
shadow follows the body. They were more advanced
than we, then and now, and we were helpless to resist
when they came and stole our people right in front of
our eyes. They simply . . . disappeared, fading as we
watched!”
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“Transporter technology,” said Paris. Janeway nod-
ded acknowledgment and agreement but kept her
attention upon the alien.
© “Why did they steal your people? How many were
abducted?” asked the captain, compassion in her
voice.

“They took five, six each time they came. As to
why, we do not know.” Again tears filled the limpid
eyes. Clearly, Verunan emotions were close to the
surface. Nata lowered her head, fingered her bulky
pendant as if seeking comfort.

“We never saw any of them again. They continue to
do this to this very day. When we started to fight back
several turns ago, they began attacking our planet.
They are able to inflict damage upon our poor world
that resembles earthquakes, which have had some
dreadful consequences. A few months ago, an ava-
lanche destroyed one of our hatching pits. Can you
imagine an enemy so callous, so cruel, that they
would destroy hatching pits?”

Viha Nata shook her head in disbelief and sorrow,
then continued. “Time came and went. We grew used
to seeing the Akerian violators in our skies. Our
telescopes revealed that there was a harmony between
the Akerians and the hole in the heavens. They flew in
and out and seemed to make it a sort of home.”

Her manner of speaking was rhythmic, almost a
chant. Chakotay knew at once that these were people
with a strong oral tradition. Perhaps there were writ-
ten records, but history was clearly kept alive by
verbal communication. He was so lulled by the power
of her cadence that he almost missed the most vital
statement of Nata’s speech: that the Akerians flew in
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and out of “the hole in the heavens.” He turned to
Janeway and saw her own face alight with eagerness.
But her diplomacy won out; Janeway permitted the
alien to continue at her own speed.

“Three hundred turns ago, the hole in the heavens
grew cruel and became Sun-Eater. Now, we do not
know how much time is left to us. Our days on Veruna
have numbers, and we believe that the Akerians have
done something to make that so.”

“Have you tried negotiating with the Akerians?”
the captain asked, putting her hands behind her back
and pacing back and forth.

Nata’s reply was vicious, blistering, and apparently
untranslatable. “They would not understand the
meaning of the word!” she spat. The Vikha’s visage
changed with her quick anger, and she snarled.
Chakotay caught a glimpse of powerful yellow-white
teeth. “How can one negotiate with a race who hides
their faces? Who comes and takes our people and
murders our children?

“No, Captain, we came to the reluctant conclusion
twenty turns ago that our only chance is to fight back.
We had some knowledge and technology, our inheri-
tance from the Ancestors. To that we have knowledge
gleaned from Akerian debris. We have learned now
how to build vessels that soar in the darkness of space.
We have stolen their knowledge as they have stolen
our future. Our weapons and ships are no match for
theirs, but we will not let them despoil our planet and
take our people anymore.”

She was standing now, her hands flat on what was
clearly a desk. Chakotay saw that her body was mostly
humanoid, widening at the hips to flare into what he
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suspected were powerful thighs and legs. He mentally
added a long, reptilian tail to his image of the
Verunan. He was almost immediately corrected. A
full sweep of a tail similar to that of a horse flicked
quickly into his vision, then out again. Vihg Nata
snorted, then forced herself to sit down.

“Forgive my outburst. But you see, I am one of the
leaders of this planet, the keeper of the knowledge
granted to us by the Ancestors. I am a Viha, a
protector of my people. You cannot imagine how it
feels to watch the fertile land being scorched by a sun
who no longer cares, to see plants and animals dying
by the thousands. To know that your people have only
a few generations at most before they are . . . forever
gone.”

Her words cut Chakotay’s heart to the quick. The
Verunans, physically so different from him, had a
closer grasp of the Indian’s relationship to his world
than most of his fellow humans. Every fiber of his
being cried out to help these people. They were not
only dying, but their whole world was dying. And if, as
he suspected, these people believed that everything—
earth, sky, star, plant, cloud—had a “spirit,” then
they were constantly being surrounded by needless,
senseless, incomprehensible death.

The thought was nearly intolerable.

He turned in his chair to Janeway, the words, Let us
help them! on his lips. But he did not, could not, speak
them. The Prime Directive forbade it. And for better
or worse, he had agreed to uphold Starfleet regula-
tions. He wished, at this moment, that he had not.

On Janeway’s face was empathy and the evidence of
her own internal struggle. Chakotay knew her to be a



THE MURDERED SUN

person of great depth and wisdom and passionate
caring. But her hands were tied even more so than his.

Nata spoke again, breaking the silence. “Can you
not find it in your heart, Captain Janeway of the
Starship Voyager, to help us stop these abominations?
Your ship could do things that ours could not, could
help us fight back with at least a chance of success!”

Janeway’s voice when she spoke was heavy with
regret. “Your plight does not leave me unmoved, Vika
Nata, believe me. But we cannot embroil ourselves in
your fight. When we leave our space, we have rules
about interference in other cultures. In attempting to
help, we might make things unspeakably worse.”

Viha Nata looked unconvinced. “Tell me, how can
things possibly get any worse for us?” A hint of
sarcasm soured her voice.

They can’t, thought Chakotay, the knowledge sit-
ting like a lump of lead in the pit of his stomach. But¢
there’s not a damn thing we can do about it.

Janeway was spared the painful necessity of a bleak
reply when the Operations station began to light up
and beep like crazy. Before Kim or Tuvok could even
get words out, Viha Nata sprang up from her chair
crying, “They have returned!” pausing only to hit a
control. Her image blipped out.

Simultaneously Kim yelped, “Captain, a ship has
just emerged from the concavity!”

“On screen,” snapped Janeway.

The small ship, an unattractive, gawky little vessel
that made early Earth attempts at spaceflight look
sleek and elegant, exploded out of the concavity. It
was a pathetic hodgepodge of styles and materials,
and Chakotay realized almost at once that it had been
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cobbled together by those who didn’t have access to
materials on their own but had to find them where
they could. He was achingly familiar with the scenar-
i0. One thing the small craft had in its favor: it was
fast.

Apparently, though, not fast enough. Right on its
tail came another vessel, dwarfing the first. It was big,
although not as big as the Voyager, and every line of
its bulky form spoke menace. It did not move with the
quick urgency of the first; it did not need to. It was
already gaining.

“That,” said Neelix somberly, “is an Akerian ship.”

“Shields up, red alert,” ordered Janeway. Immedi-
ately, the bridge lighting darkened. Red lights began
to pulse.

Chakotay stared at the big vessel, taking in its blunt
and angled sides, its gleaming gun metal blue hull.
Red glimmered from its four cylindrical engines,
which seemed to comprise more than half its weight
and bulk. The ship moved purposefully, turning to
follow its quarry and allowing Chakotay a good look
at it straight on. At its front was the ship’s most
curious feature: six circular units that clustered about
the face of the vessel. They were gleaming black,
chitinous in appearance, and reminded Chakotay of
nothing so much as shiny black insects. In their
center, encased by a semitransparent dome, throbbed
four red units of energy. The first officer couldn’t even
guess at their purpose.

In front of this threatening apparition, like a rabbit
in front of a mining machine, the little scout ship—
Chakotay presumed it was Verunan—dipped and
dodged frantically. Suddenly, the space in the front of
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the Akerian ship shivered and twisted ever so slightly.
The smaller ship went reeling from an invisible im-
pact.

“What the hell was that?”’ demanded Janeway.

Tuvok, whose eyes had been glued to his console,
had an answer ready. “The Akerian vessel has just
generated an intense wave of gravitons, which re-
sulted in a spatial distortion. The distortion emitted a
focused gravity wave of considerable force. The im-
pact on the smaller ship was tremendous. Its shields
have been reduced twenty-seven percent by the at-
tack.”

Neelix snapped his fingers excitedly. “That’s the
weapon I was telling you about! All I knew from what
I’d heard was that it was a forceful blow of some
sort.”

“Estimated effect of this weapon on our shields?”
asked Janeway.

The Vulcan’s dark fingers moved confidently on the
pad. He shook his head. “Impossible to compute. It
appears that the spatial distortion engendered by the
weapon is confusing the sensors.”

“Captain.” Chakotay’s voice caused Janeway to
turn around. “We’ve got more trouble.”

A second ship, malevolent sister to the one now
firing upon the little vessel, emerged from the concav-
ity. It hastened to catch up with its twin. The two
ships moved with grim determination, the second one
curving around in a clear attempt to corner the scout
between them.

Chakotay now spoke up, directing his query to
Kim. “Ensign, how many life-forms aboard the small-
er vessel?”
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The young man shook his head in frustration.
“Hard to tell, sir. As Tuvok said, all this intense
graviton activity is wreaking havoc with our sensors.
Attempting to compensate.” His golden fingers flew
over the controls. “Best estimate is six, sir. But that’s
just a guess. There could be more.”

Chakotay was flooded with empathy. Not so very
long ago, he was in that same position—in a vastly
inferior ship fleeing from a dreadful enemy that had
every possible advantage. And for the smaller vessel,
there was no Badlands in which it could hope to seek
refuge.

“The engines of the smaller ship are overheating,
Captain,” reported Kim, anxiety creeping into his
voice. “They’re not going to last much long—"

The second big ship fired. Again the space between
the Akerian vessel and the Verunan scout ship shud-
dered. This time, though, the scout’s quickness saved
it. It whirled to port, turning wildly but evading the
damaging wave.

“It may be primitive,” said Paris, admu‘atlon creep-
ing into his voice, “but whoever’s flying that thing is
one hell of a good pilot.”

“Captain.” Kim’s voice was tense. “I’m picking up
a message from the smaller ship directed toward the
planet.”

“Let’s hear it,” replied Janeway. “On speakers.”

A taut, frightened male voice blared through the
bridge. “—was successful, Viha. I’'m going ahead and
transmitting information about the Akerian base to
you now. I don’t—I don’t think we’ll be able to
deliver it to you personally.”

42



THE MURDERED SUN

“Base?” said Paris. “They’ve got a base in that
thing?”

“Ensign, are you getting this information?” de-
manded Janeway, her body stiff and tense.

“Already on it, Captain,” Kim answered.

The first Akerian vessel fired again. The little scout
managed to dodge a direct shot but clearly took some
damage.

“The scout vessel’s shields are down thirty-two
percent,” reported Tuvok.

“This has gone far enough. Ensign,” ordered
Janeway, “open a hailing frequency to the Akerian
ships.” She waited for his nod, then proceeded. “At-
tention, Akerian vessels. We do not wish to interfere
in your politics, but we cannot tolerate this sort of
violence. Break off your attack. Repeat, break off your
attack.”

A tense few seconds ticked by. “No response,
Captain,” said Kim.

“Damn it,” said Janeway softly.

The first Akerian ship fired again, this time landing
a square shot.

“Shields on the Verunan scout vessel down seventy-
two percent,” intoned Tuvok.

Chakotay couldn’t take it any longer. He slapped
his comm badge. “Chakotay to transporter room.
Lock onto the life-forms aboard the smaller ship and
prepare to—"

“Belay that order, transporter room,” interrupted
Janeway. Her eyes narrowed.

“Captain,” exploded Chakotay, “the Akerians
clearly don’t give a damn about our request, and if we
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don’t do something, those people are going to die!
They won’t be able to take another hit!”” He was aware
how angry and tense his voice sounded, but he
couldn’t help it. He was angry and tense, damn it.

Janeway hesitated, then nodded ever so slightly.
“Bridge to transporter room. Beam those people
aboard now.”

“Pm having problems locking onto them,” came
the disembodied voice of the transporter operator.
“The spatial distortion around the vessel—"

The Akerians, ignoring the Voyager completely, had
been steadily maneuvering into a perfect position.
The scout ship was positioned directly between them.
Frantically, it tried to pull up. At that moment, both
Akerian ships fired again.

It was a square hit; it could have been nothing less.
The Verunans aboard the little scout ship, still speak-
ing frantically to their Viha, didn’t even have time to
scream. For that one small mercy, the first officer was
grateful.

The ship exploded into fragments, no longer truly a
ship but merely debris, rushing to join the dozens of
other chunks of vessels that fairly littered the orbit of
Veruna Four. Chakotay had perhaps felt as helpless at
other times in his life but certainly never more than
he felt at this moment. Six people were gone, blown to
bits.

It now had become chillingly clear why there was so
much wreckage about a planet of peaceful inhabi-
tants. The Akerian Empire’s arm was long indeed.
And as he watched, both ships turned, slowly,
languorously, to face the Voyager.
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CHAPTER
4

THERE WAS A HORRIBLE, SICK FEELING IN THE PIT OF
Janeway’s stomach. She knew what it was, recognized
it from many times before when it had made its
nauseating presence known. She had, once again,
been forced to witness the destruction of life. Once or
twice, she’d even looked into the face of the dying as
she’d fired the weapon that had ended the life. More
often, she’d watched a ship blow up, just as this small
Verunan scout had, from a distance. Familiarity made
it no easier, especially when it was coupled with the
dreadful thought, Was this my fault? Would this have
happened had I acted faster or differently?

She could not indulge in the luxury of guilt, not
now, not when the Akerian ships had trained their
terrible attention upon her ship and her crew.

“Open a hailing frequen—" she started to say, but
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the Akerian commander beat her to it. Without
warning, a helmeted face appeared on the screen. A
large, blocky shape that sat atop a pair of broad
shoulders, it gave little clue as to the nature of the
creature whose face it shielded. Metal horns affixed to
the top of the mask curved into sharp points, giving
the utilitarian helmet the grace note of a ceremonial
mask. The horns looked scarred; something had made
deep notches in them. Janeway was briefly reminded
of the old Earth tradition of armoring for battle. The
Akerians wore metal body protection as well as hel-
mets, undecorated for the most part save for swoop-
ing winglike tips that extended off the shoulders. The
mask, vague and featureless except for horizontal slits
at the areas where she presumed the eyes and mouth
were located, faced her directly.

“Attention, Viha Nata, the inhabitants of Veruna
Four, and the alien vessel who has trespassed into our
space.” The voice provided by the translator was
masculine. The background against which the words
sounded was harsh, rough, and snarling in a sharp
contrast to the rather purring, soft sounds of Vika
Nata’s voice.

“This is Linneas, first warrior of the Empirical
Exploratory Unit, commander of the Akerian vessel
Victory. Verunans, your continuous rebellion against
the might of the Akerian Empire grows troublesome.
We have been lenient, even merciful, but we will no
longer tolerate your interference. Make peace with
what gods you have, and prepare to suffer the same
fate as your scout ship. You have gone too far. Your
populace will be destroyed.

“Alien vessel, you have ignored our warning. You
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sought to interfere between us and those who bla-
tantly defied our rule. You have engaged in open
dialogue with our enemies. I offer you one last chance
to turn and vacate our space. If you do not, you, too,
shall be destroyed.”

“Silence audio,” said Janeway. Kim obliged. Safe in

the knowledge that Commander Linneas could not
hear, she asked with a grim smile, “If anyone has
anything to say, speak up now.”
- “Captain,” said Neelix anxiously, ‘“maybe our
shields will protect us. Maybe not. I suggest we take
advantage of the opportunity Commander Linneas
has given us to retreat.”

Janeway shook her head. “Unacceptable. We’ve
come this far to investigate that concavity, and I'm
not going to turn and run at the first sign of trouble.
Not when we know that the Akerians can get inside
and out of it safely. Mr. Tuvok, what’s the real risk to
that planet? Can that arrogant devil actually do what
he says he’ll do?”

“Perhaps not on the sweeping scale that he boasts,
but he certainly can do damage,” Tuvok answered.
“Viha Nata spoke of the Akerian ability to inflict
damage that resembled earthquakes. Given what we
have seen of Akerian technology, that is entirely
feasible. She also spoke of these earthquakes destroy-
ing ‘hatching pits.” If the Verunans are, as I suspect,
egg-laying creatures, targeting the hatching pits—the
eggs—ocould indeed drastically reduce the popula-
tion.”

Thoughts raced through Janeway’s mind. She could
feel the eyes of her senior officers upon her, knew
what they wanted her to do. Neelix certainly wanted
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to retreat. Others wanted to defend the gentle-
seeming Verunans against this violent enemy. Still
others saw in the huge “Sun-Eater” a way home. In
her mind’s eye, she saw again the little scout ship
being blown apart by the force of the Akerian’s
gravity-based weapon. She hadn’t acted in time to
save those six lives. Maybe she could act in time now
to save the lives of those who remained.

“Restore audio,” she said. She squared her shoul-
ders and faced the Akerian. “Commander Linneas, I
am Captain Kathryn Janeway, of the Federation
Starship Voyager. You must understand that, though I
do not wish to involve myself and my ship in your
affairs, compassion forbids me standing by and being
a silent partner to certain genocide. I offer myself as a
mediator. I have no political ties with either you
or the Verunans. Perhaps we can come to some sort
of_”

“Captain Janeway, you and your Voyager are in a
war zone where the only victor can be the Akerian
Empire.” Linneas’s voice was as cold and expression-
less as the mask he wore. I offered you the opportun-
ity to retreat. You have refused it. You must now
consider yourself an enemy of the empress Riva and
the Akerian Empire. We declare war on you as well.
Surrender at once.”

Linneas’s gall, especially in the face of the brutal
action he’d just ordered against the planet, angered
Janeway. She kept her voice calm, though, as she
replied, “So you can take our ship? I don’t think so.”

“Then face the consequences.” Abruptly, Linneas’s
masked visage disappeared.

Almost at once, the attacks came. Linneas’s vessel,
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the Victory, launched a gravity wave on Voyager.
Simultaneously, the second ship, which the computer
had translated as the Conguest, fired on the planet.

“Brace for impact,” commanded Janeway. She
didn’t know how badly the spatial distortion would
damage Voyager. She gritted her teeth and dug her
fingers into her chair, awaiting the blow.

The Voyager rocked slightly. That was all. Janeway
closed her eyes in relief. “Lieutenant Paris, keep an
eye on the planet. Mr. Tuvok, analysis.”

Tuvok told her what she wanted to hear. “The
Akerian weapon is kinetic and gravimetric in nature.
Our shields operate under the same gravimetric prin-
ciples as the Akerian weapons system. Both utilize
highly focused spatial distortions in combination
with localized graviton energy. The kinetic energy
produced by the directed wave was effectively dis-
persed. It simply washed over our shields—similar to
the action of water over an eggshell.”

“Who says you can’t fight fire with fire, eh, Mr.
Tuvok?” smiled Janeway. “Any chance that an in-
crease in power could damage the shields?”

“Highly doubtful. The shields would continue to
compensate. We are in no real danger from the
Akerians—unless of course they have other weapons
systems, such as directed energy.” He addressed the
statement to Neelix, lifting one slanted eyebrow.

“I’ve never heard of anything other than this,” said
Neelix. “This ‘gravity wave,” as you call it, has always
been enough for them.”

“All right then,” said Janeway, leaning forward in
her chair. Victory was no longer a threat, but Conquest
was still firing on the planet. She could see the
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shuddering of space as the Conquest fired. Her ship
safe, she could now get on with the job of helping
those people down there. “Mr. Paris, report.” b

Tom Paris’s face wore an unusually sober expres-
sion. “They’re taking massive hits, Captain. There are
at least three areas that have taken impacts equivalent
to 4.2 on the Richter scale.”

“Veruna Four is sending out a distress call,”
chimed in Kim. “Shall I open a frequency?”

Janeway shook her head. “I know what they’re
saying,” she replied. “And I’'m doing what I can.
Open a hailing frequency to the Conguest.”

Kim hit a few controls, then shook his head.
“Conquest not responding.”

Janeway rose and walked toward the view screen.
“Mr. Chakotay, fire a warning shot across their bow.
Let’s see if that will get their attention.”

