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JANEWAY STUDIED THE
TACTICAL DISPI.AY

Sz

The Afcﬁl‘rxm ﬂagshlp and two of its fellows were
still concentrating on the orbital stations, and
under their onsl‘abght four more of the dots that
represented the satéllites were flashing red,
warning of shields stressed-almeost to failure. Even
as she watched, another one winked out, and this
time the satellites did not move to .compensate.
“Concentrate on the flagship,” she ordel‘bd:“Treat
the others as secondary targets.”

Even as she spoke, the ship rocked again under
Andirrim fire.

Another one of the orbital stations flashed red
and vanished from the screen. The gap it left was
obvious, a breach in the defense screen, and the
Andirrim flagship swung toward it, maneuver en-
gines flaring without sound. If it got inside the
screen, Janeway realized, it could pick off still more
stations, open a gap in the screen that the entire
fleet could enter.

The Kirse, Voyager’s friend and ally, would be
destroyed. .
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CHAPTER
1

CAPTAIN KATHRYN JANEWAY STARED AT THE IMAGE IN
her viewscreen, and the holographic doctor stared
back at her with an expression that she could only call
dyspeptic. Not that he wouldn’t be the first to correct
her misuse of a medical term, she added silently, but
he still lacked a certain level of self-awareness in his
interactions with other people. But then, he hadn’t
been designed for full-time, nonemergency function;
if one took that into consideration, she thought, he
was doing better than she would have expected. In the
screen, the hologram shifted impatiently, and she
brought her attention back to him.

“Well, Doctor?”

The doctor looked at her, his mouth compressed
into a thin line. “I have to report two cases of
scorbutus—ascorbic acid deficiency.”

“Scorbutus,” Janeway repeated. The word was
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vaguely familiar; ascorbic acid deficiency was more
so, and she frowned. “Isn’t that—"

The doctor nodded once, jerkily. “Scurvy. That’s
the common name, anyway.”

Janeway’s eyebrows rose at that, and she reached
for her datapadd, calling up the file that gave the
supply situation. Voyager’s food stocks were spelled
out in intricate detail, each item cross-referenced for
its nutritional values as well as caloric content and
availability. “According to my files, Doctor, there’s no
shortage of vitamin C in the stores we have on board.
Are you sure these crew members are eating a bal-
anced diet?”

“I’'ve questioned both Ensign Renehan and Lieu-
tenant Imbro about their eating habits over the past
month, and both claim to have been following Star-
fleet nutritional protocols,” the doctor answered. “In-
deed, by his account, Lieutenant Imbro should have
exceeded the requirement for ascorbic acid to a
significant degree. Nonetheless, both are suffering
from scurvy. I’ve put them on supplemental dosages
of ascorbic acid, which should correct their condition,
but I cannot satisfactorily account for it.”

Janeway took a deep breath, let it out slowly, keeping
her face without expression. Nutritional deficiencies
had been something to worry about from the moment
the Caretaker had brought them into the Delta Quad-
rant: Voyager’s crew, human and nonhuman alike, had
evolved in a very different part of the galaxy; there
had always been a chance that the planets of the Delta
Quadrant would not provide the various necessary
minerals and trace elements in the quantities Voyager’s
crew required. Still, ascorbic acid was one of the
basics, one of the things that the away teams scanned
for automatically, and as automatically rejected flora
that did not provide it. “All right, Doctor,” she said
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aloud, “keep me informed of Lieutenant Imbro’s and
Ensign Renehan’s conditions—"

“Excuse me, Captain.” The hologram’s gaze was
focused suddenly on her wrist, where the sleeve of her
uniform was pushed up against the edge of the
datapadd. Janeway followed his look, and realized
that he was staring at the bruise just above the bones
of her wrist.

“It’s nothing, Doctor.”

“It looks painful,” the hologram answered. “Would
you mind telling me how you did it?”

Janeway frowned. “Now that you mention it,
I’'m not entirely sure. I must have hit it against
something. . . . ” Her voice trailed off as she realized
what she was saying, and the doctor nodded briskly.

“I would appreciate it if you would come down to
sickbay for an examination. Bruising can be an early
symptom—particularly if you don’t remember injur-
ing yourself. How are your teeth and gums feeling?”’

“They’re fine.” Janeway’s frown deepened. She
rarely spent much time worrying about her body;
she did what was necessary to keep herself fit, but
otherwise tended to ignore her physical self until
illness demanded her attention. And so far, at least,
she felt well enough, had observed no unsettling
symptoms. . . . She looked at the bruise again, ugly
beneath her skin, and nodded to the doctor. “All
right, Doctor, I'm at your disposal.”

“Sooner would be better,” the hologram said, and
Janeway allowed herself a smile.

“T’ll be there in an hour. Compile a report for me
on the other cases, and anything else you think is
relevant, and have it ready for me. Janeway out.” She
closed the viewscreen and stared for a moment at the
Starfleet logo that had replaced the image. When she
had taken command of her first ship, that symbol had
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been a reassurance, a reminder that she was not alone,
was part of an entity greater than herself. Here and
now, it served more to remind her of just how far
she—all of them—were from home. Not for the first
time, she wondered if she should remove it from the
standard screen, and once again rejected the idea. It
was better for everyone, even the ex-Maquis, to keep
to the familiar as much as possible. She shook the
thought away, impatient with her own sense of loss,
and reached for her datapadd. “Computer,” she said
aloud. “Give me everything you have on ascorbic acid
deficiency. Scurvy.”

There was a surprising amount of information in |
the computer’s memory banks, considering that the
disease hadn’t been a problem in Federation space for
generations, but none of it explained why people
would become ill when there was plenty of vitamin C
available. Unless, she thought, the affected crew mem-
bers hadn’t been following the nutritional protocols.
She steepled her hands on the desktop, wincing at the
sight of the bruise on her own wrist. On the other
hand, if she herself were somehow affected, when she
knew she had been careful to follow the recom-
mended diet, then they, Voyager, could be in serious
trouble. It was probably nothing, she told herself, just
a few careless crew members—and it was easy to get
careless without the replicators to provide the full
range of needed vitamins and minerals—and her own
clumsiness that added up to an unnecessary worry.
She couldn’t convince herself, and shook her head
slowly, dismissing the files that filled her work screen.
She would know soon enough; until that time, there
was no point in letting herself worry.

The doctor was already present in sickbay when she
arrived, and she wondered briefly who had forgotten
to turn him off this time. His expression when he
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turned to face her was less irritable then usual,
however, and she guessed he’d asked to be left on-line.

“I have your report ready, Captain,” he said, “but
I’d prefer to begin with your examination.”

Janeway frowned, more reflex than anything, but
then allowed herself an inward shrug. “Very well. But
I can assure you I’'m feeling perfectly well—>

She broke off as the doctor aimed a medical tri-
corder in her direction, and waited while the diagnos-
tic cycled. The doctor grunted at the information on
his screen, and then gestured to the nearest table. “If
you’d have a seat, Captain. And please roll up your
sleeve.”

Janeway complied, with a lift of the eyebrow that
would have warned most of her crew that her patience
was reaching its end. The doctor ignored it, and her,
focusing his considerable attention on the tiny cylin-
drical scanner. He frowned at the reading it produced,
touched a button, and applied it again to the skin of
Janeway’s forearm. After a moment, it beeped dis-
creetly, and the doctor removed it, his frown deep-
ening.

“Well?” Janeway asked, after a long moment.

“I wish I could say it was good news,” the doctor
said, his attention already diverted to another con-
sole, and Janeway slid off the table, smoothing her
sleeve back into place.

“I would appreciate a full explanation, Doctor.
Now.”

“I don’t have a full explanation,” the doctor began,
and then stopped, as abruptly as he’d begun. “Oh.
You mean of the diagnosis. Well. There’s no surprise
there, I'm afraid. You’re showing the same deficiency
as Imbro and Renehan, only not as advanced.”

“My teeth feel fine,” Janeway said, and was ob-
scurely glad that she’d decided to search the ship’s
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memory on the topic. “And I haven’t noticed bleed-
ing from my gums or any of the other symptoms that I
understand are characteristic of the problem.”

The doctor nodded, his attention once again on the
screen in front of him. “Oh, your condition is much
less advanced than theirs. I suspect your own guess
about the origin of this bruise is at least partially
correct. I think you probably did strike your hand
against something, not so hard that you would notice,
in the ordinary course of events, but hard enough
that, coupled with the weakening of the blood vessels:
created by the deficiency, a substantial hematoma .
formed.”