“Aye, Captain,” replied the first officer. Red phaser
energy exploded in a sword of light in front of the
Congquest.

“Again,” commanded Janeway. “Closer this time.”

Chakotay obliged. The second phaser blast sliced
very near the strange, circular units affixed to its
front, like insectoid eyes.

“The Conquest has temporarily ceased firing on
Veruna Four,” announced Tuvok.

“Try to raise them again, Ensign,” said the captain,
folding her arms across her chest.

“No reply,” came Kim’s frustrated voice.

“Damn it,” hissed Janeway under her breath.
“What kind of game are they playing?”

“They might not think we’re serious,” suggested
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Paris. “We haven’t attacked them directly yet. Some-
times bullies only understand force.”

“An insightful comment, Mr. Paris, but I'm not
about to fire on a ship that can’t hurt us. I'm ready for
a fair fight any day, but so far all the Akerians have
done is to manage to get my Irish up. Try it again, Mr.
Kim.”

She had just started to turn around, intending to
head back to her chair, when the Victory began to
move closer. She paused in midstride and returned
to her position in front of the viewscreen.

“What are you up to, Linneas?” asked Janeway
softly.

As if in direct reply to her rhetorical question, the
six circles affixed to the Victory’s face suddenly
launched themselves in Voyager’s direction. Janeway
now saw clearly that they were small pod ships. She
didn’t know why, but suddenly the chilling image of a
shark moving languidly through cold blue depths,
remora fish affixed to its body swimming in silent
attendance, flashed into her mind.

“Captain, the Victory has just launched six small
pods—"’ began Tuvok.

“I see them, Mr. Tuvok. Any life-forms on board?”
She wondered if the Akerian culture was the sort to
embrace the concept of suicide runs.

“Impossible to tell. The graviton activity—"

“Is interfering with the sensors, I know.” Janeway
slapped at her comm badge. “Janeway to Engineer-
ing.”

“Torres here,” came the chief engineer’s voice.

“I want all possible power to the shields, Torres.
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And I want you to get someone on recalibrating the
sensors to operate through all this gravity confusion.
Without our sensors we’re blind. Understood?”

“Shields are at full power, Captain, and I'll put
someone on the sensors immediately.”

“Sooner, Torres. Janeway out.”

The little pods were approaching steadily. “Fire a
warning shot, Commander.”

A phaser blast screamed across the path of the six
approaching pods. There was no reaction from either
the pods or from the Akerian ships. Janeway did
notice with grim satisfaction that the Conguest had,
for the moment, ceased firing on the planet. It was
clearly waiting to see the outcome of the latest . ..
attack? Probe?

She didn’t want to fire on the pods without making
sure there was no one inside. They were so small that
one phaser blast would probably destroy them. She’d
have to wait, see what Linneas’s objective was in
launching the glistening black globes.

Janeway hated waiting.

The spheres came closer. “Five hundred kilometers
and closing,” said Tuvok.

“That’s more than close enough, whatever they are.
Paris, move us away from them.”

Swiftly Paris obliged. The ship eased to port, out of
the path of the incoming pod ships. “I don’t get it,”
said Paris. “They know how powerful our shields are.
Those things are going to bounce right off them.”

“Let’s hope you’re right, Lieutenant. Ensign, any
luck on clarifying those sensors?”

“Not yet, Captain.”

Slowly, continuing their inexorable approach, the
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six pods moved to form a hexagon. The space be-
tween them began to distort. They were linking them-
selves together by means of graviton beams, Janeway
realized. To what end?

“Captain, the pods are sending out a sort of tractor
beam. Unable to assess strength.” The voice was
Tuvok’s. “It is aimed at our shields, in the aft section
of our saucer.”

“Let’s keep them in sight,” ordered Janeway. The
video angle shifted, providing her and the rest of the
bridge with a clear picture of the area in question.
There was a slight flash of blue, then nothing.

“Shake them, Lieutenant,” she commanded.
Obediently, the helmsman took the ship down. The
pods followed as if their tractor beam were a tether.
Paris saw what she saw and instituted a more vigorous
attempt to break free. It did not work. Indeed, as
Janeway watched, her concern growing, the hexagon
formed by the linked pods moved rapidly closer to the
shields. There was a second flash of blue as the
hexagon fastened itself to Voyager’s shields, appar-
ently with no ill effects.

This is not good, thought Janeway with just a hint of
apprehension. “Ensign Kim, I want to know if there
are any life signs aboard those things now.”

The young man was keeping admirably cool,
sounding only a little flustered as he replied.
“Whoever’s in Engineering working on this is doing a
good job. It’s starting to clear up. I don’t think—
Captain!” All trace of coolness vanished. “They’re—
they’re eating our shields!”

Tuvok added his voice. “Ensign Kim’s assessment,
while unduly colorful, is essentially correct, Captain.
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They are managing to penetrate the shields and open
up a small gap by forcing the graviton field away from
the point of entry.”

Janeway listened, staring at the image of the six
little pods. Their action was invisible, but she had no
doubt that what Kim and Tuvok were reporting was
the truth.

“How big a hole?”

“Twelve meters—eighteen meters—twenty-four,”
counted Kim, fighting to keep his traitorous voice
under control.

“Get phasers on line,” ordered the captain. “I don’t
know what—"

At that moment, the Victory released a gravity
wave. Janeway saw the space distort around the
vessel, suddenly knew just why the pods had been sent
to perform their odd little task, and cried out, “Brace
for impa—"

A blow of enormous force buffeted the Voyager.
Janeway was hurtled sideways. She forced herself to
relax, to absorb the inevitable shock of striking the
floor of the bridge rather than fight it, just as she had
been trained to do since her Academy days. Even so,
her right shoulder hit the floor hard, and she felt
something tear. White-hot pain raced down her arm.
The bridge lights flickered, then returned.

Getting to her feet, she glanced around. Tuvok’s
nostrils trickled green blood from where his head had
slammed up against his console. Others had bruises or
cuts as well and were clearly shaken, but no one
seemed seriously injured.

" “Damage reports coming in,” managed Kim, gulp-
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ing. “Two dozen are reporting minor injuries, six
serious injuries. Damage to decks four through six in
sections ten through thirteen. Reading structural in-
tegrity field generator failure on deck eleven. Switch-
ing to backup systems on deck thirty-two. The warp
engines are off-line.”

“The hole in the shields is widening, Captain.”
Tuvok’s voice was slightly thick due to his injury, but
he appeared as calm as ever. His steadiness was a
rock, Janeway thought.

“The Conquest has resumed its attack on the plan-
et,” said Paris, “and the Victory is gearing up to fire
again.”

“Hard to port,” commanded Janeway, clutching
her injured shoulder for one brief, blessed second
before she removed her left hand. She gritted her
teeth against the pain. It would be easily treated once
she could get to sickbay. In the meantime, it was
demoralizing for any crew to see their captain in pain.
She could bluff it out.

She sank back in her chair and braced herself for
the fresh wave of agony as Tom Paris expertly pulled
the big ship, as she had commanded, very hard to
port. The second Akerian attack thudded harmlessly
against Voyager’s shields, and the ship trembled only
slightly from the impact.

“Captain, sensors have been able to ascertain that
there is no life on any of the six pods,” Kim an-
nounced with a hint of relieved triumph.

“Excellent.” Janeway leaned forward, her eyes
snapping. “Then let’s blow those things to kingdom
come.”
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She allowed herself a brief, ignoble flush of pleasure
as she anticipated the small, empty pods responsible
for the damage to her ship exploding with a single
phaser blast. The first one burst asunder, sending
fragments flying, just as she had envisioned, but then
something terrible and unexpected happened.

The one immediately beside the first destroyed pod
self-destructed. It blew up with considerably more
force, sending shards of slick black metal flying. The
space around it shuddered, and Janeway realized with
a sinking feeling what kind of trap they’d walked into
by firing on the first pod. The third followed suit
immediately, then the fourth, fifth, and sixth. Each
destructing pod emitted its own wave of gravitons,
forcing the shield open even further. By now, the hole
in the shields was enormous—a clear and easy target
for the Victory, who even now was hastening to
maneuver its bulk into position to fire.

“They were booby-trapped,” she cried. “They were
set to self-destruct and take more of our shields with
them! Mr. Paris, evasive action. I give you a free hand,
just keep us out of Victory’s sights. That ship’s too
fast, and it knows just where to hit us.”

“Aye, Captain,” responded the helmsman. Voyager
immediately dove. Paris had read her urgent tone of
voice correctly. There was little smoothness to his
maneuvers, but they did the job better than any sleek,
level movements would have. “The Conquest is con-
tinuing to fire on the planet.”

Another surge of pain hit Janeway as she moved.
She fought it back. There was no place for personal
physical pain aboard a starship bridge in battle, and
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like it or not, the Akerians had embroiled them in
one.

“We’re going in. Fire at both ships at your best
opportunity,” she commanded. Paris’s fingers flew
over the consoles. Voyager, with the speed of a preda-
tor, lined up Conquest in perfect range. Silently,
Janeway commended Paris. Again, he anticipated her
wishes. Either ship would have been a prime, and
indeed necessary, target, but the one that was actively
attacking innocent civilians got just a little higher
priority than the one that had attacked them person-
ally.

Tuvok fired. Red screamed across the space and hit
the Conquest solidly, connecting directly behind
where the now-infamous black pods were situated. Its
shields held.

“Again,” commanded Janeway. Tuvok obliged.
This time, Conquest took damage. There was an
explosion, and the ship veered off at a crazy angle.

At the same moment Voyager rocked from yet
another attack from the Victory, which was even now
racing around from their starboard side, trying to
position itself for an attack on the unprotected area of
the saucer.

Automatically Janeway reached to slap her comm
badge, wincing as the gesture sent red-hot torment up
and down her arm. Instead, she used her left hand.
“Bridge to Engineering. How long till we can repair
that hole?”” She didn’t ask the real question that raced
through her mind: Can the shield even be repaired.

To her surprise, it was Lieutenant Carey’s deep
voice that answered. “Not any time soon, Captain.
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The graviton polarity source generators have been
damaged. That attack knocked out one of the
millicochrane subspace field distortion amplifiers.
Torres is leading a crew and working on it now. Even
if she can repair it immediately, it’ll be at least
another hour before—"

The menacing form of Victory swung into view.
“Fire phasers,” snapped Janeway. Again, the phasers
screamed, doing no damage. Janeway didn’t need to
repeat the order; Tuvok fired again. This time, as with
the Congquest, the ship took a hit. It tumbled to port,
temporarily out of control. Janeway resisted the urge
to order another attack. Her job was to disable the
vessel, not destroy it.

“Captain, the Conquest has resumed its attack on
Veruna Four,” came Paris’s voice.

“Carey, tell B’Elanna to work at warp speed on
getting those shields back up. Tuvok, fire again. These
people just won’t quit, will they?”

“No,” said Neelix, although the question was rhe-
torical. “Those who’ve run afoul of them say they
never surrender and never flee.”

How reassuring, thought Janeway sarcastically, but
she said nothing. The pain in her shoulder was
screaming now. She’d need to get it looked at soon, or
else she wouldn’t be able to concentrate. She forced
back the torment. Tuvok fired yet again, directing the
phasers at the already damaged area. This time, the
damage was far greater. Congquest jagged to port,
spinning slowly, at last coming to a stop. It hung at an
odd angle, and any movement was clearly drift. It was
obviously now dead in space.
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Janeway swore softly. “Number of life-forms
aboard the Conquest?”

“Can’t get an exact number, but there are quite a—
Captain!” Kim glanced up. “The Victory’s shields just
went down. I’'m reading a transporter carrier wave.
My guess is they’re beaming their comrades from
Conguest aboard.” A heartbeat later, he reported,
“Victory’s shields are back up.”

“Let’s hail them, Mr. Kim.” She leaned back in her
chair, eyes still locked on the image of the ship on the
screen. “Maybe they’re willing to talk to us now.”

But the Akerians, just as Neelix had said, were not
about to surrender. They responded to the hail by
firing another wave. Janeway saw the twisting, invisi-
ble shimmer and cried, “Evasive action!”

Paris had beaten her to it, and the Voyager slammed
hard to starboard before the words had left her lips.
But fast as Paris was, he was not fast enough. The tail
of the wave hit the vast, open area engendered by the
pods, and another powerful blow slammed into the
ship. Janeway’s vision grew dim as the impact jarred
her wounded shoulder, and she fought like a tigress to
hang on to consciousness.

“Damage reports coming in from all over the ship,”
said Kim. “Engineering reports a coolant leak in the
primary warp core. We’re venting plasma from the
port nacelle. Engineering is responding.”

On the view screen, their enemy appeared to be
using this final volley as a distraction. It veered off
speedily but not going immediately into warp. For a
moment Janeway wondered if it would seek refuge in
Sun-Eater. Instead the vessel peeled off in another
direction entirely.
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“Of course,” she said, continuing her train of
thought aloud, “it can’t go into Sun-Eater, not now.
We damaged its shields. Until they repair them, the
gravity well would crush them.” She took a deep
breath. She’d have to go to sickbay soon, but she
couldn’t leave the bridge just yet.

“Cancel red alert.” At once the bridge’s lights
brightened and the pulsing crimson beat ceased. “Try
to raise the planet, Mr. Kim.”

A pause as Kim attempted to hail. “Not respond-
ing, Captain.”

Damn, Janeway thought. “Keep at it.”

“Torres to bridge.”

“Janeway here. What’s going on down there,
B’Elanna?”

“The coolant leak has been locked down, but the
warp engines are going to be off-line for a few more
hours.” The disgust was evident in her voice. Janeway
smiled slightly. B’Elanna Torres took any fault in her
engines personally. “Lieutenant Carey’s taking care
of that. My crew and I are making good progress on
the field distortion amplifiers, though. We should be
able to have full shielding capability back within
eighty minutes.”

“Excellent, Torres. Good work. Janeway to sick-
bay.”

“Sickbay,” came the doctor’s annoyed voice. “Cap-
tain, I’ve got twenty-seven people in here, some with
severe injuries. Kes has her hands full and so do L
May I ask what—7?"’

“I’ll tell you myself in a few moments when I’'m
down in sickbay,” Janeway soothed. “No casualties?”
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“Only my nerves,” replied the hologram.

Janeway smiled. “I promise, Doctor, I—"

“Captain,” interrupted Kim, pleasure on his golden
face, “Veruna Four is hailing us!”

Relief vied with apprehension as Janeway replied,
“On screen.”

The graceful, composed visage of Vika Nata again
appeared on the screen. This time, though, she was
surrounded by rubble and scenes of wreckage. Her
own face was bruised and cut, her clothing stained
and torn. Behind her, her people bustled with activity.
Janeway saw many limp, torn bodies being carried off
to sounds of mourning and cries of fear. She’d known
to expect this scene, but it moved her deeply nonethe-
less.

“Captain Janeway,” said the Verunan, her voice
deep and laden with grief. “Thank you. We know that
you tried to defend us, indeed succeeded. Had the
Akerians been permitted to continue bombarding our
poor planet, they would have left nothing behind. We
are grateful.”

“I’m pleased to see you well, Vika Nata,” said
Janeway sincerely. “Can you tell us”— What? Jane-
way thought, with an uncharacteristic flash of bitter-
ness, How many of your people died? How much of
your civilization lies in ruins?>—*“the extent of the
damage to Veruna Four?”

“We cannot yet know for certain, but the casualties
number in the thousands,” replied the Viha soberly.
“And that is not counting the two hatching pits, filled
with dozens of our unhatched younglings, that have
been obliterated.” She paused, fighting for composure
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and losing it. Great tears welled in her eyes, made wet
furrows down the fine fur of her face. “Three of the
dead are two of my daughters and my mate of twenty
turns.”

“Viha, 1 am sorry,” breathed Janeway. The words
sounded so useless, but she hoped the Verunan elder
knew she meant them. “We can best help you if we
understand the situation with the Akerian ships. We
rendered one dead in space. The second one fled, but
not into Sun-Eater, as we expected. Do you have any
idea where it has gone?”

Viha Nata looked so lost and forlorn, Janeway
ached to comfort her. The captain didn’t even want to
think how she’d hold together had she undergone
what Nata had just suffered—her people slain by the
thousands, her husband and children lying dead
somewhere, and she, because of her duties, unable to
go and properly mourn their loss. With the strength
that had made her the leader of her kind, Nata
composed herself and answered.

“This star system is not their home. They are
strangers here. They have a base inside Sun-Eater, but
their home planet lies in another system a few light-
years from here. Where, we do not know; we cannot
travel at the speed of the light. I suspect that Linneas
has taken the Victory there for repairs.”

“And from what we’ve been able to determine
about Sun-Eater, Linneas would not have been able to
communicate with the base inside.”

Hope flickered on Nata’s exhausted face. “They
will not return for hours, certainly, perhaps not even
for days. Thank you again, Captain Janeway. You
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have bought us time—the most precious thing in the
world to us now.”

Janeway conjured a mental picture of the system’s
sun being drained of its hydrogen as if by some
celestial vampire and knew that despite the Verunan’s
kind words, time was running out.



CHAPTER
S

JANEWAY DISCOVERED, AS SHE ENTERED SICKBAY, THAT
the doctor had not exaggerated. The place was
crammed with patients. The most seriously wounded
occupied the three beds and the biobed, and a few
others sat on the chairs in the doctor’s office. Even so,
many who were bleeding or who clearly had injuries
that were far from trivial had to sit on the floor or
even stand. The captain’s first instinct was to let
others proceed ahead of her. Had the crisis truly been
over, she probably would have followed that instinct.
But the ship was still in danger, even though that
danger was not immediate, and she would better serve
her crew if she didn’t feel as though any sudden
movement would cause her to pass out.

“Captain!” Kes’s soft, lyrical voice was filled with
concern. The slim young Ocampa female approached
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. Janeway quickly. There was blood on her leaf green
outfit and slender hands, Janeway noticed. But the
girl’s large blue eyes were strong and steady. None of
this had shaken her. “What happened?”

“I took a tumble on the bridge,” Janeway ex-
plained. “I know something tore, but I’'m not sure just
how bad it is.” Gently, the nurse laid cool fingers
along Janeway’s arm, probing. Despite herself,
Janeway hissed in pain. Kes grimaced in apologetic
sympathy and indicated a bed that was still occupied.

The holographic doctor was just finishing up. He
ran the scanner up and down the patient’s leg, his eyes
fastened on the readings given by his medical
tricorder. He did not look up, but he was aware of his
captain’s presence.

“And here she is in the flesh, Captain Rough and
Ready herself,”” he snapped. “And what new, exciting
adventure have you embroiled us in this time, Cap-
tain?”

After the tense battle on the bridge, the doctor’s
sarcasm was a refreshing breath of normalcy. Others
might find his taut, strident attitude irritating, but at
this moment it was music to Janeway’s ears. She
could feel the knot in her belly, that cold hardness
that had been there since the little Verunan vessel had
hurtled out of the concavity, starting to untie.

She rejoined in kind. “Defending gentle dinosaurs
against faceless aliens who live in a giant black hole.”
Close enough.

His dark eyes met hers for just a moment, then
lowered again to the tricorder. ‘“My fault for asking,”
he sighed. Addressing the young man on the table, he
announced brusquely, ‘““You’re fine. You may return
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to duty now.” The man hurriedly vacated the bed,
seemingly relieved at the thought of returning to
perhaps a second battle rather than remaining under
the good doctor’s scrutiny for a moment longer.

With a smile and whisper of soft fabric, Kes had
gone, leaving the captain to the doctor. There were
other patients she needed to help. Janeway eased
herself onto the bed. “During the battle I took a spill.
I tore something in my right shoulder, maybe did
something else to it as well.”

The doctor nodded absently. His instruments
whirred softly as he ran the scanner down her arm.
“Torn ligaments and a hairline fracture of the humer-
us. Nothing serious.” He reached for an instrument,
activated it, and shone the warm red light on the
injured area. At once Janeway felt the pain begin to
recede.

“I’ve noticed some other injuries that are harder to
explain. Two people,” he nodded over at the other
beds, “suffered internal injuries. They bled from all
orifices, but there was nothing to indicate a direct
blow. Just what kind of battle were we in?”

“We were struck by a very powerful gravity wave.
Your patients suffered from a brief intensification of
the gravity surrounding their bodies—from one g to,
I’d guess, maybe three. There were no casualties, were
there?”

“Negative. They were in a lot of pain, and there was
some damage, but they’ll be fine.”

“I wasn’t kidding about the dinosaurs,” she contin-
ued, watching him work. “Well, at least not much.
We’ve encountered a bipedal sauroid race that’s pres-
ently under attack. We were defending them when we
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were attacked by the gravity wave weapon.” Her face
sobered as she recalled Viha Nata’s plight. “They’ve
suffered terrible tragedy. I’d like to do what we can to
aid them. I know our supplies aren’t unlimited, but
when the dust settles with the Akerians, perhaps we
could assist them in tending to their wounded.”

_The doctor snorted. “So now I’m to play nursemaid
to dragons, hmm? Well, it will be an interesting
challenge, if nothing else.” The pain had completely
vanished. Janeway reached to rub her shoulder, flexed
it experimentally.

“Good as new. Thank you, Doctor.”

She slipped off the bed, yielding it to a pretty, pale
young ensign who had a vicious rip down her face.
Janeway took comfort in the knowledge that even in
the crowded sickbay, everyone would receive atten-
tion and recover completely. There would be no such
* luck for the unfortunate inhabitants of Veruna Four,
Janeway thought as she stepped into the turbolift.

Tom Paris’s eyes were red and full of grit. He was
exhausted, just like everyone else present. He sighed
and rubbed at his itchy eyes, trying to get them to
clear.

I know this conference room better than I do my own
quarters, he mused without humor. Stifling a yawn, he
forced himself to sit forward on his chair rather than
slumping back. It was easier to stay awake that way.

““Status reports, everyone,” requested Janeway. She
looked alert and on top of things as usual. Idly, Paris
wondered how she managed it. “B’Elanna, how’s
Engineering coping with everything?”

The half-Klingon grimaced, the gesture making her
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face look more Klingon and less human than it
normally appeared. “Not as well as I'd like, but
frankly as well as can be expected. The good news is,
we’ve managed to repair the graviton polarity source
generators. The shields should be up to full strength
within the hour. The bad news is, we won’t be going
anywhere fast anytime soon. We’ll need at least six
more hours to repair the warp engines. As for the
structural damage to decks eleven through fourteen,
I’ve got crews working on it.”

Janeway looked relieved and waved a hand reassur-
ingly. “The shields are the most important thing. We
don’t need warp drive at the moment. Six hours will
do. I’ve just been down to sickbay myself, so I can
report on that situation. I saw nothing that the good
doctor won’t be able to handle. We got off damn
lucky.” Her face hardened. “We’ll have to see to it
that this doesn’t happen again. Now,” she said, lean-
ing forward and lacing her fingers together on the
table, “I would like to bring Viha Nata in on the rest
of this conversation. She might be able to tell us more
about the concavity they call Sun-Eater and about the
Akerians. Any objections?”

She glanced around the room, catching and holding
every officer’s eyes. Paris thought she held his gaze
unusually long, and he was glad there wasn’t a
telepath in the room. He felt sorry for Viha Nata and
her people, naturally. Who wouldn’t? But there was
something about that serpentine head, the elongated
muzzle, that . . . well, that gave him the creeps. He’d
never liked reptiles, whether they walked, crawled,
slithered on their stomachs, or stood upright wearing
clothes and talking. He held his tongue nonetheless. If
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the captain wanted to talk to these ... could one
really call them “people™? . . . then it wasn’t his place
to nay-say her as long as they didn’t pose a threat.

“Captain, are you proposing beaming her on
board?” Tuvok’s question held a slight—oh, so very
slight—trace of disapproval.

“Certainly not. I don’t want to contaminate this
culture any further than we have already. But she can
be privy to this meeting via viewscreen. She’s seen our
bridge. I doubt there’s anything in this conference
room more revealing.”

Tuvok dipped his head in graceful concession.
“With that stipulation, I see no reason not to have her
input on this situation.”

Nobody else voiced any problem. Paris noted that
Chakotay even looked eager to have the Viha as a
participant. Janeway reached forward and activated
the viewscreen on the table.

The alien visage flashed on the screen—huge yel-
low eyes, pointy muzzle, strange shock of white hair.
Paris thought he did an admirable job of hiding his
dislike. He forced his face to remain neutral as the
creature started speaking.

“Thank you, Captain, for agreeing to this audience.
I will do whatever I can to assist you and your crew.”

“Are you certain this isn’t keeping you from more
pressing duties, Viha?”’ asked Janeway.

Viha Nata shook her head. “I am but one individu-
al. The need here on Veruna Four now is for many
helping hands. I can best serve my people by sharing
the knowledge housed in this old head with those who
have so valiantly fought the Akerians on our behalf.”

The captain opened her mouth as if to contest the
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Verunan’s last statement, then apparently decided to
let it slide. “Let me briefly introduce my officers: This
is my first officer, Commander Chakotay; Chief Engi-
neer B’Elanna Torres; Security Officer Lieutenant
Tuvok; Chief of Operations Ensign Harry Kim; and
here on my left is Lieutenant Tom Paris.” The intro-
ductions over, she leaned toward the Viha, all busi-
ness now. “You say the Akerians have a base in
Sun-Eater. Do you know if it takes them anywhere? Is
it a tunnel of sorts?”

Again, the Viha shook her head. “We know they go
in and they go out. Our five scouts who died so
bravely apparently discovered much on their fatal
mission. Unfortunately, the transmission was lost to
us shortly after reception. We did not have time to
interpret the data for which they gave their lives.”

“Well, then, Viha, I’ve got a surprise for you,” said
Janeway. “We did get the data. We’ll be more than
happy to transmit it to you after the meeting. For
now, Mr. Kim, can you summarize?”

Beaming, Kim sat up straighter, occasionally con-
sulting the PADD in front of him. “We got both visual
and audio from the scout ship but not very much of
either. There was a lot of interference.” He reached
forward and activated the program on the viewscreen.
Viha Nata’s face blipped out to be replaced by a
strange oblong shape that resembled a planet—
provided it was viewed inside a fun house mirror.

“We have no records of the ship’s entrance into the
concavity. I'd guess sensors, maybe even visual, were
too confused to record any useful information. This
... hole, for want of a better term, is enormous.
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That’s not just a base in there, Captain—that’s a
whole planet.”

Paris whistled softly.

“The hole’s gravitational pressure is strong enough
to distort light, as you can see here, making all the
images themselves appear contorted. That’s what
makes me think the concavity is not simply a worm-
hole, but something more complicated. Normal space
would not be distorted, and a true black hole wouldn’t
permit any light at all. What we can see here and what
the audio confirms is that there are the ruins of some
sort of ancient civilization on this planet.”

Kim enlarged the picture, leaned forward, and
pointed a finger at some puckers and shapes on the
distorted planet face. “These,” and he indicated a
couple of dome-shaped objects, ““are constructs that
have been erected by the Akerians—for the purpose
of housing Verunan slaves.” His face was somber.

“Slaves? For what?” demanded B’Elanna. “What
could they possibly want on a destroyed planet?”

“Information,” said Janeway. ‘“Under that kind of
gravitational pressure, excavation of the planet would
be a long, difficult, dangerous job. Am I right, Mr.
Kim?”

Kim nodded. “That is what the three rescued
Verunans said.”

“How many more remain?” asked Chakotay.

Kim shrugged. “The ones the scout crew managed
to rescue had no idea how many others were left.
Shortly after the rescue, the scout ship apparently
tripped some sort of sensor alarm. The Victory and
the Conguest appeared shortly afterward. The scout
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ship fled—and the rest we know.” He deactivated the
program, and the Viha’s face returned to the screen.

“This still doesn’t tell us if there’s a wormhole in
there or not,” said Chakotay.

Tuvok cocked an eyebrow. “The fact that it was not
mentioned would appear to indicate that there was
not one present within the concavity.”

“Not necessarily,” commented Paris, leaning for-
ward. “We already know that the graviton activity this
far away from the concavity is interfering with our
sensors. We can only imagine how bad it would be in”
the heart of the thing. Maybe the scouts didn’t report
it because they weren’t able to determine that it was
there.”

“Or it wasn’t important to them,” put in Chakotay.

“That is correct, Commander,” the Viha con-
firmed. “Our people went in to discover information
about the base and the Akerians with an eye to
fighting them—and, now that we know they exist, to
freeing our enslaved brethren. We care nothing for
wormholes—only our own survival,”

Mentally, Paris shrugged. It was unfortunate from
Voyager’s standpoint, but it made sense.

Janeway sighed and drummed her fingers lightly on
the table for a moment. “Ordinarily, I'd send in a
probe. But its sensors would be just as confused as the
ship’s sensors are.”

“Plus the sheer gravimetric force would crush it,”
added Torres.

The captain nodded her agreement.

Kim spoke up. “According to the transmission,
uneither the Victory nor the Conquest fired on the scout
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ship. It was only after it entered normal space that the
Akerians mounted an attack.”

“Viha Nata,” said the Vulcan, leaning forward to
address the viewscreen, “was your scout ship
equipped with weapons of any sort?”

“Yes,” answered the Viha. “Poor things in compari-
son to your weaponry, of course, but we, too, know
how to harness the red lightning.”

“You have directed energy technology?” asked Par-
is, the question bursting out before he could censor it.

“Yes, indeed, Lieutenant Par-is.” Beneath the artifi-
cial voice created by the computer, Tom could hear
the real sounds of Vika Nata’s voice stumbling over
the pronunciation of his name. “It is part of the gift of
knowledge granted by the Ancestors. We have forgot-
ten much of what they left for us. We had no need of
so much of it, you see. At least,” she amended sadly,
“until the coming of the Akerians and the growth of
Sun-Eater.”

“The Akerians clearly have a very effective weapon
in their gravity wave,” said Tuvok. “And apparently,
the small scout ship was not weaponless either. Yet
neither antagonist fired a weapon while inside Sun-
Eater. This would seem to indicate that it would be
unsafe to engage in any sort of energy manipulation
while inside Sun-Eater, be it firing weapons or even
attempting to use the transporter.”

Janeway nodded. “What we’ve heard from Mr.
Kim appears to substantiate your hypothesis, Mr.
Tuvok.”

“We know something else,” said Chakotay. “Both
the Akerian vessels and the small Verunan scout had
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sufficient shield strength to protect them from the
gravity inside Sun-Eater. Viha Nata,” he said, turning
toward the viewscreen, “you have expressed interest
in rescuing your people.”

“Indeed, Commander. That is a top priority.” Vika
Nata’s voice was crisp and hard. The large eyes
narrowed with determination.

“Captain, may I make a suggestion?” asked the first
officer. Janeway nodded that he might proceed.
“Viha, your people would be safe from attack while
inside Sun-Eater, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes,” said the Viha cautiously. She, like everyone
else, was clearly wondering what Chakotay was get-
ting at.

“It’s when you leave Sun-Eater, when the Akerian
ships are free to attack, that your ships would be in
danger.”

“I see,” said Janeway. ‘“You’re suggesting that we
provide cover for them while they go in and rescue
their people.”

“And,” finished Chakotay, “while one of us goes in
with them to see if the verteron emanations really do
indicate a wormhole.”

Paris felt hope stir within him. He saw it reflected in
the tired faces that encircled the table, in the sudden
tautness with which the officers sat a little straighter.
And he wondered if he really wanted to go home after
all, home to prison, albeit a scenic one in New
Zealand.

But Viha Nata was shaking her head. ““It would be a
fine plan, but unfortunately the only ship with enough
shield strength to withstand the jaws of Sun-Eater was
the scout vessel.”
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“You don’t have any other ships with shields?”
Kim’s disappointment made the question sound like
an accusation.

“We learned the shielding technique from a disa-
bled Akerian vessel only recently,” the Viha ex-
plained. “There was no time to implement it in other
vessels. We were uncertain even if it would work.”

“There goes that idea,” said Paris glumly.

Janeway looked thoughtful. “Not necessarily. We
could go into Sun-Eater and find out for ourselves.”

“l do not think it would be prudent,” Tuvok
advised. “There can be no doubt that, if there are
more Akerian vessels at this base, and we must
assume that there are, they would perceive it as an
attack.”

“My thoughts exactly, Vulcan!” piped up Neelix.
“We should not put this vessel directly at risk. I don’t
think anyway.”

“I seem to recall a certain Talaxian saying that the
Akerians never surrender and never flee,” said Paris
archly.

Neelix didn’t miss a beat. “‘And delighted I am to
be wrong. Absolutely delighted.”

“But would it even matter?” chimed in Kim. “I
mean, if there is a wormhole in there, and all the
evidence we’ve gathered seems to indicate that there
is, then we’d simply go through it.”

“Mr. Kim,” replied Tuvok, “I did not think I
needed to remind you that there is only a one in four
chance that this wormhole will lead to the Alpha
Quadrant.”

Kim ducked his head, blushing. Paris felt a wave of
sympathy. Harry was a good kid. A little overeager,
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perhaps, but his enthusiasm had made Paris’s day
more than once. He didn’t like to see Harry getting
slapped down, even if it was by a Vulcan who cer-
tainly didn’t mean it as a personal attack.

“But even the Beta Quadrant would cut down our
time immensely,” said Paris, defending his friend.
“That means it’s a fifty-fifty shot.”

“And even if there is no wormhole,” said Chakotay,
“we know that we are more than able to defend
ourselves against the Akerians as long as we don’t let
those pods attach themselves to our shields a second
time. I say we go in.”

Everyone else seemed in agreement, and Tuvok
raised an eyebrow and nodded, yielding to the will of
the majority. Neelix alone looked thoroughly unhap-
py with the decision.

“Captain,” came the Viha’s voice. “If you have
decided to enter Sun-Eater, may we ask that you
attempt to rescue our people?”’

Janeway looked apologetic. “Viha, much as we
sympathize with your cause, such direct involvement
would have to be looked on by the Akerians as an act
of war. And that, we’re not prepared to do. I'm
sorry.”

Viha Nata lowered her head. Even Paris felt a
twinge of sympathy for the strange-looking creature.

Chakotay spoke up. “Captain, we could take a few
of them in under our shields. That way, we’d be
providing protection from the gravimetric force with-
out openly engaging in the rescue mission.”

Janeway considered this. “B’Elanna, would extend-
ing our shields to cover the Verunan ships put an
undue strain on them?”
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The half-Klingon engineer shook her dark head.
“Negative, Captain. Not once they’re up to full
strength.”

Janeway straightened in her chair, fixing her officers
with a hawk’s gaze. “I’d like to help these people
where we can,” she announced. “Passive shielding
could help them transport innocent people to safety
without jeopardizing our ship or our own mission to
explore the concavity. Your opinions?”

“Captain, if we are successful, we would not be
returning,” Tuvok pointed out.

The captain’s face hardened. “It would cost us
nothing but a little time to escort them back out, see
them safely to Veruna Four, and reenter Sun-Eater.
I’m willing to give them that time.”

“Captain,” and Chakotay’s smooth voice was som-
ber, “we will be abandoning them to the wrath of the
Akerians. Do you wish to rescue them, then leave
them to their fate?”

Viha Nata spoke up before Janeway could reply.
“Commander Chakotay, we do not expect you to fight
our battles for us—even though you could win them
and we cannot. It is not your sun that is dying by the
day. It is not your children who die huddled in their
shells. It is not your planet that now reeks of decay as
the temperature warms by the hour. You have already
frightened our enemies away, something that even the
most idealistic of us never dreamed possible. Cer-
tainly, they will return. Certainly, they will destroy
us, and even if they do not, only a few more genera-
tions of Verunans will survive on this besieged planet
of ours.

“The question is not if we will die. It is when and
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how. We ask that you help us to die with honor, die
resisting to the last, with our stolen people brought
home to be reunited, however briefly, with their loved
ones. It is better to die free than to die a slave. That
will be enough. We cannot and will not ask you for
more.”

Paris wasn’t sure if the words were meant to cause
guilt or to alleviate it, but he knew that he sure as hell
felt guilty. Then again, it was a feeling that was no
stranger to him. He’d endured that emotion often
throughout his checkered career. He glanced furtively
around to gauge the reaction of his fellows. Kim
looked miserable. Everyone else, with the expected
exception of Tuvok, also looked uncomfortable to
various degrees.

Janeway broke the awkward silence. “Then we’re
agreed. Very well, Viha Nata, we’ll escort your ships
into Sun-Eater. Now, on to other matters. First of all,
I plan to transport over to the damaged Akerian vessel
and see what we can glean from their computer that
might help us. Mr. Kim, I’d like you to accompany
me.”

“Request permission to also be part of the away
team,” said Torres. Her dark eyes were snapping with
enthusiasm. She was never happier than when she was
with her beloved engines, mused Paris; she seemed
more at home with them than with people. He
couldn’t think of anything that would interest her
more than getting her hands on a totally alien engi-
neering system.

“Request granted,” said Janeway, “but you’re to
report back to the Voyager as soon as you can. I need
you to get everything back on-line. And when that’s
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done, I’'m going to send you down to the planet to
look at the Verunan vessels. We'll see if we can’t beef
them up a little bit, get them operating at peak
efficiency when we go into that concavity.”

Both B’Elanna and Nata expressed pleased sur-
prise. “Captain, thank you! We would welcome
Torres’s expertise more than you can know.”

“Lieutenant, I’d like you to go with her.”

It took Paris a full five seconds to realize that she
was talking to him. His gut clenched. “Me, Captain?”

A peculiar smile curved Janeway’s lips. “You, Lieu-
tenant. I want you to take a look at the ships, see what
they’re capable of doing. Talk to the pilots. Get to
know them. When we go into Sun-Eater, I want you in
the shuttlecraft leading them.”

Talk to the pilots. Get to know them. Great, just
great.

He didn’t hide his expression as clearly as he’d
hoped. A furrow creased his captain’s forehead. “Do
you have a problem with that, Lieutenant?”

“No, no,” he hastened to reply. “No problem
whatsoever.”

“Good. Now, I think—”

“Captain,” interrupted Chakotay, “request permis-
sion to accompany Torres and Paris.”

She looked at him searchingly. “I need you here,
Mr. Chakotay.”

“I think ...” The big man glanced over at the
image of the reptilian alien on the viewscreen. “There
are many things about the Verunan culture that
intrigue me. I’d like to learn more about it.”

Janeway sighed. “Commander, we are in a rather
difficult position, not to mention dangerous. I under-
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stand that the Verunan culture must be fascinating,
but—"

“Captain, there are many aspects of it that are
similar to my own. I might know how to ask questions
that generate clearer answers than ones anyone else
might suggest.” He paused, gathering his words.
“Viha Nata, correct me if I’'m wrong, but your people
have a strong oral tradition, don’t they? The past is
preserved, passed along from person to person
through tales and stories.”

Viha Nata nodded. “Quite correct, Commander.
There are other means of recording events, but we
have found this most suitable for us.”

He glanced triumphantly over at Janeway, then
took another leap. “You personify the concavity—
call it Sun-Eater. But you know it’s not alive, cor-
rect?”

“Of course not. But even things that are not alive
have spirits that should be honored.”