Janeway glanced at her wrist again, her annoyance
fading as the implications of the doctor’s words began
to sink in. “And yet, Doctor, I know I have been
following the recommended diet. I shouldn’t be get-
ting scurvy.”

“I agree.” The doctor looked up from his screen at
last. ““And the same thing seems to be true of Imbro
and Renehan. All three of you are getting plenty of
ascorbic acid, but nonetheless you show signs of
deficiency.”

“What’s your explanation?”

“At the moment, I have none.” The doctor’s lips
were compressed into a tight line, his eyebrows raised
to crumple the skin of his forehead. “I'm in the
process of creating a test protocol, which, with your
permission, I’d like to implement for the entire crew.
Once I've determined whether or not this is an
isolated problem, I'll have an easier time finding the
cause. In the meantime, Captain, I would like to begin
by giving you supplemental vitamin C—a fairly high
dose, I think we’re better off treating this
aggressively—and ask you to return for further tests
in, say, three days’ time.”
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““All right,” Janeway said. “Go ahead with the test
protocol, and keep me informed of your results. And
let me know if there are any new cases.”

“Of course.” The doctor walked to a storage shelf,
studied the containers for a moment, and then se-
lected a flat box from among them. “Take two of these
tablets twice a day, preferably with a meal.”

Janeway nodded. “How are your supplies?”

“We can synthesize more in the replicators, or
conceivably extract it from some of the foodstuffs we
have on board,” the doctor answered. “Though of
course the latter would eventually affect our overall
supply levels.”

“Right,” Janeway said. Neither option was particu-
larly appealing—one consumed power, the other the
food supplies, both of which were limited—but as
short-term solutions, both would work. In the long
term— She cut off that thought. The only acceptable
long-term solution was to find the cause of the defi-
ciency. “Keep me informed,” she said briskly, and
left the sickbay.

Ensign Harry Kim considered the plate in front of
him, and the bland round grains that substituted for
rice, and was glad he’d accepted an extra spoonful of
Neelix’s vegetable curry. It was bright green, almost
the color of a cheap, sour-lime flavored candy he’d
been fond of as a boy, but at least it tasted of turmeric
and ginger. Those flavors came naturally from the
bright-yellow fruit they’d gathered on the unnamed,
uninhabited planet where they’d last stopped for
supplies, and for a moment he could almost feel the
touch of the cool breeze that had swept across the
grassy plain. It had been a beautiful world, rich in
vegetation, and almost completely lacking in animal
life: as Janeway had said, a perfect place to restock
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their larder without having to worry about upsetting
the natives, especially once they’d run the tests and
discovered that the fruits and grains not only met
their nutritional needs but almost certainly tasted
good as well. Kim closed his eyes, conjuring up the
headland where his landing party had done their
survey. The air had smelled of the sea’s alien salt; the
plain had swept down from the headland until it met
a low line of trees laden with the yellow fruits. A
perfect place, he thought, except for the silences. It
had been odd to be so close to the sound of surf, and’
not hear seabirds. Their noise had always been part of
the family’s seaside holidays.

“Not up for the curry tonight, huh?” a familiar
voice said, and Kim opened his eyes as Voyager’s
helmsman dropped into the seat opposite him. “Can’t
say I blame you, I’'m getting a little tired of these
gingered tomatoes myself.”

“That must be why you took such a small helping,”
Kim said, dryly, looking at the other’s overflowing
plate, and Lieutenant Tom Paris grinned back at him,
not the least discomfited.

“Oh, got to be sure I’'m getting all my vitamins,
Harry. Haven’t you heard?”

“Heard what?” Kim said, suspiciously, and gri-
maced as Paris’s grin widened. He ought to know by
now not to take everything the helmsman said at face
value, and yet somehow he always asked. . . .

“We’ve got a little problem,” Paris said, cheerfully,
and shoveled in a mouthful of the curry. His eyes
widened, and he reached hastily for the nearest glass
of water.

Kim allowed himself a smile. “Neelix has been
experimenting with the spices again.”

“You might’ve warned me. My god, where did he
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get goat peppers in the Delta Quadrant?” Paris took a

deep breath, and another cautious taste of the curry.
“Who knows?” Kim leaned forward, planting both

elbows on the table. “What little problem, Tom?”

Paris smiled again, his taste buds apparently al-
ready adjusting to the curry. “You’ll never guess, so
I’ll just tell you. Some of the crew have come down
with scurvy.”

“Scurvy?” Kim shook his head, and reached for his
fork again. “No way, Tom, I won’t bite this time.”

“It’s true,” Paris protested. “I heard it from Ensign
Renehan—she’s one of the ones who has it.”

“Maybe she just said it so you wouldn’t ask her for
another date,” Kim said, and smiled as Paris made a
face at him. “Seriously, Tom, it’s just not possible. I
mean, scurvy’s preventable—completely preventable.
And I worked on the team that checked the last load
of food we brought on board, so I know the analysis
was good.”

“Maybe you screwed up,” Paris said, “‘or somebody
missed something, because Rennie says she knows
eight other people who’re having problems.” He
smiled again, this time with cheerful malice. “How
are your teeth feeling, Harry?”

“Fine.” Kim frowned, Paris’s friendly barbs fading
as he tried to remember the details of the analysis.
Everything had been well within normal limits; noth-
ing had stood out, and nothing stayed in his memory.
He shook his head again. “Damn it, Tom, people
can’t have scurvy.”

“A demonstrably untrue statement,” a cool voice
said from behind Kim, and in the same moment he
saw Paris smooth his expression into something more
decorous. “Though based on logical assumptions.”

Kim stood quickly. Lieutenant Tuvok was one of
the few people on board who could still make him feel
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as though he were at the Academy, and he still
couldn’t imagine how the Vulcan had functioned as |
part of Chakotay’s Maquis crew. He heard the chair
scrape as Paris copied him, less automatically, and |
Tuvok acknowledged the courtesy with the flicker of |§
an eyelid.

“The captain would like to see you both in the |
ready room,” the Vulcan continued.

“Now?” Paris asked. Kim glanced back, and saw
him looking with regret at his unemptied plate.

“Now,” Tuvok agreed. He added, “The matter-is
urgent.” « U

“Or at least sensitive,” Paris said, “since we’re not
using communicators.”

“Just so,” Tuvok said, apparently without irony.

Kim reached for his plate and utensils, bundled
them into the nearest cleaning slot, and stepped out of
the way to let Paris do the same. Tuvok waited, not |
hurrying them, and Kim decided he could risk the
question.

“So there is scurvy on board, sir?”

“Several crew members are suffering from an ascor-
bic acid deficiency,” Tuvok said. “The captain will
explain the situation in more detail.” He turned
without waiting for an answer and strode toward the
nearest turbolift. Kim followed, Paris at his heels, and |
heard the man murmur something under his breath.
He couldn’t quite make out the words, but Tuvok
answered without turning, “No doubt it will, Mr.
Paris.”

“Crushed again,” Paris said, and took his place in
the turbolift. ~

Serves you right, Kim thought, but under Tuvok’s |
curious and uncomprehending stare decided to keep
silent.

The others were already present in the ready room
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by the time they arrived. The captain acknowledged
their arrival with a curt nod and, mercifully, no
further comment, and Kim slipped hastily into his
seat next to the chief engineer. Lieutenant B’Elanna
Torres gave him a look—no smile, but no overt
hostility—and returned her attention to the datapadd
in front of her. Kim slanted a glance at it, but couldn’t
make out the lines of text and didn’t dare look too
closely. He looked around the room instead. Every-
one was there whom he’d expected to see: Tuvok and
Paris, of course; the first officer Commander Chako-
tay; Torres; the alien Neelix, perched between discom-
fort and eagerness on the very edge of his chair—
everyone, Kim realized abruptly, except the holo-
graphic doctor. Even as he thought it, however, a
wallscreen lit, and the doctor’s image peered out of it.
Seeing him, Janeway nodded and leaned forward,
drawing everyone’s attention with the simple move-
ment.

“I'm sure the news of our present crisis has spread
throughout the ship by now,” she said, ‘“but, to
summarize, to date over thirty crew members are
suffering from some form of ascorbic acid
deficiency—scurvy to those of you with a historical
bent—while analysis of our stores shows that there is
an ample supply of vitamin C in the food we have on
board. Naturally—” She gave a small, austere smile.
“Naturally, I’'m concerned. Doctor, let’s begin with
your conclusions.”

“Certainly.”

Kim shifted in his chair to face the hologram,
uncomfortably aware that he had left a message from
the doctor unread and unanswered in his personal
files. At the time, he’d thought it had to do with his
annual physical—the ship’s computer was still keep-
ing its records up to date despite their unscheduled
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trip to the Delta Quadrant—but now he wondered if '
it had had to do with the discovery of scurvy on
board.

“So far,” the doctor went on, “I have examined a
little more than ninety percent of the crew, and have
made firm appointments with most of the remainder.
As the captain said, I have found thirty cases of actual
clinical deficiency, and another forty-two crew mem- |
bers show signs that they are not getting enough
vitamin C. I have been treating the deficiency cases
with supplemental doses, but so far only Lieutenant
Imbro has responded positively to the treatment, and
I had to give him dosages that bordered on toxicity
before he responded. In other words, Captain, I think
we’ve got a problem.”

“Not responding—7?”’ Chakotay began, and broke
off abruptly, glancing at Janeway.

The captain nodded. “Could you be more specific, {
Doctor?” i
“I’m not sure how,” the hologram answered. “I

have given each of the affected crew members enough
vitamin C to reverse the condition, but it hasn’t °
worked. ’m running tests now, but right now my best 6

n

i S S

guess—and it is only a guess—is that something is
impeding the absorption of the ascorbic acid.”

“It’s not my fault,” Neelix said hastily. “I’ve fol-
lowed your protocols, I've done everything exactly the
way you told me to—"

“I’m sure, Mr. Neelix,” Janeway said firmly. “We’ll ¢
get to you in a moment.” {

Neelix started to protest further, met her steely
look, and shut his mouth again without making a
sound.

“I take it you don’t have any idea what’s causing the
problem?” Chakotay asked, after a moment, and the
hologram shook his head.

12
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“Not yet. I'm investigating, of course, but I haven’t
found anything untoward in the affected crew mem-
bers’ systems. This suggests that, if a contaminant is
impeding absorption, it, too, is broken down fairly
rapidly by the body.” The doctor paused, seeming to
consider something only he could see. “It may or may
not be significant that only human crew members
have been affected so far.”

“Unsurprising,” Tuvok said. “Not all species make
use of ascorbic acid. Vulcans, for example, do not
metabolize it at all.”

How very helpful, Kim thought, and heard a soft
noise from Paris. Janeway glanced in his direction,
but apparently decided to ignore him.

“Very well, Doctor, continue with your tests, and
let me know as soon as you find anything.”

“Of course.”

Janeway nodded again, still with that slight smile.
“In the meantime, gentlemen, I’'m open to further
suggestions.”

There was a little silence, and then Torres tossed
aside her stylus. “Don’t look at me, I’'m an engineer. [
don’t know a thing about biological systems.”

“I’ve been following the protocols,” Neelix said
again. “I swear, I’ve done everything just the way you
told me—"

“I don’t doubt that Mr. Neelix is entirely correct,”
Tuvok said. “Nonetheless, the food supply is, logi-
cally, the place to begin this investigation.”

“I agree,” Chakotay said. “And we did take on a lot
of food in one place this last time. Not that we had a
choice, given how rare M-class planets have been
lately, but reliance on a single source is never good.”

Janeway nodded. “With hindsight, I'm beginning
to wonder if we should have been concerned about the
absence of animal life.”

13
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Kim made a face, thinking about that lovely, empty
planet. Rich it had been, but perhaps not as perfect as §
it had seemed. He thought he could guess what was
coming next, and was not surprised when Janeway |
turned her gaze on him. 1

“Mr. Kim. You ran the analysis of the first samples
we collected, is that right?”

“Yes, Captain.” Even though he knew there was no
need to defend himself, he found himself rushing on.
“There was nothing anomalous in our findings,
though.” f

“Except that we didn’t know what we were looklng '
for,” Chakotay said. g

“A number of things can interfere with vitamin C |
absorption,” the doctor said impatiently.

“But I assume you’ve already tested for the most
obvious ones,” Janeway said.

Kim looked away from the wallscreen, trying to
collect his own thoughts. The analysis had been done |
quickly—it had had to be done quickly, they had had
to come into the fringes of Kazon-Ogla space to find
any class-M planets at all, and they had had to reject
two others before they had found this one. And it had *
been a good thing they’d been able to hurry it along:
the sensors had detected Kazon-Ogla activity nearby -
almost before they had finished the harvest. But as a
result, they had looked only for positive dangers in the
food, and known negatives like shortages of the
crucial trace minerals. “Captain,” he said aloud, ©
“could something else be, well, masquerading as
vitamin C?” }

Janeway looked at the hologram, who shrugged.
“That would be one possible explanation. Something |
that the human body perceives as vitamin C, and is
therefore picked up preferentially over vitamin C— &
yes, that could happen.”

14
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“And if it looked enough like vitamin C, chemically
speaking, to fool our bodies,” Kim went on, *“could it
have fooled the computers as well?”

There was a little silence after he’d finished speak-
ing, and then Chakotay said, “That’s a frightening
thought, Mr. Kim. And frighteningly plausible.” He
looked at Janeway. “That could explain it. If there’s
some difference at the submolecular level?”

“Like the left-handed amino acids,” Kim said,
dredging his memory for details of an already-
forgotten Academy course in nutrition and diet.

“Look into it, Mr. Kim,” Janeway said, and, too
late, he remembered something else he had learned at
the Academy. Never even look like you might volun-
teer, the senior cadets had said, and, all too often,
they’d been right.

“Yes, Captain,” he said, and managed to keep the
resignation from his voice.

“Commander Chakotay, Lieutenant Tuvok,” Jane-
way went on, “I want you to review the records of the
worst-affected crew members, see if there’s any com-
mon factor among them besides being human. Lieu-
tenant Torres, run a study of the minimum crew
required to keep Voyager operational. I want an-
swers— She glanced again at her datapadd. “—in
forty-eight hours.”

There was an awkward murmur of acknowledg-
ment, almost drowned in the shuffling of chairs, and
Kim followed Torres and Paris from the ready room.
The engineer was shaking her head, already deep in
the parameters of her problem, but she looked up as
Chakotay came abreast of them.

“I’'ll run the study, but I already know we need at
least seventy-five people—seventy-five healthy
people—to run the ship.”

15
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“Do what you can to bring it down, B’Elanna,”
Chakotay said.

“There isn’t anything,” Torres answered, but
sounded oddly satisfied as she turned away. _
Kim turned to the turbolift, and was not surprised
when both Neelix and Paris crowded in with him.

might be able to give you some help.”
“Thanks,” Kim said, surprised but pleased, and @
Neelix cleared his throat.
“Galley,” he said, to the computer. “I mean, deck

don’t understand how this could have happened. I |
steere'd you to a perfect Pplanet, one that met all the &

said, and outside the Kazon-Ogla sphere, or almost, "
and it had to be rich in edible plant life. Not exactly |
easy to find, especially not in this quadrant, but I did
exactly what was required.” ‘

“I’'m sure it wasn’t your fault,” Kim said. Out of the |
corner of his eye, he saw Paris grin, and fixed the other
man with a disapproving stare. If Paris started one of
his practical jokes now ... At that moment, the
turbolift slowed, and he gave a sigh of relief as the =
door opened.

“I’ve done my best,” Neelix said, and stepped out
into the corridor. The turbolift doors closed again,
and Paris snorted.

“Why is it that his best never quite works out the
way we expected it t0?”

“Or that he did,” Kim answered, and then shook
his head. “You’re not being fair, Tom.”

“I suppose not,” Paris said, reluctantly abandoning
his joke. “So, what do we do now?” |.
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“I wish I knew.”

The turbolift slid to a stop again, and the doors
opened onto the dimly lit lower corridor that gave
access to the shuttlebays. Power had been rerouted
from the corridor lighting to the hydroponics trays
and the special lights that helped to feed the plants,
and to the preservation fields that kept the provisions
stored in the second, smaller shuttlebay, and the
corridor was not only dim, but oddly chilly. It was
probably purely psychological, Kim knew, or at best
the contrast with the warmer air of the hydroponics
room, but he always found himself shivering when he
came down to the converted shuttlebays.

“All right,” said Paris, “then where do we start?”

Kim touched the wall controls, disengaging the
locks on the storage room door, and then reached for
his tricorder. I guess with whatever Neelix has been
using most of—the tomato-things, maybe.”