“Captain, many Native American tribes share that
sentiment. I understand that a sun can be a huge ball
of burning hydrogen, yet have a spirit. I think like the
Verunans. That can only be an asset. If we analyze
their tales, their mythos—"

“—We might find some cold, hard realities that
could help us,” finished Janeway, her face beginning
to share some of the excitement of Chakotay’s. “Very
well, Commander. You may join them. Now, let’s
start putting these plans into action. Mr. Tuvok, the
bridge is yours. Ensign Kim, prepare to send Viha
Nata the communication from the downed ship.
Everyone else, to your stations.”

Viha Nata’s image disappeared. Everyone rose at
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once, chattering among themselves. Paris lingered
behind, gathering his thoughts and not wishing to talk
with anyone else.

But it was not to be. Janeway waited for him
outside, walked with him across the bridge, and
accompanied him into the elevator. “Transporter
room two,” she instructed.

Paris stood quietly, his hands behind his back.
“Something’s bothering you about this, Tom. What is
it? Do you find their appearance repugnant?”

“Is it that obvious?”

Janeway smiled kindly. “If you know what to look
for,” she answered gently.

Paris shrugged, feeling awkward and defensive. “I
won’t let it interfere with my duties if that’s what
you’re worried about.”

“Of course you won’t. You’re a good officer. It’s
natural to be uncomfortable around races that we’re
not familiar with, especially ones that appear unat-
tractive to our human aesthetics. You’ll get used to it
over time.”

“It’s foolish. I just. .. they’re like overgrown liz-
ards or something.”

Janeway smiled a small, secret smile. “I happen to
like lizards myself.”
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CHAPTER
6

HARRY KIM HATED HIS ENVIROSUIT.

Intellectually, he understood and appreciated its
many protective functions. He was aware of how
much lighter, efficient, and maneuverable it was com-
pared to the bulky “space suits” of the early space-
flight era. And he knew that it was without question a
necessity; his examination of conditions aboard the
Conguest had established that beyond doubt.

But all that didn’t mean he had to like it. It made
him feel confined, trapped in its head-to-toe swath of
protective material. The gravity boots on his feet, here
in the one g gravity of Voyager, felt unbelievably
awkward. A quick glance over at B’Elanna Torres
showed that the chief engineer, too, disliked the
necessity of the suit. But it was the only way they
would be able to survive on the Akerian vessel.
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He was nowhere near as wide-eyed, as fragile and
green, as he had been when he first boarded Voyager.
But he couldn’t even fake the calm, steady move-
ments of his captain and the security guard, both of
whom were old hats at this sort of thing. They were
about to board a hostile alien vessel that had no life-
support on it for the purpose of obtaining informa-
tion they didn’t have from computers they’d never
seen.

Harry Kim couldn’t not be at least a little bit
excited.

Moving slowly and awkwardly, the four crew mem-
bers positioned themselves on the transporter pads.
The security guard checked his phaser and held it at
the ready. Janeway, Torres, and, belatedly, Kim
turned on their wristlights.

Kim’s heart began to pound hard as Janeway or-
dered, “Energize.”

An instant later, they stood on an alien bridge.
They had been right to come fully prepared, Kim
thought to himself as he glanced around. This place
was a wreck. Lights flickered on and off in a discon-
certing, random pattern. Kim moved his wristlight
about, revealing an enormous room filled with hard,
black, practical-looking furnishings and consoles.
There was little of Voyager's sleek grace apparent
here. Like the outside, the bridge of the Conquest
bespoke brutal efficiency.

Right now, though, that brutal efficiency had been
broken by Voyager’s attack. Smoke obscured Kim’s
vision, wafting past in a thick, slow cloud. The ends of
wires bobbed, floating like tendrils of sea anemones.
The one thing of surprising, powerful beauty was the
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enormous panorama of space that greeted them when
they turned around. The entire bow section of the
bridge faced a sheer wall of stars. Kim guessed it was
about four stories high and comprised the wall. The
beautiful sight of open space it afforded was little
short of stunning and strangely incongruous with the
sinister feel of the rest of the bridge.

Janeway hit her comm badge. “Janeway to Voyager.
Transportation was successful. We’re on the bridge
right now.”

“We will continue to monitor you from here, Cap-
tain,” came Tuvok’s reassuring voice.

Kim’s eyes narrowed. In front of him was a large
globule of liquid. It appeared very dark in this erratic,
subdued lighting. Frowning curiously, he automati-
cally reached to touch it with a gloved hand. It burst
into several smaller globes, each of which floated off.

“Captain, there appears to be some kind of leak,”
he said. Leak from what?

At the sound of his voice, Janeway turned to regard
him. Behind the clear plastic of her face mask, he saw
her eyes focus on something slightly above and be-
hind him. She opened her mouth to speak, raised her
hand to point.

At that moment, something bumped into his left
shoulder. Startled, he whirled around, the movement
initiating as swift and sure and degenerating to slow
and clumsy in the zero g.

He came face-to-face with a floating corpse. The
mask covering the dead features hovered mere inches
from his own. Kim gasped and instinctively jerked
backward. The movement set him off balance, and for
what felt like an eternity, he flailed. Then Janeway’s
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hand was there on his elbow, steadying him. Her face
was compassionate, and Kim knew that his own
radiated his shocked surprise and horror. He’d seen
and examined bodies before, but the whole situation
here was so surreal, like something right out of a
nightmare. He realized with a second jolt of sick
dismay that the floating globule he’d put his hand
through was no “leak”—at least, not one from the
ship. That and the other many balls of dark liquid
currently twirling lazily through the zero g atmos-
phere had been the blood of the dead Akerians.

For just a second, Kim hyperventilated. His
captain’s hand was strong. He caught his breath,
calmed himself, and nodded to her. “I'm okay.”

She nodded her own head in acknowledgment.
“I’'m glad you’re here to see this, Harry.” Her voice
was soft, laden with accepted regret. “This,” and she
gestured to the dead, floating in their damaged vessel,
“is the real aftermath of battle.”

Torres, who had been examining equipment,
turned to regard Janeway.

“They fired on us first, Captain. You were down in
sickbay, you saw the sort of damage they could have
inflicted if we’d let them.”

“Pm not saying we didn’t do the right thing.”
Janeway paused, her blue eyes taking in the scene.
“We had no choice. I'm only saying that every action
has a result. We made this. We must not ever forget
how devastating the consequences of our behavior
can be. Carry on.”

Kim swallowed hard. He was able to look squarely
at the corpse now, still shamefully glad that its face,
whatever it may have looked like, was covered by the
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warrior’s helmet. Kim didn’t feel up to gazing into
dead, accusing eyes at the moment. From what he
could tell of the Akerian encased in the armor in
which he had died, their race was bipedal, vaguely
human shaped with regard to the proportion and
placement of arms and legs. The head, though, if the
helmet was an accurate indication, was enormous.
When he was a child, he had adored tales of the Greek
gods. The dead being floating in front of him re-
minded him of the story of the Minotaur—a miscon-
ceived creature with the body of a man and the head
of a bull. Perhaps it was simply the size of the head
and the placement of the ornamental horns that
decorated the metal helmet, but once the idea had
occurred to Kim, he couldn’t shake it.

“Im picking up energy sources, Captain.”
B’Elanna was all cool efficiency. Kim admired her
calm detachment even as he knew he’d never be able
to fathom it. “The readings seem to be emanating
from below and behind the bridge area. Permission to
locate them?”

“Granted. Take Lieutenant Frazier with you, and
report back immediately upon arrival. Watch your
step. This ship wasn’t designed for humanoids.”
Torres nodded her understanding. She and the big
security guard moved off slowly toward the stern of
the bridge, toward what appeared at first glance to be
a steep dropoff but proved to have rungs and bars for
gripping.

Kim flipped open his own tricorder and regarded it.
Its readings indicated, thankfully, that the computer
system was still up and running, at least partially. He
didn’t relish the thought of trying to reboot an entire
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alien computer system. The console ahead and to his
right seemed to be the least damaged. Lights blinked
on and off. The general lighting still blitzed in and
out, though, and it was rapidly giving Kim a head-
ache.

Time enough to see the doctor when you get back.
Right now, focus on the job, Harry.

He stepped forward, glancing from tricorder read-
ing to console, and felt fairly sure that this was his
best bet. He sat down in a seat that was clearly not
designed for the comparatively narrow breadth of
human buttocks and examined the console.

At Starfleet Academy, Kim had been a superior
student. He loved the whole theory behind Opera-
tions, the linking together of every system, the sym-
metry of diverse parts working together to create a
harmonious whole. He viewed his role as that of a
technical diplomat of sorts. His job was to placate all
parties, integrate all their strengths, and smooth out
or eliminate any discord, all the while working toward
a goal that would benefit everyone.

Kim seemed to have a real gift for it. Part of his
training had been with a large variety of alien com-
puter systems, and after his seventh or so encounter,
he’d begun to realize that some things really were
universal. Sentient beings, whatever their culture,
tended to have certain needs. Given enough knowl-
edge about the culture itself, Kim found he could
walk in cold, analyze a system, and figure it out in
record time.

He concentrated on what he knew about the
Akerians, what they would hold of value, where they
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might place what. Deep in thought, he was startled to
hear Torres’s voice.

“Torres to Janeway. I'm in their Engineering sec-
tion.”

“Go ahead,” said Janeway.

“Most of this vessel seems to be given over to their
engines,” said Torres. “I’m looking at four enormous
engines centered around a central core. Everything
appears to be off-line.”

The unasked question was in the engineer’s voice.
Kim heard it, and so did Janeway, who replied, “Do
not attempt to operate them, Torres. Your job here is
as an observer. Make visual and sensor records, then
you and Frazier beam directly back over to Voyager. Is
that understood?”’

“Yes, Captain.” Acceptance but reluctance. “We
should have our analysis complete in about five min-
utes. I'll get back on board Voyager and finish getting
her back up to speed. Torres out.”

It was time. Kim took a deep, steadying breath,
then hit his comm badge. “Kim to Voyager.”

“Tuvok here.”

- “I’m sitting in front of the computer console right
now,” Kim continued. “Prepare to activate the secure
partition.” Before he had left Voyager, Kim had
installed a secure partition—a buffer that could easily
shut down any dangerous overload should the two
computer systems not mesh. Though he would have
to instigate the transfer of data here on the Congquest,
he’d have to trust Tuvok back on Voyager with moni-
toring the influx of information.

“Secure partition activated,” came Tuvok’s voice.

“Beginning hookup to tricorder now.” Kim felt
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sweat gathering at his hairline, automatically reached
up to wipe it away, and frowned in annoyance as his
hand bumped up against the faceplate. He’d just have
to endure the tickle. His protected fingers moved over

- the console, activating it. There was a faint clicking

sound, then a steady low whir.

Steadying the tricorder on the console, his fingers
found the comm transmission area. With a silent
prayer, he pressed the intership key. It worked: the
tricorder began to blink, signaling that the subspace
transceiver assembly was activated. Hope rose within
Kim. It hadn’t shorted out so far.

“Link successfully established with the Akerian
computer,” he informed Tuvok. Out of the corner of
his eye he noticed that Janeway had stopped record-
ing on her own tricorder and had turned to watch
him. Nothing like the captain herself watching you to
turn the pressure on, he thought.

“Attempting to transfer data to the Voyager. Watch
that secure partition, Mr. Tuvok.” He licked suddenly
dry lips and pressed the pool key.

“Receiving information, Ensign Kim. There ap-
pears to be no difficulty in the transfer,” said Tuvok’s
voice.

Kim sagged slightly with relief. “That’s music to
my ears, Lieutenant.”

“That is an inaccurate statement.” Tuvok sounded
completely unperturbed. “I did not sing the words.
Therefore, they could not be interpreted as music.”

A grin spread across Kim’s face as he caught
Janeway’s eye. She returned his smile. “Transfer of
information should take about ten minutes,” said
Kim. “Let me know if there’s any glitches.”
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Janeway stepped over to him and placed a gloved
hand on his padded shoulder. Well done, said the
strong grip. Harry smiled with pride, shifted his
weight, and waited for the transfer to finish.

While Torres was busy examining the alien’s en-
gines and Kim sat engrossed in attempting to set up
the transfer, Janeway kept busy herself. She set her
tricorder to record images and slowly walked around
the Conquest’s bridge.

The captain of the Voyager was a woman of toler-
ance and compassion but also of strong opinions. And
her opinion of the aesthetics of this Akerian design
was extremely low. She liked the elegant, graceful
lines of starships, their ergonomic chairs, their egali-
tarian marriage of beauty, comfort, and efficiency.
Even Klingon vessels had more to offer their crew
than this chock-a-block construction.

She glanced up at the two bodies floating around
her, wondering if she ought to try to take hold of one
and attempt to remove its mask. She wanted to know
what these creatures looked like, wanted to see what
kind of face sat in front of a brain that had no remorse
in destroying an entire planet of gentle beings.

She decided against it. We've dishonored the dead
quite enough by killing them in the first place, she
thought. Leave their corpses to the stars. We'll find out
enough about them when we analyze the data from this
computer.

The bridge was enormous, at least four times that of
the Voyager’s bridge. The Akerians were clearly a
strong, agile people, judging from the fact that there
were no steps or ramps, only rungs and protruding
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cylinders that served as footholds. There was a second
level above Janeway, and she directed the tricorder at
that for a while.

But what drew her attention the most and what she
had kept for the last was the almost overwhelming
panorama of stars at the bridge’s bow. Finally, almost
as if she were giving herself a reward, Janeway walked
toward the railing and peered down.

Indications of graviton activity suddenly shot up on
her tricorder. Below and slightly in front of her, its
sphere cut cleanly in half by the windowlike shield,
sat what the tricorder reported as a graviton genera-
tor. It was not alone. There was a total of four round
generators, spaced out evenly on the top, bottom, left,
and right of the viewing window. Two of them, the
one above and to Janeway’s left, were dark. The other
two, the one below her and the one to her right,
blinked on and off like the lights. When active, the
circular generators were a dark orange-red hue.

Janeway cast her mind back to the recent conflict,

remembering the four red dots—and one in the
center.

The lights and the generators went off. She waited,
her eyes fastened on the two that had been active.
Sure enough, a few seconds later there came another
surge. The two generators reddened. Between them
stretched a red beam of energy, which vanished as the
generators again went dormant.

She was willing to bet that when all four were active
they were connected by beams that served to focus
power toward the center, and that was what created
the powerful force of the gravity wave. Again,
Janeway recalled the six small pods, performing a
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similar dance of destruction. She pointed her tri-
corder at the graviton generators, recording an active
cycle, then turned her gaze toward the third level,
situated directly below where she stood.

There, she caught glimpses of more levitating
corpses. She steeled herself to look beyond them, but
a cursory visual examination yielded little of value.
None of the strange equipment would make any sense
without detailed examination. They were here to get
the information from the computer, and that was
whence their knowledge of this culture would finally
come.

Her tricorder sensors, like those aboard Voyager,
were not up to one hundred percent accuracy, but
Janeway trusted them when they revealed that a force
field was in place about five meters directly in front of
her. It would make sense. If the Conguest were to
receive a direct hit on this clear shield, the conse-
quences would be devastating if there was no backup
protection system in place. She suspected that, like
the light that flickered on and off and the computer
that was still operational, this field had been pro-
grammed to withstand an inordinate amount of dam-
age to the ship.

The vista of stars moved slowly as the ship turned
in space. Now Jloyager came into view. Janeway’s
heart quickened at the sight of her vessel. She didn’t
often get to see her ship like this. She knew Voyager
from the inside out, mostly. Certainly, she’d studied
her construction, knew her functions almost better
than the specific chiefs did. But it was a rare treat, this
view from the bridge of an alien ship. She admired
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her sleek, clean lines, the softness of her curving
saucer section, the simple elegance of her.

She spoke often of the “return home,” back to the
Alpha Quadrant. For her, that meant Mark and Molly
Malone. But home, in a sense, would always be the
ship. Some people had adventure and traveling in
their blood. Much as she loved Mark and the
laughing-eyed Irish setter, Voyager was as much home
to her as any building could be.

Kim’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Transmission
complete, Captain.” '

Reluctantly, Janeway turned from the railing and
the spectacular view of stars and ship it afforded.

“Then let’s get back to our own ship and leave
Congquest to her dead.” She tapped her comm badge.
“Janeway to Voyager. Two to beam over.”

Second Warrior Garai studied his commander
without appearing to. He had learned, after many
cycles of working closely with the first warrior of the
Empirical Exploratory Unit, to read Linneas accu-
rately, despite the lack of facial expression or hand or
tail gestures. The commander’s voice often gave him
away. The way he held his body, suited thought it
might be in armor and topped with the all-concealing
mask that none of them ever removed save in private,
also revealed more than it hid.

Because they were away from family and home so
often, the warriors tended to form their own close-
knit units. Second Warrior Garai looked upon First
Warrior Commander Linneas as kin. Which was why
the recent behavior of the first warrior was so disturb-
ing.
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Now, as he sat in front of the curving console of
Victory and stared through the huge window as the
stars went streaking by, Linneas drummed his gloved
fingers on the smooth, black surface. The click of
claws came, even through the gloves. His body was
rigid with tension, and the sharp ears of Garai could
hear him snorting a little from time to time—a sure
sign of distress.

Casually, Garai inclined his head, feigning a
stretch. He tilted his helmet, allowing his gaze to fall
upon the disgraced Nelek, former first warrior com-
mander of the Conquest. No enemy had ever disabled
an Akerian explorership—warship, Garai thought to
himself—before. Some had tried and failed. For each
ship the powerful empire’s graviweapon had de-
stroyed, Linneas had proudly carved a notch into the
horns atop his helmet. They bore many such scores.

But they did not bear one for the strange alien
vessel called the Voyager. That failure, plus the hither-
to inconceivable dishonor of actually losing a ship to
the foe, had put Linneas in a bad temper—and had
spelled the end of Nelek’s formerly illustrious career.

Linneas, outraged and humiliated, had wanted to
leave Nelek and his shameful crew to their fate, which
would almost certainly have been a brutal death at the
hands of the ugly, deformed aliens. Nelek had begged,
not so much for his own life as for those of his crew, to
be teleported back to safety.

Garai had urged Linneas to mercy, and nearly a
hundred Akerian lives had been saved by his pleas.
Glancing now at Nelek, Garai wondered if he’d done
the right thing. Nelek would go home to Akeras now
not in honor, but in disrepute, as would all of his
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crew. Linneas, bitter and needing someone to blame
for the unpredictable catastrophe of defeat, had se-
lected the crew of the ill-named Conguest.

The commander had, with his own powerful hands,
himself ripped off Nelek’s horns. He had ordered him
demasked, but the helmets could not be removed by
anyone other than their wearers, and Nelek had been
so distraught he had been unable to comply with the
orders. Now the former commander sat in a huddle
on the floor of the bridge, shaking and whimpering,
He had practically become a Verunan himself, Garai
thought.

It was a dark hour for the empire.

“There is no honor in fighting a losing battle,”
Garai said, keeping his voice firm and strong. It was
an age-old motto, exemplifying the warrior mentality:
winning at any cost.

But the phrase brought no comfort to First Warrior,
who growled warningly. “We have never had to flee
before,” snarled Linneas. “The flavor of cowardice
sits ill upon my tongue.”

“The empress will commend your wisdom, First
Warrior, and your courage in returning to continue
the attack for the glory of the empire. Surely it is
better to bow out of conflict, go home, repair our ship,
and return with greater numbers than to fight and not
win.”

It was what Linneas wanted to hear, what was
expected of Garai, the good second warrior, Linneas’s
first hand. Yet Garai wondered if Linneas’s decision
to return to challenge the Voyager was indeed wise.
They hadn’t reached Akeras yet, did not know how
badly Victory was damaged. Too, perhaps Linneas
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had misjudged the aliens. Perhaps they did not care at
all about what lay at the heart of what the Verunans so
naively called the Sun-Eater.

Linneas’s body relaxed ever so slightly. “Perchance
you are right,” the commander allowed. “Yes, possi-
bly our eventual victory will be the more honorable
because it was so heatedly contested. And when we
have won, we shall blow Voyager out of the skies and
destroy every last one of the Verunans.” His big,
powerful hands clenched and unclenched. “And I
want to take at least one life with these.”

This was most disturbing to Garai, but he gave no
sign of disapproval. He wondered if he was, as
Linneas teased, too soft. Surely no true son of the
empire would feel for the Verunans, would question
the right of the Akerians to use them for the glory of
the empire.

He wondered just what Linneas would tell the
empress. More lies or the truth? Probably the former.
Only a few emperors had been let into the secret. He
didn’t think Riva would be one. He wondered how
willing the other commanders would be to follow the
commander of Victory into a battle that some, quietly
and anonymously, were already beginning to ques-
tion.

Garai, good, loyal second warrior of the Empirical
Exploratory Unit, first hand to Commander Linneas,
looked out at the streaking stars, recalled the face of
the beautiful empress, relived the brutalities he had
been part of over past few months, and thought
extremely disloyal thoughts.
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CHAPTER
7

THE FIRST THING THAT FLASHED INTO TOM PARIS’S MIND
as he, Chakotay, and Torres materialized on Veruna
Four was the title of an old Earth poem: Paradise
Lost. He’d never read the piece, knew nothing of what
it was about, but the two words seemed to sum up the
dreadful enormity of the catastrophe that was occur-
ring, both in the space above the planet and on the
surface itself.

The moist heat of the place and the glimpses of
once-lush vegetation called to mind images of curva-
ceous females, rum punches, and, well, moments
where a wonderful time was had by all parties con-
cerned. But this heat was cloying and uncomfortable,
with no ocean readily available to cool the skin. The
sun, far redder than it had any real right to be, beat
down through a hazy gray cloud layer that, Paris
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knew, was all but permanent now. It was a direct
result of the atmospheric evaporation caused by the
growing red giant. :

These tropical trees were shriveling up, their for-
merly luxuriant foliage brown and decaying. Fruit
that had never been permitted to ripen now rotted on
the trees. The nearly overpowering stench of decom-
position of plants and, Paris realized, animals—
everything probably from fish to fowl to the Verunan
dead themselves—dispelled any image of paradise
with an evil laugh.

He felt his gorge rise at the smell and swallowed
hard. It wouldn’t do, he mused darkly, to throw up
upon immediate sight of the planet. The Verunans
just might take that as an insult.

He felt a gentle pressure on his back. “It makes the
heart and body sick, I know. I have seen this destruc-
tion every waking hour, scented it in my dreams, and
it affects me thus as well.”

Startled, Paris jerked away, glancing over at the
speaker ... and up...and up. He hadn’t realized
just how tall these creatures were. The sharp, reptilian
face grimacing (smiling, Tom, smiling/) down at him
was attached to a sinuous neck that was fully two-
thirds of a meter long if it was a centimeter. The
enormous shoulders to which the neck attached were
broader than even Chakotay’s. And the hand that
rested so softly on his shoulder had sharp, wicked-
looking claws that were as long as human fingers.

He forced himself to smile in return, recognizing
the figure as Viha Nata and telling himself that she
meant to comfort him.
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“My apologies, Viha,”” he managed, straightening.
“I was not prepared for the full extent of the devasta-
tion of your planet. It is . . .”” Words failed him, but
apparently Viha Nata understood, for she nodded,
sighing and shaking her head in sorrow. She com-
posed herself and turned to face the others, straight-
ening to her full height of perhaps two and a half
meters.

Paris realized that Nata was not alone. Two others
stood with her, slightly behind, as befitted her po-
sition. Both of them wore not the flowing, simple
garb of the Viha, but something that resembled
uniforms—close-fitting, padded, single-colored fabric
that covered them from head to, well, ankle. Their
feet, large, splayed, and lizardlike, were hard enough
so that the Verunans didn’t seem to need shoes. There
were holes cut into the garments that permitted the
thick white tails to come through.

One, who stood with its arms crossed and snakelike
head cocked in a rather pugilistic attitude, met Paris’s
eyes evenly. Its tail swished restlessly back and forth.
The second stood as if at attention, its arms folded
behind its back and its amber eyes trained on Vika
Nata. Other than their poses and attitudes, they
looked exactly alike to Paris’s eyes, unused as of yet to
the subtle differences between individuals.

“Please allow me to introduce my compatriots.
This is Kaavi, our top remaining pilot. Lieutenant
Paris, she will be your liaison here on Veruna.”

Kaavi’s eyes narrowed, and she ducked her head in
a quick bow of courtesy. Paris did likewise. Ske’s got a
chip on her shoulder a kilometer wide, he thought
sourly. Wonder if it’s about us?
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“And Chief Engineer Torres, this is our chief engi-
neer, Anahu.”

In contrast to Kaavi’s brusque, almost rude ac-
knowledgment, Anahu dipped his long neck in a
graceful gesture of welcome. “Your presence here
gives us new hope, Chief Engineer Torres.” The
comm badges translated the voice as masculine.

“Commander Chakotay, your captain told us that
you were interested in our culture. Such interest
honors our people. I myself will do my best to
familiarize you with our ways.”

Chakotay bowed, almost as graceful as Anahu. “I
hope by learning about your people to learn how best
to help you.”

While the introductions were going on, Paris felt
Kaavi’s eyes drilling into him, as if she thought she
could read his soul if she looked at him hard enough.
It was very uncomfortable. He feigned unawareness
of her perusal and glanced about the beamdown site,
trying to ignore the trickle of wetness already starting
to form beneath his armpits in response to the almost
overwhelming heat and humidity of the place. He
activated his tricorder and began to take readings.

At first glance, the Verunans were an extremely
simple—one might say “primitive”—race. Nothing
about Viha Nata’s garb or ordinary manner of speak-
ing displayed any knowledge about faster-than-light
spaceship travel, electronic communication, or any-
thing beyond the knowledge of a simple village elder.
The little area to which they had beamed down also
gave that impression. In the immediate vicinity at
least, nothing other than organic materials registered
on the tricorder.
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They stood in a large, flat area. A few meters to
their right was an open, bubbling pit of hot mud. This
seemed important to the Verunans, for they had
erected some sort of shelter over the pit. Smooth-
surfaced and curving, displaying no harsh edges, it
resembled a canopy made out of shiny brown stone.
The heat emanating from that area was almost intol-
erable.

Leading off from the pit, in four regimented lines,
were smaller huts apparently constructed of the same
glossy stone. They were little more than token protec-
tion against the elements. Through the open doors,
Paris could see flat, woven mats; a few bowls and
pitchers of the ubiquitous brown stone; and small,
shadowy shapes—their young, perhaps?—moving
back and forth. These individual huts stretched off
several more meters, each line ending in a larger,
closed hut.

There was a movement, and a miniature version of
the adult Verunans poked its head out. He’d been
right; the shapes he’d glimpsed in the shadows had
been children. The young Verunan was only about
two feet tall, and it stared at Paris, wide-eyed, for a
second or two before ducking back into the shadows.
Like all young things, it was more appealing than the
adults.

Paris turned his eyes back to the churning, foul-
smelling mud. He wondered why in the world the
Verunans would choose to set their camp around such
a, well, unpleasant natural formation. Casually, he
glanced down at the tricorder, and his pulse suddenly
jumped.
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“Commander, something alive is trapped in there!”
he cried, already moving toward the pit.

The harsh rasping that he was learning to recognize
as Verunan laughter stopped him. Puzzled, still tense,
he glanced questioningly at Viha Nata.

“Of course there is something alive in the pit,”
chuckled the elder. “The day that there is not will be a
day of great mourning. That is one of our hatching
pits.”

Paris stared. “Hatching pit?” he repeated stupidly.

“You . . . you put your eggs in that?” asked Torres,
a trifle indelicately.

The Viha nodded. “The heat incubates our eggs.
Whenever a female is with child, she enters the
hatching pit and deposits her eggs there. And whenev-
er a mated pair is desirous of a child, they come to the
pit and wait for a hatchling to choose them.”

“So, there is no way of determining actual parent-
age?” asked Chakotay.

Paris stared at the steaming pit of hot mud, slightly
incredulous.

Viha Nata seemed puzzled. “All are parents to the
child. Every child is wanted. No child will lack for a
loving family. Does it matter whose body lays the
egg?”

The adrenaline that had been surging through
Paris’s body abated, leaving him feeling slightly weak-
ened. He breathed deeply to steady himself, trying not
to gag at the stench. Kaavi’s serpentine head drooped
slightly, and she looked unhappy. Duty rather than
real concern prodded Paris to ask, “Is something
wrong?”

102



THE MURDERED SUN

The top Verunan pilot shook her head. “No. Not
really. I—I have refused to take a mate, to have a
child, until we have banished the Akerians from our
skies, until we have somehow managed to wrest a
future for ourselves on this dying planet.”” She smiled,
a hard smile that even Chakotay would have called a
grimace. “And that day seems to be longer and longer
in coming.”

“That’s why we’re here,” said Chakotay, reaching
to touch Kaavi’s arm.

She did not jerk away from the touch but fixed him
with an appraising stare. “You are here to learn what
you can about Sun-Eater, not to help us win this
battle.”

“Kaavi!” snapped Viha Nata, her normally pleas-
ant voice harsh with rebuke.

The younger female raised her head, tossed her
white locks defiantly. The beads braided in them
clattered at the motion. “I have listened to everything
they have told us, Viha. I have no doubt but that they
mean well, but let us not fool ourselves into thinking
that they are here as our saviors.”

Paris kept his face neutral, but his mind went over
what he had seen thus far of Verunan culture. They’d
need saviors indeed to fight the Akerians on any kind
of level other than verbal. Nothing he saw indicated
an advanced civilization. But there Aad to be some-
thing. They’d managed to communicate with the
Voyager via viewscreen, and Paris himself had ob-
served the complex satellite system in place above the
planet’s surface. What was going on?

“Kaavi is right. We’ll do what we can, but I’'m not
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sure how much help we’ll be. But I think, Kaavi, that
that is how you would wish it. For your victory tobe a
true one, you must be the ones to fight the battle,”
said Chakotay.

Kaavi’s hard face softened a little. “Then. . . you
do understand us, how we think.”

Laughing, Chakotay held up a warning hand. “I
have some ideas, Kaavi, but I must learn much as well
before I can presume that I know how your people
think.”

“Then let us go and show you the implements with
which we plan to win this difficult victory.” Viha Nata
gestured, and they followed.

Out of the corner of his eye, Paris watched Kaavi
walk. Her legs were long, humanoid in shape and
bone structure, but with powerfully muscled thighs
and buttocks. Her stride was smooth and even, almost
feline in its contained grace. The long, clawed feet—
the Verunans had five toes and five fingers with
opposable thumbs, Paris noted—would be formida-
ble weapons in a one-on-one attack, as would the
strong white teeth he’d glimpsed. There was no doubt
in Paris’s mind that if Kaavi took it into her head to
attack one of the Voyager crew, she’d be able to rip out
the throat and lay open the belly before the hapless
crew member could even reach for a phaser.

It was not a pleasant thought, and he forced it aside.
He was annoyed with himself. The Verunans had
displayed nothing but benign intentions toward the
Voyager crew. And if they wanted to “banish the
Akerians from the skies,” well, after what he’d seen of
the Akerians, he couldn’t blame them. This prejudice
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he bore them simply because of their appearances was
offensive, inappropriate, and stupid, and he knew it.

He only wished he could overcome it by sheer
willpower alone.

The walk was not a short one, as Viha Nata led
them through the jungle of rotting foliage up and
down small hills. The heat began to get to Paris, and
he saw that his fellow shipmates were also reacting to
the harsh environment as they followed the leader of
the Verunans. The air seemed inadequate, and no
matter how deeply he breathed, he couldn’t seem to
get enough of it. He’d give a lot for a tall, cool glass of
iced tea right now. The skies grew grayer, and he
heard thunder rumble in the distance.

“We have lived in the open for thousands of years,”
the Viha was saying. “There was no reason not to. The
shelters that you saw, we built from the mud pits. Our
bodies can withstand the heat sufficiently for us to
hand-make any structures, even purely decorative
ones, from the mud.”

So, the canopies and the huts were mud, not stone.
“How do you get the mud to harden?” asked Paris,
wiping the sweat from his forehead.

Nata shrugged and brushed aside a huge branch
with little visible effort. Courteously, she held it and
permitted the others to walk through before she let it
spring back with a whoosh and a tremor of foul scent.
“We treat it with various oils from the plants. It
hardens in the sunlight.” A few more steps, then she
brightened. “Ah, here we are.”

They emerged from the jungle into a flat, open
space. Paris blinked in slight surprise. Here in the
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middle of nowhere, seemingly growing from the soil
as the vines grew on the trees, was a small island of
gleaming metal. It, too, was protected from the ele-
ments by an overarching building of the hardened
mud. But inside, Paris glimpsed colored lights blink-
ing on and off, heard the familiar sounds of electronic
equipment hard at work. Withdrawing his tricorder,
he began to take readings.

This is more like it, he thought to himself as he
heard thunder rumbling again, closer this time. Even
as he opened his mouth to ask the question, Anahu
answered it for him.

“This is not our technology. This was put here
many turns ago by the Akerians.” The engineer’s
usually pleasantly modulated voice grew hard. “They
wished to be able to communicate to us, keep us
firmly under their command by knowing exactly what
was transpiring here on Veruna Four. This is where
Viha Nata first contacted you.”

Paris’s mind flashed back to the next to last contact
they had had with the Viha. He remembered screams
of pain, images of blood and agony and carnage.
Glancing around quickly, he saw that blood still
stained the hard-packed earth around the site.

Chakotay beat him to it by asking, “Where are your
injured, Viha? Perhaps we can help them.”

Nata straightened slightly, and her eyes narrowed.
But her voice when she spoke was not unfriendly,
merely firm. “Our dead and our injured are our
business, Commander. Your desire to help shows you
to be a compassionate person. But our pain, our
suffering—that is not for the eyes of strangers, howev-
er well-meaning they may be.”” She cocked her head to
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one side in an almost birdlike gesture. “I hope you do
not take offense?”

The first officer shook his head. “Of course not. We
are not familiar with your people, as I have said. You
must forgive us if we do anything that seems rude or
offensive. I assure you, our only desire is to help.” He
caught Kaavi’s eye and grinned a slow, understanding
grin. “And learn,” he added.

Paris hit his comm badge. “Paris to Kim.”

“Kim here.”

“Hey, pal, you sound beat.” Kim’s voice was heavy,
and Paris had no doubt but that the young ensign was
exhausted, physically and mentally.

“Pve been better. What’s up, Tom?”

Paris blinked, trying to clear his vision. Breathing
the heavy, hot, moist air was tiring. “There’s a struc-
ture here that Viha Nata tells us was erected by the
Akerians, not the Verunans. I thought you might be
interested.”

“You bet I am!” Paris smothered a grin at how the
simple statement had perked Kim up so completely.
“Record everything you can. I’ll factor it into what
we’re already learning about them.”

“Any answers yet?” Paris asked.

“Well . . . nothing concrete. I’'m still trying to make
heads or tails of a lot of it.”

Sweat dribbled into Paris’s eye. It stung, and he
wiped at it, succeeding only in getting more sweat and
dust from his fingers into his eye. He blinked, trying
to clear it, aware that he was attracting concerned
looks from Chakotay and Torres. He took a deep
breath.

“Pm sure you’ll do just fine, Kim. Matter of
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fact . . .” The words suddenly dissolved into gibber-
ish as his tongue ceased to function properly. The
dimness that had been coyly playing about the corners
of his vision now descended full force. His firmly
muscled legs gave a damn good impression of rubber
as they suddenly refused to support him.

The last thing that Paris was aware of as he sped
toward unconsciousness was how swiftly Kaavi could
move when she wanted to and how firm a support her
strong arms were as they caught him before he hit the
ground.

Paris started to regain consciousness the minute the
medication from the hypo hit his system. He blinked
fuzzily, trying to manage a sardonic grin for the
benefit of Chakotay, who stared intently into his face.
From the first officer’s expression, though, Paris knew
the grin was feeble.

“How do you feel?”” asked Chakotay, concerned.

“Did you get the number of that transport that ran
me over?” quipped Paris weakly.

Chakotay’s full lips quirked in a slight smile of his
own. “That’s the Tom Paris we know and love.” He
gestured with the empty hypo. “I've given one to
myself and Torres as well. It was the heat and the
humidity. Plus, the air is extremely thick. If you’d
checked your tricorder, you'd find that the heat is
somewhere around forty-nine degrees centigrade on
the planet surface. Of the three of us, you’re the one
least used to that kind of temperature. I grew up in a
hot climate, and Torres’s chemistry is different from
ours. You should be fine now.”

And to his surprise, Paris found he was feeling
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better. Even the headache that beat an angry tattoo
inside his temples was starting to fade.

With his recovery came a new awareness of his
surroundings. He felt a lot cooler now than he had
before, that much was certain. They were all appar-
ently underground now, and the light seemed to be
emanating from the rocks themselves.

He was in a sitting position. The rocks beneath him
were cold, but something warm and soft supported
his back. He turned around and was startled and

- embarrassed to see that he owed his comfort to Kaavi,
who held him cradled against her long, muscular
body. She smiled and for the first time seemed
genuinely pleased. He could tell by the way her large
amber eyes crinkled happily at the corners.

“I was worried about you, Par-is. I am glad that you
have recovered so quickly.”

“Kaavi caught you before you fell and insisted on
carrying you down here personally,” said Chakotay in
a tone of voice that sounded slightly like a teacher’s
rebuke. Paris wondered if Janeway had briefed her
first officer on his initial dislike of the Verunans. It
would be just like her and Chakotay to sneak in a
lecture even when it didn’t sound like one.

“Um, thanks, thanks a lot, Kaavi,” he said as he
edged away from her. “That was . . . kind of you.”

The Verunan shrugged. “You are my charge while
you are here. I didn’t want anything happening to
you.” She rose to her feet with far more dexterity than
he would have guessed from the sheer bulk of her
body. Moving slowly, still not certain of his own
body’s response, Paris followed suit.

And received still more surprises.
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If the area on the surface indicated a primitive
culture, the chambers below ground were so advanced
as to astonish Paris. The cooling stone arched over a
startlingly complex array of computers and equip-
ment. Dozens of Verunans, wearing clothing identical
to that worn by Anahu and Kaavi, moved about
purposefully. From what he could glean, the
Verunans’ technology wasn’t that much far behind the
Federation’s.

“What . . . ?” he began.

“Tom,” said Torres, her hands on her hips and a
smug grin on her face, “shut up and turn around.”

Thoroughly surrendering to the situation, the lieu-
tenant did so. “Oh, my God,” he breathed softly,
“she’s gorgeous.”

Not eight meters away, raised on a platform so that
the uniformed engineers could reach her underbelly,
was one of the sleekest, prettiest little ships it had ever
been Tom Paris’s good fortune to see. She glistened
and gleamed. Unlike the only other Verunan ship he’d
seen, there was no hint of helter-skelter construction
about this beauty. She had not only been lovingly
built, it was clear that she’d been lovingly designed. A
little bit larger than a standard Starfleet shuttlecraft,
the ship reminded Paris of a small hawk, with angled
wings that swept forward rather than back and a
foresection that mimicked the sleek Verunan necks.
Three mechanics worked on her at the present time,
grasping strange-shaped equipment in their clever,
dangerous-looking hands and wielding them with the
languid grace of surgeons.