Paris reached for his own tricorder, and Kim heard
soft machine beeps as the other man consulted his
data. “I just got the computer to check the menus for
the last six weeks, since we took this stuff on board.
You’re right, the tomato-things have showed up in
nearly every meal since then, and then he’s used a lot
of the sour-cane—"

“Sour-cane?”

“The stringy stuff that tastes like onions and lem-
ons. And there’s a big bean that comes in third.”

“Those are all things that we were afraid would
spoil.” The soft, female voice came from the doorway
of the hydroponics room. “Hello, Harry. Is something
wrong?”

Kim turned to face the Ocampa woman, his lips
curving into an automatic smile. “Hello, Kes.”

“What, no hello for me?” Paris asked, grinning, and
Kes smiled at him politely.

17
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“Hello, Tom. Is something wrong?”

“Hasn’t the doctor told you?”’ Kim asked. Kes had
been studying with the holographic doctor almost
since she came on board.

Kes shook her head, frowning now. “He’s been very
busy lately, and so have I, trying to get the new
seedlings established. I haven’t spoken with him in
days.”

“A lot of the crew are suffering from a vitamin
deficiency,” Kim said. “Even though there should be
enough of the vitamin in the food we’re eating. We’re
trying to find out why.”

“Is it serious?” Kes asked.

“It could be fatal,” Paris answered.

“Can I help?” Kes looked at Kim, who nodded.

“Another pair of hands can only speed things up.”

“Let me get my tricorder,” Kes said, and disap-
peared back into the hydroponics room.

Kim looked at his tricorder again, checking the
menu of preprogrammed tests. He had run the more
common ones when they brought the food on board;
that left the less common ones, and then the specific
examination of the ascorbic acid in the food. Kes
emerged from the other shuttlebay, holding up her
tricorder, and Kim nodded. ‘“All right,” he said
aloud. “Tom, you’ll run the first five tests on this list,
and, Kes, you’ll take the rest of them. I’ll set up the
tests for ascorbic acid. We’ll start with the foods
Neelix has made most use of, and then work our way
down the list.”

“Shall we synthesize the results as we go along?”
Kes asked.

Kim nodded. “But don’t bother reporting anything
until you find an anomaly.” He looked from her to
Paris. “Everything clear?”

“Reasonably,” Paris said, and Kes merely nodded.
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“Then let’s get on with it,”” Kim said, and opened
the door to the storage room. For an instant, it was lit
only by the pale blue glow of the stasis fields, and then
the overhead lights came on as well, fading the fields
to near-invisibility. Kim could feel them, though, a
chill presence that raised the hairs on his bare skin as
he moved into the room. This had been a repair bay;
it was smaller than the shuttlebays to either side, but
the shelves of food—some wrapped in clingfilm,
some boxed, some preserved in containers—rose to
nearly three times his height.

“I’ll take the left aisle to start,” Paris said. “Harry,
you want the middle?”

“I doubt it makes much difference,” Kim said, but
nodded. “Kes, that leaves you the right.”

“All right.” The Ocampa disappeared down the
side aisle.

Kim took a deep breath, and started down his
corridor. The presence of the stasis fields was much
stronger here, enough to raise goose bumps on his
arms even through the uniform. He suppressed a
shiver as he consulted the tricorder’s plan for the area.
He would begin with the tomato-things, he decided—
at least three tons of them were stored in this aisle,
and he had a feeling that they were somehow
involved—and then sample the beans and the sour-
cane, and move on to the other food as necessary.

The tomato-like fruits were stored in gas-filled
cylinders at the middle of the aisle. Kim found the
nearest control box and adjusted it until he had a
window in the field through which he could drag one
of the cylinders. Even with antigrav assistance, it was
heavy, and he was sweating by the time he had it
sitting in the middle of the aisle. He resealed the stasis
field behind him, and turned his attention to the
cylinder. The bright green fruit—somehow less viru-
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lent than he remembered from the curry—bobbed
gently in the preserving gas, clearly visible through
the transparent walls. They certainly looked all right,
he thought, and worked the controls to retrieve one
fruit. The selector mechanism whined softly, num-
bers flickering across the checkplate, and a small
lockplate slid back at the top of the cylinder. A single
fruit sat in the opening, wisps of gas curling away
from its bright rind. Kim took it, cautiously, wonder-
ing if something that small, that innocuous-looking—
that tasty, he admitted silently—could really be the
cause of their problems, and set it carefully on top of
the cylinder. The access lock closed again with a soft "
hiss, and Kim reached for his tricorder.

He had run the standard tests before, but he cycled
quickly through them again, just in case something on
the planet, some peculiarity of the local condition,
had interfered with their survey. As he’d expected,
however, the results were the same as they had been
before: the fruit was perfectly edible, and even ac-
tively healthy for humans. The band that sampled
ascorbic acid glowed bright green, at the upper end of
the desired range. Kim made a face at that, and
adjusted the controls, defining a new test. It, too,
came back green, showing normal molecular struc-
ture. He ran two more tests, each one designed to
target structural oddities that might not appear on the
first test, but they, too, came back green. So it’s not the
ascorbic acid that’s the problem, Kim thought, but
something that’s blocking its uptake—assuming, of
course, that these fruits are actually the source of the
trouble.

He adjusted the tricorder controls, calling up the
next battery of tests, and waited while the machine
cycled though them. This time, the telltales showed
bright red all across the board: there was nothing in

20




THE GARDEN

the fruit’s makeup that should interfere with absorp-
tion of vitamin C. And since something very obviously
is interfering, Kim thought, hearing Tuvok’s voice in
his mind, then one must assume that these fruits are
not the culprit. He reopened the gap in the field,
wrestled the cylinder back into place, and turned his
attention to the next item on the list. The beans,
massive, mottled spheres a little larger than his fist,
were stored in open boxes, protected by their hard
rinds, but they, too, showed both an abundance of
ascorbic acid and a complete absence of anything that
might block its uptake. He got the same results from
the sour-cane, and stood for a moment, staring at the
tricorder’s screen. He had been sure it would be one
of those three foods—they were the ones that Neelix
used most, the ones that nearly everyone agreed
tasted good, the ones that had become the staples of
nearly everyone’s diet—but then shook his disap-
pointment away. The tricorders didn’t make mis-
takes; if they said there was enough ascorbic acid in
these foods, then there had to be some other factor
involved. Maybe, he thought, one of the other foods
interacts with these, which might explain why some
people are more affected than others. The idea cheered
him slightly, and he lifted the package of sour-cane
back to its shelf. He would begin at the nearer end of
the aisle, and test everything.

It took him almost five hours to test everything else
in the aisle, but at the end of it he still hadn’t found a
likely cause for the deficiency. He stood at the end of
the aisle for a long moment, sharply aware of his own
hunger and fatigue, then made himself turn back
toward the door, touching his communicator as he
went. “Kim to Paris.”

“Paris here.”

It was only a minor consolation, Kim thought, that
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Paris sounded as tired as he did. “I’m done with my
aisle. How are you doing?” :
“I’'ve just finished,” Paris answered. “I haven’t |
found anything, Harry.” ,

Kim swallowed hard, telling himself that the sud-
den emptiness in his gut was just hunger. “Neither
have 1. Maybe Kes—?” .

“Kes here,” the Ocampa said. “I’m sorry, Harry, all
my tests haven’t turned up anything either.”

“Damn.” Kim bit off the rest of what he wanted to
say. That can’t be right, we’ve made some mistake, we
should do the tests again— There was no point in
that, and he straightened his shoulders, trying to
think what he—what a Starfleet officer—should do
next. “All right,” he said, “meet me back by the door,
and let’s compare notes. Maybe something will show
up in the test protocols.” |

I sure hope so,” Paris answered. “I like my teeth |
where they are, thank you.”

Kim grimaced, annoyed at the other man’s flippan-
cy, and as he reached the door was meanly pleased to
see that Paris was no longer smiling. “So,” he said,
“let’s link tricorders and see what we can come up
with.”

Paris offered his tricorder, and Kes copied him, but
she was frowning slightly. “Something’s just occurred
to me, Harry,” she said, and Kim looked up from
trying to mate the three machines.

GGOh?,’

“Yes. We’re not testing the right things. I mean,
these—" Kes gestured to the shelves behind them.
“This isn’t what we eat, not in this form. What we eat
is cooked. Could that make a difference?”

Kim stared at her for a moment, the tricorders
forgotten in his hands. “It could,” he said. “My God,
it really could.”
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Paris gave a little yip of impatience. “Then what are
we waiting for? Let’s check out the galley.”