He ached to climb aboard and get his hands on her,
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see what she could do in open space. As he walked
slowly up to her, his blue eyes hungrily taking in every
curve and arc of the alien vessel, he began to think
that the beleaguered Verunans might just have a
chance after all.

“I will take you aboard Conviction in a moment. Be
patient!” Kaavi’s voice held a chuckle, and when
Paris tore his eyes off Conviction, he saw that the
Verunan pilot held her head at an angle and her eyes
crinkled. She was amused at his reaction. “Let us
briefly explain some other things first, yes?”

“All right,” he replied, knowing that his voice gave
away his reluctance. The three Verunans exchanged
glances with the Voyager crew, and Tom knew they
were sharing a joke at his enthusiasm. He didn’t
mind.

He and the others accompanied Anahu, who
briskly stepped into the position of leader with an
easy confidence Paris hadn’t suspected, given his
subservient demeanor on the planet’s surface.

“For many thousands of years,” Anahu began, “all
this technology, given to us by the Ancestors, lay all
but forgotten. We simply didn’t need it. Veruna Four
provided shelter, sustenance, beauty, and a chance to
create art. But when we realized we had to defend
ourselves against the Akerians, the elders remem-
bered these places.”

“What do you mean, remembered?” queried
Chakotay.

“By and large, we are a verbal people,” explained
Nata. “We have a written language, but most of our
histories are kept in the form of stories—memorized
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verbatim and kept intact through hundreds of years.
We went back over those tales to find the truths
clothed in legend.”

“Nata, I'm going to want to hear more of these
tales,” said Chakotay.

She smiled. ““As many as your ears will bear, my
friend.”

“I've been taking some readings,” said Torres.
“There are trace materials in the stone of Veruna Four
that effectively block sensors, which explains why we
detected no trace of advanced technology.”

“And more importantly,” said Viha Nata, “the
Akerians do not know we have these capabilities.
They see only what we wish them to see: the simple
life of a simple people. Even today, they saw a ship
that was a combination of many different technolog-
ies. We do not yet have the Guardian ships”—she
gestured to Conviction—*‘fully functional.”

“Anahu, you and Kaavi seem to be more comfort-
able here than above ground,” said Chakotay. “Do
you reject the simpler life that exists on the surface?”

“Not at all,” replied Anahu, stepping up to a huge,
complicated machine that took up several meters of
the cavern’s wall space. “We stay below, rediscovering
what we can, in order to attempt to save that lifestyle.
Kaavi and I had parents who researched this; they
trained us to love the feel of metal and understand
technology, much the way Viha Nata trained her
children to love the smell of the ichaki flower and
understand the turning of the seasons. But I fear that
time may be running out.”

His long, clawed fingers moved rapidly over the
computer. An image sprang to life on the meterwide
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screen that was located at eye level for the Verunans.
Paris tilted his head back and took a step away so he
could see it better.

A complicated array of figures and graphs filled the
screen. “We have been analyzing the effects of Sun-
Eater on our planet,” explained Anahu, pointing here
and there with a long claw. “I could take a full turn
explaining to you the formulas we use, but let me sum
up. We have charted lightning activity through many
turns, using it as a basis by which to calculate the rise
in temperature over the entire planet.”

“Lightning?” asked Torres, who up until that state-
ment had been following Anahu perfectly.

Paris was glad she’d brought it up, not him. He’d
embarrassed himself sufficiently for one day.

“Lightning resonates at a consistent frequency of
eight cycles per minute,” Anahu explained. “If you
take enough readings, you can, as I said, calculate the
overall temperature.” He dropped his head slightly as
if suddenly bent by the weight of the knowledge itself.
“The temperature has risen steadily over the last
hundred and fifty turns, which is how long we have
been monitoring it. You have scented the death such
an unnatural rise has left in its wake. Soon, nothing
will be able to live on Veruna Four.”

“The oceans have risen to devour the land,” said
Viha Nata, her voice falling into the singsong chant
she had used a few times before. “Birds fall from the
skies. Fruit rots on the vine. Children die in the pits,
slain before they take their first breaths. Clouds
obscure the dying sun, and lightning and thunder are
our constant companions. And all this,” she said, her
voice rising into anger, “we owe to the Akerianssss.”
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“You can’t be certain of that,” said Chakotay.

Viha Nata whirled on him, pain and impotent rage
in her great yellow eyes. Her voice was thick.

“There was no distress in our peaceful skies until
three hundred turns ago. I do not know what they
did—perhaps no one will never know—Dbut they have
done something incomprehensibly terrible. Can you
not understand the depth of the atrocity they have
committed, Commander? They have murdered our
sun!”
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CHAPTER
8

FOR THE SECOND TIME IN AS MANY DAYS, JANEWAY LAY
awake in her quarters. This time, though, her mind
was not filled with thoughts of loved ones seventy
thousand light-years distant. She lay thinking of the
Akerian ship and its quiet dead, of Viha Nata’s tears,
of the concavity known as Sun-Eater.

When Harry Kim’s voice interrupted her musing,
her own voice was wide awake as she replied,
“Janeway here.”

“Captain, I think I may have some important
information for you.”

“Haven’t you been to bed yet, Mr. Kim?”

“Um. .. no, sir. Ma’am. Captain.” An awkward
pause, then “I was just too curious.”

“I understand.” She smiled. “What do you have for
me?”

115



STAR TREK: VOYAGER

Another pause. “Well, I kind of need to show you as
well as tell you.”

“Very well. Wake Lieutenant Tuvok, and I’ll meet
you both in my ready room in about ten minutes.”

“Aye, Captain.” The young man’s voice was filled
with barely restrained glee. He’d found out something
big, that was for sure.

Seven minutes later Janeway entered her ready
room and found Kim and Tuvok already there. Kim,
of course, had admitted not sleeping, and she had a
sneaking suspicion the Vulcan hadn’t seen his bed
either.

“Don’t you ever sleep?” she asked with a tinge of
amused exasperation.

A lift of his black eyebrow was all the Vulcan
granted her by way of an answer.

Kim couldn’t keep quiet anymore. “I’ve spent the
last several hours sifting through every record they
had—histories, personal logs, everything,” he said,
his body taut and his handsome, open face alight with
excitement. “And, Captain, what they’ve learned,
what they’ve done . . .”

Janeway raised a calming hand. “Compose your-
self, Mr. Kim.”

He blushed. “Sorry. I tried to put everything in
some kind of order to present it to you. May I
proceed?”

“By all means, go ahead.” His youthful enthusiasm
was contagious, and she sat down and leaned forward
for a better view as he activated the viewscreen.

What appeared was a graphic depiction of two solar
systems. Kim served as narrator, occasionally bend-
ing over Janeway to point things out as he talked.
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“This,” he said, indicating a system in the left-hand
corner, “is the Verunan system. There’s their sun,
right here. And over here”—his finger moved to the
upper right-hand corner—*is the Akerian system.
That’s their star, and their home world is the only
class-M planet in the system. It’s called Akeras.”

He zoomed in on the system and pointed to a
planet. “Right here. From what I’ve been able to
determine, the planet is not overly fertile, to say the
least. It’s a harsh, desertlike environment for the most
part, and the Akerians adapted to that. About two
thousand years ago, they developed faster-than-light
travel and basic shielding capabilities, and that’s
when they began forming the Akerian Empire. They
expanded out in this direction”—Kim indicated the
system directly below the Akerian system—‘and all
of these six worlds are subject to their rule. The
Akerians were not all that technologically advanced,
but the other planets were extremely primitive. It was
apparently an easy conquest.”

Kim straightened and continued. “The logical de-
velopment of all this was that the military grew more
powerful. It’s pretty much the dominant influence in
the Akerian culture.”

“Which ought to indicate that you may not be able
to trust their records implicitly,” warned Tuvok.
“Isn’t there a human quote to the effect that the
winners write the history?”’

““Yes, indeed, Mr. Tuvok,” said Janeway. “And if
those winners are the military, the editing is some-
times done with a very heavy hand indeed. Keep this
in mind, Mr. Kim.”

Kim nodded quickly, sending his jet-black bangs
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falling over his face. He brushed them aside absently
and continued. Hitting a touch pad, he brought up
another depiction on the screen.

“This I got directly from their system,” he ex-
plained. “It’s a map of Akerian space. And here we
are, right there—right next to Sun-Eater. And this is
where it gets exciting.

“Up till now, Akerian development was nothing
unusual. We’ve cataloged thousands of similar empir-
ical societies before. But when the Akerians entered
the Verunan system, they found the concavity. And
they decided to investigate, eventually even going
inside to see what was there.”

“A wormhole?” asked Janeway, her voice catching
in her throat.

Kim sobered slightly, his enthusiasm dampened,
and shook his head. “Sorry, Captain. Just like before,
we don’t know if there was one or there wasn’t one.
They may not have had the technology to recognize it.
Or they may have traveled through it without know-
ing what happened at the time. Remember, this is a
pretty unsophisticated level of technology we’re talk-
ing about here.”

“But by now, wouldn’t they know?” Janeway was
starting to become very frustrated by the maybe-it’s-
there, maybe-it’s-not turns their investigation was
starting to take.

“Probably. But they’re not interested. They have
everything they need, Captain. They found something
that was the lost continent of Atlantis, the ruins of
ancient Egypt, and the forgotten civilization of
Namaris Two all rolled into one glorious package.
Look at this.”
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Triumphantly, he called up another image. Janeway
recognized it as the distorted image of the planet
she’d glimpsed in the briefing room when Kim had
delivered his last report. “Yes, we’ve seen this already.
Idont...”

Kim quickly ran his fingers over the control pads.
“I’ve asked the computer to eliminate the distortion
and hypothesize from the information I've given it so
far. Here’s what it looks like now.”

The graphic straightened itself out, and Janeway
glimpsed bits and pieces of a dark, destroyed civiliza-
tion. She was no archaeologist, but even she could tell
that some of the buildings were unique designs of
extraordinary beauty. The image of the planet turned,
and now Janeway could see the ruined hulls of vessels
of some sort.

“And here is what I think it might have looked like
in its heyday.”

Suddenly the dead planet sprang to life. Huge,
complicated, gleaming cities thrust toward the skies.
Ornate ships hovered about, and a race of bipedal,
humanoid creatures interacted with one another on
what seemed to be a pleasant level.

“Estimated technological level?” asked Janeway.

“Higher than our own in some areas,” replied Kim.
“They were an extremely advanced race.”

“But . . . what is their planet doing in Sun-Eater?
What happened to them?”” Janeway leaned forward,
fully aware that the image in front of her eyes was
wholly the result of Harry Kim’s best guess but caught
up in the beauty of it nonetheless.

“The Akerians didn’t know. In fact, I was able to
make more sense out of the information the Akerians
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recorded about this civilization than they themselves
were. But, Captain, can you imagine what it would be
like if we were the ones who stumbled across this
when we had just discovered faster-than-light travel?”

Slowly, the captain nodded her auburn head. Kim
had been right. “They would hardly have known what
to make of it,” she said. “Like . . . like a medieval serf
finding a starship. The possibilities . . .”

“Especially to a military organization,” interrupted
Tuvok. His face was impassive, but Janeway detected
just a slight note of excitement in his voice.

“Exactly!” crowed Kim. “The military concen-
trated all their efforts on learning about this devas-
tated civilization. The concavity became the heart of
their empire. I can’t go into everything they learned—
we’d be here till we got home—but the main informa-
tion they gleaned by studying this civilization’s ruins
was a profound understanding of gravity.”

“Hence, their preferred choice of weaponry,” de-
duced Tuvok. )

“It makes perfect sense,” said Janeway. Her own
eyes flashed in excited comprehension. “They’re
operating in a gravity well. The more they learn how
to manipulate it, control it, the more they can learn
from the civilization. It’s a positive cycle.”

“Most of the technology we saw on that Akerian
ship was stolen directly from that ruined planet.
Look.” His fingers flying almost as fast as his sharp
brain, Kim called up blueprints of a ship. “This was
gathered from the planet. Now, watch.” As Janeway
sat glued to the screen, Kim superimposed the image
of the Akerian vessel over it. It was almost exact.
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“The only difference is the position of the weapons
array, although the weaponry itself is virtually identi-
cal. The Akerians chose to lay it out in this sort of
pattern.” He pointed to the graviton generators that
Janeway had noticed while on the bridge of the
Congquest. “While the original inhabitants of the plan-
et laid their weapons out in a semicircle, the Akerians
preferred this pattern—four generators arranged at
the compass points, like so.”

“Fascinating,” commented Tuvok.

Kim allowed himself a pleased grin. He didn’t often
get a chance to so impress his superiors. Janeway
smiled her approval and nodded for him to continue.

“Of course, trying to perform excavations in a
space that has such intense gravity is slow and danger-
ous. After they decided to investigate this system,
they discovered that Veruna Four had inhabitants—
inhabitants that were intelligent, bipedal, as they
were, and extremely strong.”

He hit another keypad and displayed the corrected
image of the planet. Zooming in, Kim focused on one
of the structures he had earlier identified as slave
quarters. Janeway could now see Verunans, clad in
what was clearly the Akerian version of envirosuits,
working slowly and painfully with special equipment.

“The slaves,” she said softly. Kim nodded.

“They were perfect.” His face hardened, and his
voice was angry. “In one of his personal logs, the
captain raves about how long they lasted—a few
months to a year, at most. They were utterly and
completely expendable.”

Janeway sighed. “It would be nice if such attitudes
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were confined to our species alone. But ’'m afraid that
it’s a more common view than the idealist in me
would like to think.”

“Now, about three hundred years ago,” Kim con-
tinued, “something horrible began to happen.” The
image of the enslaved Verunans disappeared to be
replaced by a scene depicting the concavity. “I’ve put
together a series of pictures gleaned from the Akerian
computers. I’m going to time-lapse them. Watch
this.”

Janeway obeyed, gazing intently at the image of the
concavity the Verunans called Sun-Eater. It shifted,
becoming longer, then broader, in a series of fluctua-
tions that would not be abnormal for such a spatial
aberration. She leaned her head on her hand, then
suddenly her eyes widened. She sat up straighter.

“Good lord,” she said softly, “it’s . . . it’s shrink-
ing.”

“Exactly.” He ran a few more images, and it
became obvious that it was rapidly growing smaller
and smaller. “The concavity existed for thousands of
years, doing no harm to anyone in this system. Then it
began to close.” He straightened up, locked Janeway’s
eyes with his own dark, almond-shaped ones. “The
Akerians could not permit that to happen. The planet
had become their cornerstone, the greatest source of
information they could hope for. They couldn’t let it
just vanish.”

“So they found a way to keep it open.” Janeway’s
body was taut as a whippet’s. She couldn’t sit still any
longer. Rising, she began to pace, her mind racing at a
light-year a minute. “I didn’t notice it before, but
you’re right, Ensign. The draining of hydrogen from
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the sun Aas to be artificial. There was no damage until
about three centuries ago, when the concavity turned
into Sun-Eater. Go back to the earlier images.”

Kim obliged. Triumphantly, Janeway banged her
fist on the table. “Look at the concavity in relation to
the sun. There is absolutely no indication of a hydro-
gen drain.”

“This new information does a great deal to help
explain some of the mysteries of this sytem, Captain,”
said Tuvok. “As you will recall, when we first entered
this system, there were several things that were not
possible, yet the irrefutable proof lay directly in front
of us.”

Janeway nodded. “So that explains how we got a
red giant out of a sun that’s only four billion years
old.”

“Four point two,” Tuvok corrected gently. “It also
answers the question of how the sun’s hydrogen
managed to leap across a gap of three trillion miles
into the concavity.”

Janeway recalled her frustrated summation upon
first encountering the mysteries of the Verunan sys-
tem. We've got a red giant that’s too young to be a red
giant. We've got a concavity whose gravitational power
is too weak for it to be the size that it is. And we’ve got
hydrogen being pulled across an impossible distance at
an impossible rate. Have I got all this right, Tuvok?

Answers. That was what it all came down to. And
they’d gotten two of the three mysteries solved. “Do
you know how they went about performing this task,
Mr. Kim?” she asked.

The young ensign nodded. “Not only do I know,
they recorded the event for posterity. I found some-
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thing that they put together to show the people of
Akeras.”

His voice and posture were censorious, and
Janeway couldn’t blame him. The Akerians had
viewed killing the Verunan sun as a great achievement
for the glory of the Akerian Empire and had wanted
to preserve this finest hour. The fact that two billion
innocents along with countless plants and animals
were going to die for it seemed to have bothered the
Akerians not at all. She was reminded of the old Earth
films of Hitler, of the biorecords of the death camps
on the twin moons of Kamarica. Some things didn’t
change.

She shook off her melancholia. “Let’s see it, Mr.
Kim.”

Janeway knew that, unlike the dreadful footage of
the death camps of Earth and other planets, what she
was about to see would contain no dreadful image of
the dying or the dead. This would be only cold space
shots; the devastation would come afterward. None-
theless, she braced herself. Knowing what she did, she
could never watch something like this with detach-
ment.

A face appeared on the viewscreen—or rather, a
helmeted head. It appeared virtually identical to the
visage of Linneas. Apparently, the helmet and the
armor were indeed ritual garb that hadn’t changed
over the passage of three centuries.

“Greetings, Most Honored Emperor Iphus, and to
the people of Akeras. I am Telarac, first warrior of the
Empirical Exploratory Unit and first warrior com-
mander of the proud vessel Dominion. As many of
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you know, much of the peace and harmony we have
striven to bring to our beloved home world stems
from the rich knowledge we have gained from the
planet we call Blessing. Our entryway threatened to
close, but our brilliant Akerian scientists have learned
a way to keep Blessing and all its gifts available to us.
What you are about to see is a visual record of one of
the proudest moments in Akerian history.”

Proudest moment, my foot, Janeway thought but
kept her silence.

Telarac kept narrating, but for the most part
Janeway tuned out the Akerian propagandist. She
didn’t need to know the names of the ships involved
in this “historical triumph” or the captains who
piloted them. She’d learn what she needed to just by
watching.

It was so simple, so logical, that Janeway knew they
ought to have guessed what had transpired the minute
they had been attacked by the Victory’s pod ships.
Four Akerian ships flew in perfect formation toward
the Verunan sun. As Janeway watched the centuries-
old footage, the four ships began to execute an uncan-
nily familiar maneuver. Each one powered up its
individual generators, and she saw the four generators
on each ship light up and link as the ships moved
toward their fellows.

“Graviton beams,” she breathed. “They’re making
a gravition beam link!”

One by one, the ships joined their gravity waves just
as the six little pods had done when they had attacked
Voyager. Then together, as graceful as dancers in a
painstakingly choreographed ballet, the ships moved
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closer to the sun. In the background, the concavity
yawned, a spatter of nothingness against a star-
crowded sky.

Then it happened.

The massive wave created by the four ships was far
in excess of what any one ship could produce. The
ships fired it at the Verunan sun—not at its center,
but across its photosphere. Janeway was reminded
incongruously of skipping stones across a brook. The
gravity wave skimmed across the top, forcing the
energy in front of it like a sheepdog herding its
charges. It was an awesome spectacle, and Janeway
forgot to breathe as she watched the stream of burning
hydrogen hurtle toward the mouth of the concavity.

“It’s siphoning the energy,” she managed. “Like
sucking liquid through a hose.”

“And it’s been doing that extremely effectively for
the last three hundred years,” finished Kim.

“It is utterly brilliant,” announced Tuvok, approval
creeping into his voice. Janeway knew the Vulcan
better than to think that he endorsed the action; he
was merely giving credit where credit was due. Kim,
however, turned a shocked gaze upon the security
officer.

“Lieutenant Tuvok, with respect, I’d like to remind
you that billions of people are going to die because of
that brilliance!”