Kes nodded, but her mobile face was sad. Kim
hesitated. “Is anything wrong?”’

Kes shook her head, forced a rather wan smile.
“No, not exactly. It’s just—if it is the cooking, Neelix
will feel terrible.”

“Better to find out what’s wrong,” Paris said,
brutally cheerful, but Kim touched the Ocampa
lightly on the shoulder.

“It isn’t Neelix’s fault, Kes, and no one will blame
him. If anybody’s to blame, it’s us—the away team, I
mean. We should have tested for that.”

“Oh, don’t you start,” Paris said, and touched
controls to summon the turbolift. “First, you
couldn’t’ve known either, and second, we don’t even
know if that’s the problem yet.”

Neelix’s makeshift kitchen was actually a surpris-
ingly efficient and pleasant space, despite the constant
fuss and bustle from Neelix himself. The second
dinner shift had just ended, and Neelix was watching
jealously as a trio of human crew members fitted the
first of the cooking pots into the cleaning belt. A
second team was busy setting out the trays of cold
food that would be available for anyone whose duties
had kept them from eating during a regular serving
period, and, seeing that, Kim heard his stomach
growl.

“Dammit,” Paris said, “he’s put everything away.”

“Just in cold storage,” Kes answered. “Don’t wor-
ry, Tom.”

Neelix turned sharply at the sound of her voice, and
came toward them, smiling, his eyes darting from Kes
to Paris and then back again. “I was looking for you,
Kes. I could have used your help with dinner—it
would have been very helpful, in fact.”
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“I'm sorry.” Kes didn’t sound particularly repen-
tant. “I was helping Harry in stores.”

Neelix turned a suspicious glare on Kim, who said
hastily, “We’ve spent most of the day testing the food
supplies. We think that the ascorbic acid in the food
from that last planet may be affected by the cooking
process, so we need to test the food you served
tonight.”

“Well, there’s not much left,” Neelix answered.
“The curry was very popular tonight—it was the
green leeabi nuts in the piquant yduvari salsa, very
tasty, if I do say so myself—and I don’t know if
there’s enough—"

“Even something left on a plate would do,” Kim
said, breaking firmly through the chatter, and Neelix
gave him a look of horror.

“Oh, no, I can do better than that. This way,
please.”

Kim followed him behind the improvised serving
station, and Paris and Kes leaned on the nearest
counter, peering past the trays. Neelix ignored them
all, rummaging in a stasis box until he finally pro-
duced a covered container. He held it out to Kim with
a flourish. “I made this specially for the captain. I
know she liked the leeabi nuts when I made them this
way the last time, so I thought—"

Kim nodded, letting the wave of talk roll over him,
and pried off the tight-fitting lid. Inside the dish was a
darker green version of the curry he had had at lunch,
tastefully cupped inside a thick dark-red leaf.

“—so if there’s anything wrong with it, anything at
all,” Neelix went on, “I want to know about it. I want
you to test it—in fact, I insist you test this. Nothing
but wholesome food goes to the captain from my
kitchen, nothing else.”
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“Right,” Kim said, and aimed the tricorder at the
curry. He held his breath and pressed the button that
would initiate the test. For a long moment, nothing
happened, and then the bar light appeared. It glowed
pale red, and beneath it letters and numbers spelled
out the details that confirmed its news: there was little
or no ascorbic acid in the curry. Kim gave a whoop of
joy, and then sobered as abruptly. They might have
found the cause of the deficiency, but they were no
closer to its solution.

“Good news?” Paris asked, and Kim gave him a
wry smile.

“Depends on your definition of good. It looks like
you were right, Kes, the cooking process does some-
how destroy the vitamin C.”

“What?” Neelix shook his head, nearly sending his
tall hat flying. ““Gentlemen, I assure you, everything is
properly cooked here—"

“It’s not your cooking,” Kim said, and turned his
tricorder on another dish. “It’s something about the
food itself that’s the problem.”

“But— Neelix broke off as Kim touched his
communicator.

“Kim to bridge.”

“Chakotay here. Go ahead, Mr. Kim.”

“I have a preliminary report for the captain,” Kim
said. “I’ll be entering more detailed information into
the computer, but I think she should hear this now.”

“I'm here, Mr. Kim.” Janeway’s tart voice was
perversely reassuring. “What have you found?”

“It looks like the problem isn’t precisely in the
food,” Kim said, “but with the cooking. Somehow,
cooking seems to destroy some of the nutrients we
need.”

“I see.” There was a little silence, and then Jane-
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way’s voice came briskly. “Very well. File your report
as soon as possible. I'll have the doctor and Mr.
Neelix investigate our options. Janeway out.”

“Well,” Paris said.

“But what am I going to do?” Neelix demanded.
“I've worked like a slave to come up with these
recipes, recipes that have pleased even the most
finicky of the crew, and now I’'m supposed to, what,
do it all over again?”

“I’'m sure you’ll come up with something,” Kim
said. :

Neelix ignored him. “I’ve done everything in my’
power to make this work. I've experimented with =
taste and texture, using myself for a guinea pig when
no others were available, and now you tell me all this
is for nothing?”’

“Think of it this way, Neelix,” Paris said. “Now
you can really prove what a great cook you are.”

The ready room was unusually quiet, each of the
officers bent over a datapadd, no one willing to meet
the others’ eyes. Even Kes was quiet, her pretty face
for once unsmiling. Janeway looked around the room,
and felt her lips tighten at the sight. Things were bad,
certainly, but they had been worse; she would not
tolerate this level of pessimism even in the privacy of *
the senior officers’ gathering. “Well, gentlemen,” she
said, and was pleased by the sudden shift in alertness
as all eyes turned to her. “I gather the news is not
promising. Mr. Kim, will you begin?”

“Yes, Captain.” The young man looked nervously
down at his datapadd, and Janeway gave him an
encouraging smile.

“I don’t have a whole lot to add to my preliminary
report,” Kim went on. “To summarize, all of the food
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that we took on board at the last stop seems to be
affected by, well, I guess you’d have to call it weak
molecular bonding. We’re still not fully sure how it
works, or what causes it, but the results are pretty
clear. The ascorbic acid in the food breaks down into
unusable compounds once it’s heated—in fact, the
doctor says those compounds actively block the up-
take of real vitamin C. Some other important nutri-
ents seem to have the same problem. So my
conclusion is, unless we can eat this food without
cooking it, we have a real problem.”

Janeway nodded. She had already read Kim’s de-
tailed report, had expected and received no surprises
there. In the screen, she could see the holographic
doctor shifting, preparing to speak, but at the same
moment Neelix leaned forward, his stubby fingers
knotting nervously. Better to get him out of the way
first, she thought. “Mr. Neelix?”

*“Captain, I’ve tried to find ways of making these
foods palatable without cooking, but it’s just not
working—"

“More to the point,” the doctor said, “they’re not
digestible. I’ve run experiments, including live trials
on volunteers, and the result has been consistent.
Unless the food is cooked, the subjects suffered stom-
ach cramps, bloating, and frequent and debilitating
diarrhea. I cannot recommend such a course of ac-
tion.” '

“Live trials?” Janeway said, in spite of herself, and
Paris shifted in his chair.

“Um, I was one of the volunteers, Captain. I'd say
the doctor was understating the case.”

Janeway eyed him thoughtfully. He was looking
paler than usual, and there were dark circles under his
eyes. “So what are our options, Doctor?”
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“Limited.” In the screen, the hologram gave a thin
smile. “In fact, practically speaking, I can see only
one: find a new food source.”

“That’s not all that easy,”” Chakotay said. “Captain,
we’ve already established that this is an unusually
barren sector, and we don’t know how much further
this extends. We haven’t spotted an M-class planet in
weeks—not since we took on food this last time, in
fact—and we’ve been looking.”

“Yes, I know,” Janeway said. She looked down at
her own notes, mentally crossing off the first two
possibilities as no longer viable. “What about the new"
long-range scans?”

“So far, nothing,” Chakotay answered. “I’ve asked
Torres to try to boost the gain on at least the forward
sensors, but it doesn’t seem to have done much good.”

“I’ve achieved a seven-point-eight-percent increase
so far,” Torres said, “and I’'m trying for eight.”

“Unfortunately,” Chakotay said, “all we’re seeing
is still just empty space. A few uninhabitable rock-
balls and the occasional gas giant. Nothing else. I
can’t even predict which direction would be more
likely to support M-class worlds, though I’m working
on that now.”

“All right,” Janeway said, and matched the doctor’s
smile. “Assuming that it’s likely to take us some time
to find food again, Doctor, what can you do to keep
the crew healthy and functioning?”

“That is where we run into some further prob-
lems,” the hologram answered. “You’ll remember
that I told you before that Lieutenant Imbro’s condi-
tion responded only to near-toxic doses of ascorbic
acid? That’s proved to be a common factor in all the
cases I've detected so far. Not only does this weakly
bound molecule refuse to act like vitamin C, it
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inhibits the body from absorbing the proper chemi-
cals. I do not yet know if it’s a permanent effect, but as
a result, I need to give ascorbic acid in massive doses
before it has any effect on the subjects—patients, I
should say. At the current rate of use, I will run out of
ascorbic acid in ten days.”

“Run out?” Paris echoed.

Janeway lifted an eyebrow at him. “Can you make
more?”’

“Only through the replicators,
swered.

“What will that do to power consumption, Mr.
Torres?” Janeway asked, and was pleased to see the
engineer already busy with her datapadd.

“Well, we can do it,” Torres answered, after a
moment, “but it’s going to bring down our overall
output by almost four percent. And if we have to
make really large quantities. . . .”

Her voice trailed off, and the doctor said, “Which
we will, almost certainly.”

“Four percent’s not so bad,” Neelix said, and
Torres fixed him with a long stare.

“We don’t have four percent to spare, unless you
want to find us a new fuel source as well.”

“Sorry, I'm sure,” Neelix said hurriedly, and Torres
looked back at her padd.

“I also ran the figures for going completely to the
replicators for our food supply. If we strictly rationed
consumption—and I mean at or below the mini-
mums necessary to function—we could feed the
entire ship for three weeks before we begin to touch
the fuel supplies. That’s not counting the cost of
replicating vitamin C tablets, t0o0.”

“May I see your figures?” the doctor asked, and
Torres nodded. She touched her padd to feed the files

»”

the doctor an-
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to his terminal, and the hologram cocked his head to
one side. “Captain, use of these numbers would
certainly lead to serious illness among the crew.”

“If we ate any better—”" Torres broke off, getting
herself under control with an effort. “Unless we go to
this level, and, yes, I know it’s well below the recom-
mended minimum, the sacrifice won’t do us any
good.”

“Any other alternatives?” Janeway asked.

Torres paused. “I’ve also worked out a power
conservation schedule that spreads the power-down

periods around the ship. We can save some power that

way, but it won’t make enough difference in the long
run—it just postpones the inevitable for a little.”

“Then let’s postpone it,” Janeway said. “Keep
rationing as a last resort, and go to the power-down
schedule. Chakotay, about the long-range scan—"

“T’ll keep working on it,” the first officer answered.
“But right now, Captain, space looks pretty much the
same in all directions.”

“I would also add that, according to Mr. Neelix,
most of the habitable planets in this sector are
claimed by either the Kazon-Ogla or their allies,”
Tuvok said. “If we go looking for food in those areas,
we risk having to fight for it.”

It was not an encouraging statement, and it pro-
duced a moment of profound silence. Then Kes
cleared her throat. “Excuse me,” she said, her small
clear voice seemingly very loud in the quiet, “but has
Neelix already mentioned the Kirse?”

Janeway blinked. “No, he hasn’t.”

“I was going to,” Neelix began, with a defensive
glance at Kes, “but I really can’t recommend it as a
course of action. They’re not the sort of people I like
to deal with, and I can’t imagine that the captain
would want to meet them, either—"’
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Janeway leaned back in her chair, steepling her
fingers. “Mr. Neelix. Tell us about the Kirse.”

Neelix sighed. “I really don’t know that much
about them, Captain. The information I have is, well,
thirdhand at best.”

“That’s quite all right,” Janeway said, and kept her
patience with an effort. “Please go on.”

Neelix swallowed hard, responding more to her
tone than her words. “The Kirse, as I understand it,
are both the trading partners and the sworn enemy of
the Andirrim—they’re a Kazon-Ogla client race, I
mentioned them to Mr. Tuvok.”

“Warlike, semifeudal, and xenophobic,” Tuvok
said. “Quite similar to the Kazon-Ogla, in fact.”

“Only not as good at it,” Neelix said. “The local
Kazon-Ogla leaders aren’t exactly the most ferocious
in the galaxy, but they were able to deal with the
Andirrim pretty handily—"

“Mr. Neelix,” Janeway said. “What about the
Kirse?”

“But I'm trying to tell you about them,” Neelix
said. “I only know about the Kirse because of the
Andirrim. The Andirrim say that the Kirse planet is
an incredible place, a paradise, even, with everything
anyone could desire available just for the asking. The
entire world is a garden, lush and fertile, and the
Kirse live without work—or so the Andirrim say,
anyway. They also said that the planet is ringed by an
almost-impenetrable defense system, and breaking
through it to conduct raids is their adulthood test.”

“I thought you said they traded with the Kirse,”
Chakotay said.

“They do that, too,” Neelix answered. “Just not to
prove they’re adults.”

“The Kirse are still willing to trade with them, in
spite of the raiding?”’ Janeway asked.

31



STAR TREK: VOYAGER

Neelix nodded. “The Kirse enjoy driving a hard
bargain, or so the Andirrim I talked to said. Very sly
people, the Kirse—they always keep the letter of their
word, so you have to be very, very careful what you
agree to.”

“If the Kirse world is such a paradise,” Chakotay
said, slowly, “what exactly do they want from the
Andirrim?”

““Ah, that’s the interesting part,” Neelix said. “And
this I do know for certain, because the Andirrim were
buying their trade goods from me, to resell to the
Kirse. The Kirse buy metals. Apparently—or at least
according to the Andirrim captain I talked to—the
Kirse built their gardens after they built their technol-
ogy, and the gardens have spread and pretty much
taken over the planet. The Kirse don’t like to disturb
them if they can help it, so they trade for some of their
metals rather than tear up the planet’s surface. Or
maybe there isn’t any left. The captain wasn’t very
clear on the subject.”

“So they’re high-tech, too?” Paris said. “They
sound too good to be true.”

“They do maintain the defense system,” Neelix
said. “That’s a definite fact. And they buy metals.”

“They could be a people in decline from a techno-
logical high point,” Tuvok said. He was frowning
slightly, considering the evidence, a familiar expres-
sion that made Janeway once again glad to have him
on board.

Chakotay shook his head. “Not if they’re still
holding off the Andirrim’s raids. Besides, respect for
their land—their planet—isn’t evidence of deca-
dence.”

“It is if it’s at the expense of their own safety,”
Torres muttered.

Janeway leaned back in her chair again, putting the
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voices out of her mind. The Kirse world sounded rich
beyond anything she had hoped—rich enough to
meet the needs of the ship, great as those were; even if
the Andirrim had exaggerated, and Neelix then exag-
gerated on top of that, in his desire to fit in with the
crew, it should be possible to trade for food that
would at least keep them all healthy until Voyager
could find a further source of supply. And if the Kirse
had a technological base that let them create a nearly
impenetrable defense system for the planet . .. She
hesitated for a moment, weighing what she’d seen of
Kazon-Ogla technology. Its uses might be crude, and
it might not match the Federation’s, but it was
effective. If the Kirse could hold off the Andirrim,
then they would almost certainly be advanced enough
to synthesize the vitamin C the ship needed. Of
course, she added, with a wry and inward smile, the
fact that I don’t see any other alternatives does make
the decision easier.

She cleared her throat, and all eyes turned to her,
Paris pausing in midsentence, a slightly guilty look
on his face. She decided to ignore it, and said, “As far
as I can see, gentlemen, the Kirse planet seems to be
our best option. Unless someone has a compelling
argument against it—" She paused, but no one an-
swered. “Very well. Mr. Paris, get the information
from Mr. Neelix, and set a course for the Kirse
planet. Mr. Tuvok, Mr. Chakotay, Mr. Kim—and you
too, Mr. Neelix, when you’re finished with Mr.
Paris—we need to discuss what we can offer the Kirse
in exchange for these supplies.”
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EVEN AT WARP SEVEN, A FULL WARP FACTOR FASTER THAN
their standard cruising speed, it took almost ten days
to find the Kirse planet. Tom Paris, who had extrapo-
lated the course from Neelix’s charts and memory,
found himself glued to the sensors, unable to stop
himself jumping every time the long-range scanners
spotted a new star system. None of them were the
Kirse world, of course—they were too far out,
wouldn’t come into range for some hours yet even at
the most generous predictions—but even so he found
himself extending his time on the bridge until the
captain banished him, pointing out that his watch had
ended almost an hour before. There was no arguing
with that, but at the same time, he was too keyed up to
return to his stateroom, especially alone. That left the
officers’ lounge, and he ordered the turbolift to take
him there, hoping he would find some company there.