Tuvok regarded him mildly and opened his mouth
to reply when Janeway interrupted him. “Mr. Kim,
you’ve done a marvelous job. I'll be sure to mention
your extraordinary efforts in the ship’s log. I suggest
you download all the information on the Akerian
weapons system—including this little demonstration
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of their power—and make sure everyone in Tactical
sees it. Is there anything else that you need to tell me
about at the moment?”

“Well,” said Kim, “I don’t know about you, but I
got very curious about what they looked like. Appar-
ently, the warriors never remove their helmets except
in private, and there was little or no information
about nonwarrior individuals. But I did catch one
captain in an unguarded moment before he switched
off his personal log. I think youw’ll find this very
interesting.”

He quickly pulled up the log in question. It was
Nelek, summing up a rather uneventful day. The
commander sat for a moment, sighing, then reached
for a small, handheld instrument. He placed it to his
throat, and it glowed. Something went click. Tilting
his head to the left, Nelek reached up, unfastened his
helmet, and removed it.

“Well, I'll be damned,” said Janeway softly in utter
amazement.
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CHAKOTAY LIKED IT HERE IN THE COOL CAVERNS BELOW
the rapidly perishing surface of the condemned plan-
et. Here, there was no unpleasant foretaste of death
haunting the soul. The lichen that covered the rocks
glowed, providing a natural radiance that supple-
mented the artificial lighting given off by the equip-
ment. The Verunans who worked here were alert,
attentive, excited. The three dozen or so technicians
who scurried back and forth moved with purpose
and enthusiasm. They had something that Chakotay
suspected the surface dwellers did not: hope. What
they were doing down here just might make a differ-
ence.

Just might. The key words, weren’t they? Despair
was not truly conquered here, merely kept at bay by
productive activity. Anahu seemed to be able to put
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the knowledge that the planet had a quarter of a
century or so left aside. Kaavi was noticeably bitter

" and hostile. And Viha Nata herself? Where did she fit

'~ in here? He’d have to talk with her at length soon.

i

- But first had come enforced sleep. The Voyager
crew had been exhausted, and the heat had wiped
them out. Chakotay had ordered a rest period of five

. hours, and not surprisingly he, Torres, and Paris had

all managed to get a bit of shut-eye in spite of the
exciting new situation in which they found them-
selves. Nata had led them to a quiet alcove, and they
had nodded off.

Now, it was back to work. He walked up the ramp
that led into Conviction’s interior. It was small inside
what served as the operational area. Over toward the
back, Tom Paris examined the structure of the vessel
with hungry eyes, while Kaavi, her own eyes bright
with excitement, pointed various things out to him.
Chakotay turned his attention to Torres, who was at
the present moment lying on her back to get a better
view of the underside of Conviction’s console.

“You look like a twentieth-century Earth mechan-
ic,” he quipped, smiling.

She eased herself out and grinned back up at him,
waving one of the tools Anahu had given her. “Well,
I’ll tell you, I almost feel like one.”

Chakotay felt his smile falter. ““Are the ships that
primitive?” he asked, disappointment seeping into his
bones. Conviction was so pretty, so elegant in her
lines, that he assumed what was inside her was just as
advanced.

Torres shook her head. ““No, it’s not that. It’s just—
Chakotay, these things are old. Ancient. We're talking
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millennia here, not just centuries.” Her voice was
hushed, almost reverent, and Chakotay understood
why. He glanced about with renewed respect. “Anahu
tells me that there are five other ships just like
Conviction, all hidden in caves like this. Other crews
are working on getting them in spaceworthy shape,
but it’s been slow going. And time—"

“—Is the one thing they don’t have.”

She nodded, her face intense. Sweat trickled along
the ridges of her brow despite the cool temperature.
“The Verunans are basically relearning how to oper-
ate these things.”

The first officer squatted down beside her to keep
the conversation a bit more private. Part of him
wondered why he even bothered; it was clear that
Paris and Kaavi were totally engrossed in admiring
the ship.

“And how does it look to you?”” he asked quietly.

Torres glanced away, then met Chakotay’s brown
eyes with a level stare that he recognized—and didn’t
like. She was going to tell him something he didn’t
really want to hear.

“Frankly, it looks very good.” Chakotay narrowed
his eyes, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “Once
you’ve figured out the basic structure, nearly every-
thing else falls right into place. There are a few things
that are a total mystery to me, though—things I’ve
never encountered before. But they don’t seem to be
interefering with my understanding of the basic func-
tions. Tom ought to be able to fly this ship right now if
she were operational. The ancient Verunans were very
logical, well-organized people.” A sly smile touched
her lips. “The Vulcans would like them.”
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“I know I sure do,” Chakotay admitted. “Out with
it, B’Elanna. I’ve known you too long.”

She hesitated, then her words came out in a rush.
“They’re so close, Chakotay! They’ve almost got it!
Nearly everything I’'m seeing indicates that they were
just a couple of generations away from figuring out
cloaking, shielding, perhaps even a superior way to
cross distances than warp drive.”

Suddenly he knew what she was getting at and
realized his hunch had been right. He didn’t like it. He
felt his stomach sink to his toes. But he had to make
her say it, put it into words, so that he could coldly,
calculatedly, shatter her hope. The uniform he wore,
which felt right to him most of the time, now felt like
it was smothering him. Duty was a damn heavy thing
sometimes, never more than at this moment.

“If you’d just let me add a few things—put in some
shielding capabilities—they’d be able to fight the
Akerians on something resembling equal footing!
Starfleet technology would do so much—>

“Come on, Torres, you know better than that.”
Chakotay’s voice was harsh in his own ears, and each
word seemed to cost him. “I can’t do that.”

She let out a frustrated, unhappy sound, some-
where between a whimper and a growl. “I wouldn’t do
much. Like I said, they’re so damn close already—"

“Your job is to help them get their equipment up to
speed, Lieutenant, not put in new technologies. That’s
a violation of the Prime Directive, and you can lie to
yourself and bend it around all you want, but you
know I’'m right.”

Her breast heaved with anger, but when she spoke,
there was no trace of Klingon rage in her surprisingly
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soft voice. “Chakotay, they’re good people. They
deserve a fighting chance.”

“Nobody knows that more than I do,” he replied,
his voice equally soft. “But we made promises, you
and I, when we agreed to wear these uniforms. Some-
times the right choices aren’t the easy ones.” Some-
times, he thought bitterly, the right choices aren’t even
very good. “Don’t waste your time thinking about
what you can’t do for these people. You’re one of the
most brilliant engineers I've ever seen. Use that
brilliance to its best advantage within the limits
you’ve been set. You can still make a difference but
not if you spend your time being angry about the
differences you can’t make.”

She averted her eyes, staring at nothing. Then with
a speed that shocked even him, who ought to have
known better, she slammed her fist angrily down on
the floor of the vessel. Startled, Paris and Kaavi
turned around. With a small shake of his head,
Chakotay indicated that they should ignore the out-
burst. Paris nodded his understanding and began
asking questions again, gently redirecting his liaison’s
attention.

Chakotay waited. One thing his culture and his life
experiences had taught him was patience. He often
thought that Torres had entered his life simply to be
taught that lesson by him. That thought led him back
to his animal spirit’s strange advice: You are a teacher.
You are also a student. You teach the ways of your
people. That is easy to do. What is harder to do is to be
wise and teach the ways of people you do not know.

But now Torres was looking directly at him, and he
had to put his animal guide’s words aside. “Permis-
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sion to bring more hands down from the Voyager.
This work will go faster if there’s more than one
person working on it.”

“Agreed,” he answered swiftly. That much, at least,
he could do. Torres seemed calmer, at least a little,
and eased herself up. She stood awkwardly, her mus-
cles clearly stiff from being in the awkward position,
and Chakotay extended a hand to help her. She
twisted away from him, not meeting his gaze, and
exited down the ramp.

He was not offended. They’d clashed before, he and
she, and he knew this was how she handled what she
regarded as a setback. He heard her speaking to Carey
as he followed her off the Conviction and heard the
anger in her voice mollify into renewed enthusiasm.
She’d be all right.

Now it was time, past time, for him to start
contributing. Viha Nata awaited him outside. She did
not like the *“closed place™ as she called the caverns.
Chakotay walked past a long line of computers, catch-
ing the eyes of the occasional Verunan engineer and
smiling. The cavern narrowed and began to slope
upward, gently at first and then steeply. Soon
Chakotay was not walking, but climbing, seeking out
finger- and tocholds as he made his way toward the
surface.

There was a much larger exit, of course, otherwise
the vessels like Conviction could not have been hidden
underground. But Anahu had given him to under-
stand that the exits were carefully camouflaged to
escape detection from the Akerians. Under no cir-
cumstances was anyone, Verunan or human, to draw
attention to those exits. Chakotay and the other
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visitors to Veruna Four would have to enter and leave
the same way the natives did: climbing in and out.

But Verunan arms and legs were much stronger
than human appendages, and their reach was far
longer as well. Chakotay found himself pushing his
body to its limits as he climbed, hauled, and scram-
bled his way toward the surface, but he didn’t mind.
He prided himself on staying in excellent physical
shape. The workout also helped him release his own
deeply controlled anxiety and frustration.

The Indian wanted to help the Verunans. Had he
not taken an oath upon being promoted to first officer
of the Voyager to uphold the Prime Directive, he’d
have beaten B’Elanna in giving any aid he could to
these beings who, in so many ways, reminded him of
his own people. But he couldn’t. He’d taken that
oath, donned the uniform, accepted the responsibili-
ties.

Chakotay began to smell the surface—the scent of
rot and decay in place of freshness and growth. He
grew even sadder as the smell grew stronger until at
last, panting with the effort, he heaved himself out of
the tunnel and onto the hard-packed earth.

Viha Nata was there, as she had promised, and
wordlessly extended a clay gourd of water. He gulped
it thirstily, knowing that it was pure and wholesome
despite the odd taste and faint odor that clung to the
liquid. When he had drained the gourd, he handed it
back. She accepted it and gazed at him.

“And I assume you are hungry, friend Chakotay. 1
do not know of your people’s needs, but here, we eat
every few hours. Can you partake of our planet’s
hospitality-—what little we have left to provide you—
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or do you wish to procure sustenance from your
ship?”

He thought for a moment as he caught his breath.
No doubt, these people needed every portion of
nourishing fare they could get. Probably, the trees and
plants were starting to cease bearing edible produce.
However, in many cultures, including his own,
“breaking bread” was a powerful and honored ritual.
The fact that Viha Nata had offered him food seemed
to indicate that the Verunans followed that concept.

“If you would not mind me using my tricorder to
determine if your food is harmful to my system, Viha,
I would be honored to eat with you.” He would take
the offer this once. Later, he could get rations back on
board Voyager and not use up any more of the
Verunan supplies.

She nodded and led him over to what was clearly
her own hut. Like all the others he had seen, it was
mostly open to the elements. A rug of dried, braided
rushes of some sort covered the floor. There were
pillows, and Nata indicated that Chakotay should sit.
He did so, settling himself in among the many surpris-
ingly soft pillows, and waited in polite silence.

Nata seemed more quiet than usual. Something was
on her mind, and though she moved briskly to furnish
food for her honored guest, he could tell she was not
fully concentrating on the task. No doubt young Paris
would shake his head—How can you tell? They don't
look anything like us!—but Chakotay knew even after
such a relatively short time spent among the
Verunans. The cock of the head, the movement of the
tail, and above all, those large, soft, glowing eyes that
revealed every shade of emotion their owners could
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possibly feel. He was not ascribing human traits to
them, but he was learning to take them on their own
terms, decipher their own complex array of ritual,
gesture, and language.

At last she brought him a wooden plate piled high
with an exotic assortment of what he took to be fruits
and vegetables and other things he could not readily
identify. He took out his tricorder and analyzed the
food. Roots, tubers, grains, fruits—nothing danger-
ous there. The elder seated herself on cushions across
from him, cocking her head expectantly.

“I thank you for this meal, Viha,” Chakotay said
gravely. He reached for a long, thin purple item and
bit into it. It was delicious—crunchy and sweet. He
raised his eyebrows and nodded his approval.

“I am pleased you enjoy our fare,” the Viha replied.
She reached out a clawed, long-fingered hand and
helped herself to something dark gray and lumpy. “I
would you had come here earlier when the good earth
gave forth better, sweeter food.”

“You promised me that you would tell me the tales
of your people, Viha,” said Chakotay, finishing the
purple root and selecting a bright blue fruit.

Her eyes were unhappy as she chewed and swal-
lowed. “I am the last remaining Viha of this section of
our land. I have not had time to train another. The
Vihas are the keepers of the tales, the keepers of our
history. If I die before I can pass those tales along to
another, they may die with me.”

She toyed with the long, bulky pendant that hung
from her sinuous throat. “I have told you that our
history is oral. What we hear once, we remember for
always.”
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The vocal equivalent of a photographic memory,
Chakotay thought to himself, filing away the informa-
tion for future reference. “Anahu mentioned that. He
said you ‘remembered’ the forgotten technology. And
you added that you had to find the truths cloaked in
legend. Give me an example. Tell me how you remem-
bered the caverns that housed the ships.”

Nata smiled, and her eyes went misty. “One of the

most inspirational of all our tales is that one. It is the
story of the Soul’s Journey to Truth. It is a long
story—hours in the true telling—so I will summa-
rize.
“As each one of us has a soul, so does everything
else around us, in the earth, in the oceans, in the skies.
And every soul must make a journey, till it reaches its
final destination. Along that way, the soul finds allies:
courage, faith, kindness, conviction, wisdom, and
love. The tale tells how the soul finds each of its six
Guardians and learns from them. With their help, the
soul reaches its destination.”

She watched him closely, seeing if he understood
what she was so cryptically describing. For a moment,
he didn’t comprehend. The legend of the soul’s jour-
ney was one he’d encountered in many alien cultures.
It was not unique to humans. And it was usually an
allegory. What was she driving at?

And then it hit him.

“Conviction,” he breathed. “The ship Convic-
tion. And the others are named Courage, Faith, Kind-
ness—"

“Wisdom and Love,” completed Nata, obviously
pleased that he had understood her.

Chakotay’s skin prickled with foreknowledge. Al-
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most, he could feel his animal spirit’s warm presence
here, in this little ceramic hut, nodding her approval.
“And . . . the soul?” he ventured.

“Finish your meal,” said Nata gravely. “And when
you have done so, I shall take you to the very soul of
our people.”

Chakotay took with him a flask fashioned of the
smooth, hardened mud. He’d filled it with water, an
old-fashioned prevention against dehydration but still
perhaps one of the best. After a few minutes of hiking
in the hot, hazy environment, he was glad of it.

“I take this walk nearly every day,” said Nata as she
strode beside him, moderating her long stride so as
not to overtax her guest. “Rain or shine. Viewing this
place helps me to think, to remember. It was there
that I recalled the legend of the soul’s journey. I am
hoping that perhaps you will be able to offer some
insights.”

“That is my hope as well,” said Chakotay, puffing
slightly in the thick air.

It was a sobering trip. Time after time, they would
have to step over the bones of some creature or
another. Trees festered, oozed, and occasionally there
came a loud boom as one of them fell to the earth to
facilitate its decomposition.

Once, the wind shifted, bringing with it so nauseat-
ing a scent that Chakotay’s dark face went pale. He
swallowed rapidly, trying to keep his meal in his
stomach, where it belonged.

Beside him, Nata paused, and as he recovered
himself, she did something that struck him as odd at
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first. She rose to her full height, extended her long
neck, and began to sing.

I mourn, Sun who shall be no more;

I mourn, Stars who gleam in the night;
I mourn, Waters who breed death;

I mourn, Earth that cannot grow.
Sun-Eater has claimed you,
Sun-Eater has claimed me,

Sun-Eater has claimed us all.

Chakotay listened, then on impulse, he removed his
comm badge and temporarily deactivated the transla-
tion device. Suddenly, Viha Nata’s true voice, unen-
cumbered by English words, came to his ears full
force. The song was beautiful—lilting, sweet, pure.
Her voice was a crooning, gentle sound that would
put any child easily to sleep as though by a lullaby.
She finished her song, bowed her head in silent
mourning to all that was lost, that would be lost.

Chakotay hesitated, then, replacing his comm
badge, he began to sing a Navajo chant called “Song
of the Young War God.”

I have been to the end of the earth.

I have been to the end of the waters.

I have been to the end of the sky.

I have been to the end of the mountains.

I have found none that were not my friends.

Startled, Nata whipped her head around to look at
him. The beads in her long, soft, white hair bounced.
She was utterly shocked but terribly pleased. An
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understanding silence passed between them as they
continued walking.

The path took a sharp upward turn after about a
half a kilometer. Chakotay began to pant with exer-
tion, but his mind was not on his working muscles. He
thought about the tales, about the song she’d just sung
and his own response. And he thought about the
Akerians.

“There is a legend among one branch of my people,
the Cherokee,” he said at length. “It tells of the
Gentle People, the Nunnehi, who lived beneath the
Earth’s surface. One day, they appeared to the Chero-
kee and warned them that a great, terrible disaster
was about to befall them.”

Now realizing that Chakotay was telling a tale of his
own, Nata turned to look at him, her mottled face
alight with interest. “The Nunnehi offered to let the
Cherokee come and live with them in the caverns
beneath the Earth,” Chakotay continued. “They
rolled away a stone, and the place below was so
beautiful, so kind and welcoming, that the Cherokee
people were eager to dwell with the Nunnehi. But one
group held back. The chief asked them why. The old
people replied, ‘This is our home. This is where we
wish to die.” The young people replied, ‘This is where
we wish to bear our children. We want them to live as
we did.” So the chief, knowing that the rest of his
people would be safe with the Nunnehi, decided to
stay with those who lingered behind.”

“And did the disaster come?” asked Nata.

Chakotay nodded his dark head. “Another race of
people came. They decided that the Cherokee could
not live where they had lived since the world began.
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These people marched the Cherokee, on foot, over a
distance of hundreds of miles and relocated them far
from their homes.” His dark eyes were somber but
not vengeful. He had forgiven, as most of his people
had forgiven. But he could not—and knew that he
should not—forget. Those who fail to learn from
history are condemned to repeat it, he thought to
himself, then he continued.

“Many people died on that long march. Women,
children, the old, the sick. There was barely enough
time to bury the dead. The Cherokee call it the Trail
of Tears. My people have never forgotten it. So you
see, Viha Nata, I share your pain. For though the Trail
of Tears happened six hundred years ago and your
people are suffering now, I do understand.”

Viha Nata was silent, walking steadily with power-
ful movements of her clean, strong legs. At last, she
asked, “What of the people who went with the
Nunnehi?”

“They were never seen again. But we have no
reason to think that they were unhappy.”

“I think,” said Nata slowly, putting the pieces
together inside her large, complex brain, “that if what
we are seeing now is your Trail of Tears, then what
happened long, long ago was the other half of that
tale. Then, we were not the Cherokee who stayed to
suffer. Then, we were the Cherokee who escaped the
terrible thing by the grace of the Nunnehi.”

She stopped and regarded him. “What you are
about to see is a thing of great holiness among my
people. I do not show you this lightly.”

He inclined his head. “I do not view it lightly,” he
said, his voice steady and serious.
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“We call it the First Place. It is also the soul of our
kind. Long, long ago, it sheltered us, saved us, until it
was safe to leave it and partake of the bounties
granted to us by this once most fruitful of planets. I
come here often and sit up on that peak to which I
now- take you, and I wonder . ..” The old Verunan
twisted her long, thin neck, regarded the stone out-
cropping. ‘1 wonder if, perhaps now that our sun is
dying,. if that is not a sign that we should return to this
place. It saved my people before, or so the tales would
have us believe—and Chakotay, I do believe the
tales—and 1 wonder, perhaps it might save us again.”