Since the discovery of the shortages, the mess hall
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had been less busy than usual. It was depressing, most
people found, to sit at tables where they ate only the
necessary minimum while Neelix’s cooking tables
were piled high with useless food, and it had suddenly
ceased to be the center of everyone’s social life. Paris
hesitated in the doorway, seeing the rows of empty
tables, but then, just as he was about to turn away, he
saw a familiar pair of square gold shoulders sitting at
a corner table. The woman opposite Kim lifted her
head and smiled, beckoning him over. Paris gave a
sigh of relief that he didn’t let himself feel, and moved
to join them.

“How’s it going?”’ the woman asked. She was tall,
good-looking in a full-bodied, fair-skinned way, and
even though she’d turned him down more than once,
Paris felt a twinge of jealousy as he seated himself
next to Kim.

“About the same. Still no sign of the Kirse planet,
but if our projections are right, we should be seeing
the first signs of it in about four hours.”

“Not bad,” Kim said, and reached across to pour
himself another cup of tea. He winced as the move-
ment caught his sore elbow or wrist, and Paris looked
away, not knowing what to do. There was nothing he
could do, of course—they were all showing signs of
scurvy now, the sore joints, the bruising; he himself
had spat blood for almost fifteen minutes that very
morning, just from cleaning his teeth—and even
sympathy had become more annoying than useful.
The signs weren’t really bad enough to keep them
from doing their jobs, but they were an alarming taste
of things to come—unless they found the Kirse
planet.

“Do you want a cup, Tom?” Kim went on, and
Paris shook his head.
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“Not at the moment, thanks. I’'m supposed to be
off-duty, and I should get some sleep sometime.”

“That doesn’t sound like you,” the woman said,
and gave a sly smile. “Are you feeling all right?”

“Very funny, Renehan,” Paris said, and her smile
widened slightly.

Kim said, “I wonder what the captain will do if the
defenses are as good as Neelix says?”

Paris shrugged. “Presumably we can talk the Kirse
into letting us through.”

Renehan nodded. “I think we can count on the old
‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend’ to get us at
least a hearing.”

“And we do have trade goods,” Kim said. “More
than I thought we would.”

“Oh?” Paris asked. “I didn’t know you were part of
that team.”

Kim nodded. “It turns out there’s a decent amount
of scrap metal on board. I guess it was intended for
engineering repairs, or at least that’s how the comput-
er has it filed in the manifest.”

Renehan chortled. “I bet Torres was happy to give
you her spare parts.”

Kim grinned in answer. “She wasn’t best pleased,
no. But she finally agreed that she could spare some of
the tonnage.”

Paris smiled, too, but wondered what would hap-
pen if there wasn’t enough metal, or if it turned out
not to be what the Kirse wanted. Voyager needed the
supplies badly already; if the Kirse refused them, if
they had to find another source of food—most of the
human crew were already feeling the effects of the
deficiency, and there weren’t enough nonhumans on
board to run the ship. The obvious possibility loomed
large in his mind: Voyager was one of the most
powerful ships they had seen in the Delta Quadrant,
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its technology superior to anything the Kazon-Ogla
possessed. If it came to it, they could probably take
what they needed— He shook his head, rejecting the
thought. He couldn’t imagine Janeway, or even
Chakotay, Maquis and renegade though he was, giv-
ing that order. Would I? he wondered. Could I? Oh,
yeah, I'm a real hard man, done my time and every-
thing, but this, pure piracy . .. even in the best of
causes, I'm not sure I could. The risks are too great. It
was an odd discovery, almost disconcerting—
Starfleet training lasting longer than he’d ever thought
possible, he told himself—and he shook the idea
away. Besides, the other point of Starfleet training was
to avoid getting into impasses in the first place, and
Janeway had obviously learned her lessons well. It
shouldn’t come to that. “So how’s Neelix handling
1t?” he asked, almost at random, and earned an odd
look from Renehan.

“What are you talking about, Tom?”

“I know he was upset about the cooking situation,”
Paris answered. I wondered if he’d calmed down.”

“He seems to have,” Kim answered, and whatever
else he would have said was cut off by the beep of their
communicators.

“Mr. Kim, Mr. Paris, report to the bridge.” Chako-
tay’s voice was controlled, but Paris thought he could
hear an edge of excitement in it. “We’ve found the
Kirse planet.”

“On my way,” Paris answered automatically, and
the ship’s computer spoke over him.

“All off-duty personnel, report to your stations. All
off-duty personnel, report to your stations.”

“That’s me, then,” Renehan said. “Let’s hope we
find something.”

“We’d better,” Kim said, and looked embarrassed
by his own fervor.
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Renehan’s blue-team station was on the lower

decks, near the engine room. Paris and Kim took a =

turbolift, reaching the bridge as the computer an-
nounced, “All crew members in position.” Paris set-
tled into position behind the helm as the thin-faced
ensign who had had the conn slid aside, and called up

a quick review of the ship’s status. Everything seemed 11
normal, all systems at maximum efficiency, and he

switched to a sensor feed. The unenhanced view
seemed unimpressive, a tiny disk barely larger than
the nail of his little finger, too small as yet to show the
clouds and colors of an inhabited world, but he heard .
Kim whistle softly to himself as he examined the
sensor readouts.

The captain obviously heard it, too, though Paris
didn’t dare look back to check her expression. “Re-
port, Mr. Kim.”

“Still scanning, Captain,” Kim answered. He was
learning, Paris thought. Not long ago, he would have
apologized, or rushed to finish, but he’d learned to
take his time. “Sensors confirm this is a class-M
planet. The atmosphere is almost identical to Earth’s,
down to trace gases, and the oceans are also remark-
ably Earth-like, including mineral content.”

“Vegetation?” Janeway asked.

“Still scanning,” Kim answered. “There’s a lot of it,
Captain, and all complex. It looks like Neelix didn’t
exaggerate at all.”

“Take us in closer, Mr. Paris,” Janeway said. “Im-
pulse speed. Mr. Tuvok, any sign of this defense
system Neelix mentioned?”

“Not yet, Captain,” the Vulcan answered. “All
security scanners are at maximum.”

“Maintain that,” Janeway said. “Proceed when
ready, Mr. Paris.”

Paris touched his controls, setting up an easy course
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into the Kirse system. The planet lay between them
and the diamond-bright pinpoint of the sun; as he fed
the numbers into the computer, the image on the
screen shifted, the disk of the planet slowly eclipsing
the distant star. “Course locked in,” he announced.
“Engaged.”

For long minutes, nothing happened. In the main
screen, the disk swelled fractionally, revealed a hint of
blues and pale grays that Paris guessed would resolve
into the familiar streaks and whorls of a class-M
planet’s cloudy atmosphere. At his own station, the
course numbers clicked past, registering otherwise all-
but-invisible progress, and the screens that relayed
vital sensor indications stayed monotonously empty.

“I’'m picking up metal in orbit,” Kim began, and
Tuvok cut him off.

“Captain, there are defense stations in orbit around
the Kirse planet.”

“All stop,” Janeway said instantly, and Paris was
quick to obey. “All right, put it on the main screen,
Mr. Tuvok.”

“Yes, Captain.” The Vulcan manipulated his con-
trols, and the planet vanished, to be replaced by a
highly colored version of the same image. Flecks of
brighter light appeared as well, most clustered around
the planet’s equator, but some in what seemed to be
circumpolar orbits. There were dozens of them, Paris
realized, and at the same time realized that they were
seeing only a part of the system. There would have to
be as many similar stations on the far side of the
planet to provide the coverage the Kirse seemed to
want.

“Each of those dots represents an orbiting phaser
platform,” Tuvok said. “They are positioned so as to
create overlapping firezones that cover all approaches
to the planet. It seems that Mr. Neelix was correct in
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reporting an all but impenetrable shield around the
planet.”

Janeway didn’t answer for a moment, and Paris
glanced over his shoulder, to see her staring thought-
fully at the screen. “What’s the range on those
things?”