She turned her attention to him again, and he
realized, not for the first time, the latent power that
was in her body and her spirit. Nata, as her people all
seemed to be, was gentle. The Verunans fed on plants
and roots, not flesh. There seemed to be no internal
strife, no external strife, until the Akerians came to
murder their sun and their entire system. But she was
big and physically powerful, and the great and terrible
beauty that manifested itself in her lambent eyes
could not be denied.

“Ascend, Chakotay. Look upon the First Place,
think on it, and tell me your thoughts.”

Chakotay realized he hadn’t felt this nervous since
the early days of his youth, when he had gone with his
father to the tropical rain forests of Earth in search of
his tribe’s origins. That world, those people, had been
alien to him, the *‘contrary,” who wanted to embrace
the more orderly and contemporary universe offered
by Starfleet. How ironic—or perhaps, how fitting—
that that decision had brought him here, to that
precipice up ahead which represented another step
into another world, another challenge.
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Challenge.

You are a teacher. You are also a student. You teach
the ways of your people. That is easy to do. What is
harder to do is to be wise and teach the ways of people
you do not know.

But how do I teach what I do not know?

That is the challenge, is it not?

He could almost feel her, there, just out of reach,
inside his mind as she always was, accessible at any
moment but uncommandable. Chakotay’s heart thud-
ded inside his chest and not just from exertion.

At last he ascended and gazed down in the valley of
the First Place.

The First Place was enormous. It was several kilo-
meters long, stretching out its slim white arms in four
directions. At each compass point sat a large bulge,
each one easily twice the size of Nata’s village. Its
white metal gleamed in the sun,

Teach the ways of people you do not know.

Now he knew what she had meant. He could almost
see the sleek animal spirit nodding her head as
suddenly the pieces clicked together. Although he had
never seen this structure before, he knew what it was,
knew even better than Viha Nata, to whom it was a
daily sight.

“Viha,” bhe said softly, “it’s a colony ship.”
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CHAPTER
10

THEY HAD REFUELED, REPAIRED THE VICTORY, COMMIS-
sioned a second ship, and crewed her with those who,
Linneas was convinced, would not falter in the con-
flict that was to come. In a few hours, they would be
ready to depart for the Verunan system.

Garai, for his part, was relieved that he had been
promoted to first warrior commander for the new
Empirical Exploratory Unit vessel, Destroyer. That
meant that he would no longer be Linneas’s “trusted
first hand.” He would not have to watch Linneas rage
at trivialities or punish innocent transgressions with a
brutally heavy hand—or be an unwilling party to the
lies Linneas was telling their empress.

True, lying to the emperor or empress had been
practically tradition for centuries. A few rulers
through the ages had been hard, or as Linneas might
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have put it, “wise,” enough to be trusted with the
secret—that the great glory of Blessing was obtained
only by slave labor and killing a system’s sun. But
there had not been many. For the most part, the truth
behind the harvesting of Blessing remained known
only by the military. This fact, this odd tradition, did
not make it any easier for Garai.

As Linneas and Garai headed toward their audi-
ence with Her Grace, here in the enormous, sprawling
white metal palace that was both Akeras’s seat of
government and royal home, Garai, his commission
already in hand, dared speak openly.

“With all honor, First Warrior,” he began as they
walked down the narrow, echoing corridors of the
palace toward the receiving chamber, “I think it is
time to tell the government the truth about
Blessing—and about the new ship.”

Linneas halted in midstride. Mentally, Garai
cringed, but physically he did not retreat. Slowly,
Linneas turned to Garai, his newly polished helmet
gleaming in the harsh, artificial light of the corridor.
The light threw the scores in his horns into sharp
relief.

“Empress Riva is my kin, Lowborn, not yours,” he
hissed. “She is hardly of a temperament to handle this
knowledge. This information has been kept within the
military for centuries now. Why should we tell her or
the government anything? The fewer people involved,
the easier it is for us to operate efficiently.”

Garai bobbed his horns in acknowledgment of the
truthful insult but gathered his courage and contin-
ued. “The alien ship Voyager has entered into the
scenario. They are players whose participation was
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never—could never have been—predicted. Do you
not think that the government needs the facts—all
the facts—in order to determine the proper course of
action?”

A low rumble of angry impatience emanated from
behind Linneas’s mask. His gloved hands twitched.
Garai’s mouth went dry. Should Linneas charge him,
Garai would be honor bound, due to his inferior
bloodline, to submit without fighting. Dying by
Linneas’s hands was not something he would relish.

“Since when has the government ever needed the
facts?” replied the first warrior. “They stay here and
make laws, parcel out goods and food, playact their
own little games. It is we who make the important
decisions! Every Akerian would be dead by now—
would have died long ago—had it not been for the
courage of the warriors who dared venture beyond the
sun, who dared enter the rift in space, who dared learn
from those of other systems who have gone before!”

Keeping his helmet still so that Linneas would not
see what he was doing, Garai couldn’t help but glance
about at the complexity of the palace. This was
Akerian technology. This had not been stolen from a
dead planet, paid for with the lives of creatures who
had never offered a threat of any sort. This was all
they really could call theirs, and for a wild, traitorous
instance, Garai wondered if Blessing might not more
aptly have been named Curse. The discovery of the
planet within the concavity had given the Akerian
military its power, had been the first step in building
the empire into the fearful institution it was today.

Had there been no Blessing, had the Akerians been
forced to rely on what they had to hand, what would
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have happened? Garai had always assumed that it
would have been disastrous, as Linneas had just
insisted. But would the Akerians really have died out?
Or would they have learned to survive on their own
without exploiting the technology of dead aliens and
the labor of live ones?

Such questions, he knew, were dangerous. But
Garai was growing older, and gradually, asking such
things was becoming important to him.

Linneas was awaiting a response. Garai, defeated
for the moment, gave it to him. “First Warrior is
right, as usual,” he said, keeping his voice dead
serious. “We in the military act, as we have ever acted,
for the benefit of our people. It was”—He did not
want to say wrong, for such a word was loaded with
meaning and could return to haunt him—*“misguided
of me to suggest otherwise.”

Garai bowed low. He heard Linneas grunt, pleased.

“Clearly the encounter with the aliens has addled
your brain, First Warrior. It has been a difficult time
for all of us,” he admitted with what he no doubt
regarded as generosity. “Never before has our author-
ity been so challenged. It is well that you have realized
your misstatement.”

And he walked on again, helmeted head held high, a
shining armor-clad example of the best and the
brightest the Akerian military had to offer.

Garai hesitated, then followed. His mind was made
up. He would not question Linneas here and now.
There was too much at stake, too many unresolved
issues. He would command the Destroyer properly,
with all Akerian honor, and bring it glory. But while
aboard, he would watch his crew very carefully to see
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who, if any, might share his growing discontent and
“disillusionment with the military.

When they had returned, even if it meant his
commission, even if it meant his neck, he would seek
a private audience with the beautiful, gulled empress
and reveal the mammoth deception that had been
going on for centuries.

“Chakotay to Janeway.”

“Janeway here.”

“Captain, I’ve just discovered something very im-
portant about Verunan technology.”

“T’'ve heard about the six ships if that’s what you’re
referring to. Lieutenant Paris gave me quite a run-
down on them.”

Chakotay smiled a little, never taking his eyes off
the beautiful, giant colony ship that lay before him in
the distance. “I’m sure he did. But this is something
else. Captain...” He hesitated, reached for the
words. “The Verunans are not native to this system.
I'm looking at a mammoth colony ship, estimated
two, maybe three square kilometers. From what I can
piece together about Nata’s people, I assume they
came here centuries ago in that ship, escorted by the
six Guardians.”

“Excuse me?” !

“Forgive me—the escort ships. Captain, I was right
to come and speak with the Viha. According to her, all
their stories, their mythos, are allegorical and refer to
actual incidents and places.”

Quickly, he summarized Nata’s story of the soul’s
journey, mentioning the names of the six ships. “Nata
herself has come to the conclusion that it is time to
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- return to the ship, see if it has any answers for them.
~ She thinks that, if worst came to worst, at least some
Verunans could survive in there.”

He did not voice his own thoughts, not with the
Viha standing right next to him, hope—real hope—
making her mottled, furred face glow. The colony
ship might have served well enough to transport the
Verunans, or whatever they had called themselves
originally, through space to this planet. It might even,
as Nata assured him, have housed them through
violent planetary disturbances when they first landed.
But protect these people from a dying sun? He
doubted it. Still, Chakotay was not about to crush this
kindly soul’s hope, not when he didn’t yet have all the
facts in.

Janeway, exercising her own considerable wisdom,
did not ask for Chakotay’s thoughts. Instead, she
asked, “Is Viha Nata prepared to take you inside?”
Then, almost immediately, “Can you get inside?”

Chakotay glanced over at the Viha, raising his
eyebrow in question. Nata nodded excitedly, her
newfound hope straightening her spine, animating
her body, and making her suddenly look much young-
er, though no less dependable.

“You have helped me find answers for questions
that I never thought to ask, friend Chakotay. By all
means, I will take you inside the First Place—the
colony ship, as you call it.”

He smiled at her. Excitement was also rising within
him. Chakotay was blessed with an even tempera-
ment, had learned over years of hard lessons to keep a
steady head, but he had never lost that sense of
enthusiasm for the new, the unknown.
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The captain continued. “Chakotay, we’ve found
out a lot of things here, too—things that I think you
should know.”

He read between the lines. Had the information
been for Viha Nata’s ears as well as his own, Janeway
simply would have told him. They’d found out some-
thing, something they weren’t yet willing to share with
the Verunans. Chakotay felt his initial enthusiasm ebb -
and prayed that it wasn’t bad news.

“Understood, Captain. Do you want the away team
to beam up now?”

“No, this can wait. Go ahead and see if you can get
into the colony ship. I don’t think it’s necessary to
instruct you to record everything. Our Mr. Kim
would love to join you, but I’ve finally managed to
convince him to get some sleep for the first time since
this whole thing started. I'll send him down if there’s
something you need his expertise for, but otherwise
I’d like him to get some rest.”

“Agreed.”

“One other thing. You’ve got five hours to learn
what you can, then I want you and the other officers
currently on Veruna Four back up here on the Voyag-
er. From the information on the Akerian computers,
we now know where their home world is and how fast
their ships can travel. What we don’t know is how
badly disabled their ship was and how long it would
take them to repair it. But I'd rather err on the side of
caution. The minimum time for an Akerian ship to
travel to and from Akeras has come and gone. We’re
on borrowed time. I’d like for us to get in and out of
Sun-Eater before they show.”

“Agreed,” Chakotay replied. He felt anger stir with-
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in him. Didn’t the Verunans have enough to deal
with, with their murdered sun, their dying world, and
their enslaved brethren, without having to worry
about a renewed Akerian attack? “It would save time
if you could have us beamed directly to the site.”

“Very well.” There was a pause, then her voice
came again with a hint of mirth. “Happy hunting.”

He gave her the coordinates, then signed off. “With
your permission, Nata, we’d like to transport you to
the site.”

“Certainly,” the Viha replied. “I have had more
adventures in the last few days than I have all my life.
If your people stay, Chakotay, they may well restore
my youth.”

A few moments later, they materialized fifty meters
outside one of the bulbous ends of the ship. Up close,
it was even more impressive than it had been from a
few kilometers distant. This section alone was
roughly the size of Voyager. It was more overgrown
than it had appeared at a distance as well.

“Walk softly,” were the first words out of Viha
Nata’s mouth. “For you tread upon holy ground.”

Chakotay glanced down. Various items littered the
brown grass: beads, necklaces, lamps fashioned of the
hot muddy clay, trinkets of all sorts. For a brief
instant he was confused and then realized that the
gently swelling lumps of earth that covered the imme-
diate area in front of the ship were not natural
formations.

“It’s a burial ground,” he said softly, reverently.

Nata nodded. “We return to the First Place when
we die—at least,” she amended, “our bodies do.”

Chakotay itched with curiosity about what the
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Verunans thought regarding life after death. More
than anything he could recall wanting in the recent
past, he wanted to take Nata to meet his family back
in his homeland. What stories, what rituals, what
magic to ease the heart and spirit.

But there was no time for that, no time to be
properly reverent to the dead Verunans who silently
slept the eternal sleep all about him. There was only
time to analyze the ship, to find a way in, to perhaps
learn something from the Verunan past in order to
ensure a Verunan future. Chakotay had been raised
to revere the dead. It went against the grain for him to
simply ignore them, but as Janeway had warned, time
was growing short.

“I mean no disrespect . . .,” he began, but Nata
held up a placating hand.

“There is no time to be respectful,” she said,
essentially reading his mind. “Our people are ever
practical. Whatever spirits might linger here will
understand the greatness of the need and forgive any
violation. So,” she said, straightening to regard the
metallic orb that loomed in front of them, “what does
your . . . tricorder, yes? . . . make of this?”

Chakotay opened his tricorder and analyzed the
readings. “It appears to be fashioned from the same
material that the six Guardians are,” he said. “I had
thought that the lack of wear and tear on the Guardi-
ans was due to the fact that they were at least
somewhat sheltered from the elements, but this ship
also appears in staggeringly good condition.” A
thought struck him. “Nata, the Akerians never tar-
geted the ships because the materials in the soil hid
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them from their sensors. But I’'m clearly picking up
readings from this ship. Why didn’t they attack this
site?”

Puzzlement descended on her reptilian features.
She cocked her head to one side, pondering. “Can you
tell what is inside?” she asked.

Chakotay glanced back down at his tricorder. It
efficiently showed him everything he could possibly
want to know about the ship’s exterior but revealed
nothing of the ship’s secrets. “No,” he answered.

“Then perhaps they did not think it a pertinent
target,” said Nata. “Few come here, except to medi-
tate, as I do, or to bury the dead. And recently”—her
voice caught and her eyes shone with unshed tears—
“may the Ancestors forgive me, but there has been no
time to properly bury all those who have died . . .”

“And the overgrowth would continue to support
the theory that this wasn’t in use by your people, not
now, at least,” said Chakotay. Gently, he touched her
arm, shook her out of her mourning, and together,
treading softly as Nata had advised, they walked over
the graves of countless Verunan dead and approached
the ship.

The surface was smooth and white where it was not
covered by centuries of growth. Nata reached out and
laid her hand on the metal.

“Yes,” she confirmed, “it feels just like the ships.”

“Let’s see if we can find an entrance of sorts,”
suggested Chakotay. “Keep searching with your
hands beneath the growth. Look for cracks, uneven-
ness, indentations—anything that might indicate a
door.”
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Together, they set to work clearing a space. The
heat wrapped Chakotay in its stifling embrace until he
felt swathed in something tangible. He paused, took a
few swallows from his water gourd, and wiped the
sweat from his tattooed brow.

The vines were stubborn, and the work was hard.
All they encountered for their efforts was the smooth,
eggshell-like, gently curving surface of the ship’s hull.
The swollen sun climbed higher in the sky. Chakotay
began to wonder if perhaps this was a dead end when
the surface beneath his questing fingers suddenly
changed.

“Nata, I’ve got something.” Quickly the elder came
to him and, with her superior strength, began ripping
the vines off with renewed enthusiasm.

“It’s a touch pad,” he said softly. “For your people.
Look.” Indeed it was. There, the only blemish on the
otherwise perfect surface of the hull, was the imprint
of a Verunan hand—five fingers, each with long,
wicked-looking claws. Nata stared at it, her already
large eyes enormous with wonder.

“How long,” she breathed, “how long has it been
since one of us touched this?”

“I don’t know, but I bet it will activate a door of
some sort.” Chakotay had to suppress his own excite-
ment. “Be careful, Nata. We don’t know what form
this door will take. It might even open directly be-
neath us.” '

She glanced over at him, then back at the imprint.
Slowly, she raised her own right arm. She hesitated,
murmured a quick prayer, then gently laid her hand
into the print. It fit perfectly.
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There was a slight whir. The earth did not open
beneath them. A door did not slide open with a
frightening suddenness. Instead, directly in front of
them, a circular portion of the hull dissolved, quietly
and with no fuss at all. It simply wasn’t there any-
more. It was typically Verunan, thought Chakotay
distractedly.

The dust of centuries slowly floated out, hung
dancing in the sunlight. “What do your tales tell
about what’s inside the First Place?”” asked Chakotay
as he and Nata peered inside into the darkness. He
was aware that his voice sounded hushed, reverent,
befitting a holy place.

Nata’s voice, too, was solemn. “That which is first
is final,” she answered him, extending her long,
supple neck for a better view. She sniffed at the dusty
air. “We begin with nothing but soul and end with
nothing but soul. We buried our dead in the First
Place’s shadow. It appears that, before the knowledge
of entry into this place was forgotten, we brought our
dead to the heart of the First Place as well. Again, my
friend, walk softly.”

And then she moved inside, boldly, gracefully,
walking with deference. The minute she stepped
inside, a strip of lights illuminated the corridor. It
proved to be wide, Chakotay guessed about fifty feet
or so. And he now saw by the dim illumination what
Nata had scented: Verunan dead lined the walls, each
on a small pallet. Their bodies did not smell of rot.
The climate inside the ship was dry and cool, a
reprieve to the human’s overtaxed system. The
corpses had desiccated, not decayed. Most were skele-
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tons now; some were merely piles of dust. A few
appeared to be mummified. It was rather unsettling to
Chakotay, whose people had a rich variety of theories
regarding proper respect to dead bodies and dreadful
results if such respects were not granted.

He swallowed hard. It was difficult to breathe,
realizing that he was inhaling the dead, but, he mused
with rueful amusement, there was no choice if he
didn’t want to join them. Chakotay took his cue from
Nata, who seemed deeply moved by the sight of her
dead ancestors but not in the least distressed.

Apparently, the Verunans had no ghosts.

He hastened to catch up with her. Quietly and
unobtrusively, or so he thought, he drew his phaser.

“Is that a weapon?” asked Nata, dropping her head
on its long neck to examine the phaser. The bulky
pendant—the mark of her status as Viha, he had
learned—slipped down her neck with the gesture.

Chakotay felt a blush, like a child who’d been
caught with a toy in school. “Yes, Nata.”

“I do not think you will have need of such things
here,” she answered, lifting her head and raising it to
its natural position, nearly a meter above Chakotay’s
own. She continued walking with her steady, purpose-
ful stride.

“I understand that your people are now very peace-
ful save in your own defense,” the human began. “But
you do not know the temperaments of your ancestors.
Besides, if this place is a colony ship, as I am certain it
is, it would be defended against attack from possible
enemies to protect those it housed. It’s only logical to
be prepared. There might be traps.”

Nata snorted, sounding very much like a horse. “I
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recall all the tales, friend Chakotay. I remember
nothing of a trap.”

Chakotay frowned to himself. Granted, they hadn’t
been able to just walk in. The door was protected
from outside violation by the handprint keypad.
Chakotay was certain that, barring intensive use of
phaser energy, he would never have been able to enter
by himself. Perhaps that was all that the ancient
Verunans had felt was necessary.

But that answer felt wrong to him. The Verunans,
although unique in his experience in many respects,
also seemed to have a great deal in common with
Chakotay’s people. And peaceful as some tribes were,
the man in whose body flowed the blood of many
chiefs knew instinctively that he and Nata were
missing something.

A flash of inspiration occurred to Chakotay. ““Per-
haps a trap was not the right word. What do your tales
say about . . . trials? Tests?”

At that, Nata’s smooth stride faltered, stopped. She
glanced down at Chakotay, her great yellow eyes
revealing her surprise. “That . . . had not occurred to
me.”

At that precise moment, the corridor darkened
suddenly. As one, Chakotay an