“Uncertain.” Tuvok’s hands were busy on his con-
sole as he spoke. “The power apparently available
would indicate that the phasers are capable of reach-
ing some distance, particularly if they were linked in
series. However, the configuration of the firing points:
suggests that the stations are designed primarily for
short-range use, and not for linked fire. If that is the
case, then the range is actually quite limited, less than
half the planetary radius, but the actual phaser fire
would be correspondingly strong.”

“Captain,” Kim said. “I’ve isolated the command
frequency for the platforms. It seems to be mostly
machine language, platform-to-platform communica-
tion.”

“I can confirm that, Captain,” Tuvok said. “The
computer indicates that these are a constant test
pattern.”

“Test pattern?” Paris asked, in spite of himself, and
looked away in embarrassment as the Vulcan looked
at him.

“The defense zone seems to be intended to be
largely self-maintaining. The communications we are
receiving are simply each platform confirming its own
status and inquiring the status of the next platform in
the series. The pattern also indicates the presence of
smaller components which I cannot identify at this
distance.”

“I wonder what happens when they get a negative
answer,” Chakotay said.

“I don’t think we’d like to be there to find out,”
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Janeway answered. “Mr. Kim, can you pick out a
communications channel? Not for the machines, I
mean.”

Kim shook his head. “I’ve been trying, Captain.
I’m not getting communications from any higher life-
forms. In fact, I haven’t been able to pick up any life-
forms at all on the planet.”

“None?” Chakotay said, sharply.

Janeway frowned. “Sensor error?”

“I don’t know,” Kim said, “but I don’t think so0.”
His hands moved over his console again, confirming
his previous readings. “We could simply be out of
range—we are close to our limits—but usually we
can pick up gross life signs from a planetary popula-
tion at this point.”

“Interesting,” Chakotay said, and Paris rolled his
eyes. The first officer had, it seemed, a gift for under-
statement.

Janeway acknowledged the comment with a nod.
She stared at the screen for a moment longer, her
hands on her hips, then turned back to her chair.
“Well, there’s no point in hovering out here wonder-
ing. Mr. Tuvok, find the likely range of those plat-
forms.”

Tuvok touched controls, and the planet in the
screen was suddenly surrounded by a red haze. “This
represents the zone of greatest danger from the
platform-mounted phasers. As long as we stay outside
of that, our shields should be able to handle an attack,
and our far greater mobility will move us quickly out
of danger.”

“Very well,” Janeway said. “Take us on in, Mr.
Paris, just to the edge of the red zone—and be ready
to raise the shields at the first sign of an attack.”

“Aye, Captain,” Paris answered, and touched his
controls to adjust the course. “Going in.”
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Voyager eased forward, sliding easily along an invis-
ible line in space. Paris watched the image swell in the
viewscreen—a lovely planet, more green than blue,
streaked with clouds that obscured the surface fr‘sa
their visual scans—and wondered just what
hiding under those pretty clouds. Already, the first
the platforms was just visible, a boxy, odd-angled
shape studded with antennae and a single shallo
dish that had to be the phaser mount. It looked like
old-style ship’s phaser, the kind that Starfleet ha
declared obsolete a hundred years ago, but Pari
wasn’t sure if he found that reassuring. Those phasers H
had worked well enough, after all, and there were a lot
more of them on the orbiting stations than there werq
phasers on Voyager.

A buzzer sounded softly, warning him that th:zi
were approaching the end of the preprogramm:
course, and he took a deep breath, switching from
autopilot to manual controls. “We’re cormng up on
the defense zone’s boundary now, Captain.” ‘

“Any response from the platforms"” Janeway'[
asked, and Paris found himself tensed for the answer.

“Nothing, Captain,” Tuvok said.

“You don’t suppose they haven’t seen us?” Pans ‘
said, and heard Chakotay laugh softly.

“I hope not. I wouldn’t want to surprise them.” =

“I have no information on that,” Tuvok answered.
“We have not been scanned on any frequency that we
normally monitor.”

“P've finished our preliminary scan,” Kim sald,I
“and I’'m getting very odd readings, Captam

“Such as?”

“Pm still not getting clear life signs,” Kim said,
“but I have found definite 51gns of habitation.” :

“Put it on the main screen,” Janeway said. ' L

Paris caught his breath as the planet’s disk vanished
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from the screen, to be replaced by a series of towers
that rose from an elliptical complex of shorter build-
ings. Their surfaces gleamed, as though they were
washed with rain, but the sky shone clear and blue
behind them. “What the hell are they made of?”

“I can’t tell,” Kim answered. “It could be either
metal or stone or something in-between that the
computer can’t recognize.”

“Well, it took an advanced civilization to build it,
whatever it’s made of,” Janeway said. “What about
life signs, Mr. Kim?”

“Still inconclusive, but—"

Whatever Kim would have said next was drowned
in the sudden flat crack, more light than sound, that
filled the screen. Paris flinched away, keeping his
hands on his controls with an effort, but the white
brilliance seemed to pass over and through him,
blinding him completely. He bit back a cry, of fear or
wamning, he wasn’t sure which, and groped for the
controls again, finding them by touch alone.

“What the devil was that?” Janeway demanded,
and to Paris’s amazement she sounded more annoyed
than anything. He blinked, tears filling his eyes, and
the haze faded from white to green, began to clear a
little. ““All stations, report!”

“All systems normal,” Paris said.

“Same here, Captain,” Kim answered.

“Hull integrity and environmental systems are un-
affected,” Tuvok said.

“Everything’s all right in engineering,” Torres’s
- voice said, from the intercom, ‘“‘but that was a hell of
a shock. What happened?”

“That’s not yet clear, Lieutenant Torres,” Janeway
answered. “We’ll keep you informed.” She lifted her
finger from the intercom button, and looked at
Chakotay. “Any guesses?”
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“A scan of some kind,” the first officer answered. ;

“I can confirm that, Captam Tuvok said. “W
seem to have experienced a full-spectrum scan fro
the planet.”

“Its source?” Janeway demanded. k

“I cannot be certain,” Tuvok said, “but all indica:
tions are that it came from the structure presently o
the screen.”

Well, that was no surprise, Paris thought, stil
rubbing his eyes. Where else would it come from?
dozen other alternatives instantly present
themselves—underground installations, the plat:
forms, almost anything—and he was glad he hadn’
spoken. 4

“And I'm still not reading life signs,” Kim said.
“Or a power base sufficient to have sent that pulse.”

“Can you trace a communications spectrum""
Janeway asked. =

Kim shook his head. “Everything reads dead now, 1
Captain. There was just that pulse and then—
nothing.”

“Open hailing frequencies,” Janeway said. “Our
own standard set, plus anything we’ve seen used in
this quadrant.”

“Including Kazon-Ogla frequencies?” Kim asked.
“A good question,” Janeway said, and Paris glanced
over his shoulder to find her smiling slightly. “Yes, use
them. That’s one set the Kirse will be sure to mon-

itor.”

Kim nodded, hands busy on his controls, and Paris
swung back to his own station. ‘“Hailing frequencies
open, Captain.” '

“This is Captain Kathryn Janeway of the Federa-
tion starship Voyager,” Janeway said, pitching her
voice to carry to the communications relays. “We
come in peace, and would like to establish trade
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relations with the inhabitants of this planet. Please
respond.”

Paris fixed his eyes on the main screen, waiting for
it to dissolve into the familiar larger-than-life figures
of full communications. Instead, the complex of
buildings remained on the screen, empty of life and
movement. Their surfaces shone in the local sun’s
pale light, an odd, oily brilliance that was like nothing
he’d ever seen before. Stone or metal, the shapes were
graceful, weirdly beautiful—they looked, he thought,
like the city sculptures he’d seen once on Delphis IV,
celebrations of the Delphians’ crowded, transurban
world.

After a moment, Kim said, almost apologetxcally,
“There’s no response, Captain.”

“Keep trying.” Janeway pushed herself out of her
chair, stood hands on hips, staring at the screen with
narrowed eyes. “And carry on with the science
scans.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Check for any sign of recent fighting, too,” Chako-
tay said, and came to stand beside Janeway.

She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Surely if the Andir-
rim had done enough damage to prevent the Kirse
responding to our hail, we’d be able to see signs of it
from space.”
~ Chakotay shrugged. “We don’t know how large a

population the Kirse actually have. One good reason
for spending resources on an automated defense sys-
tem as elaborate as this one could be a small or a
declining population.”

“It’s possible,” Janeway said, but shook her head.
“And right now, Mr. Chakotay, we’ve got too many
possibilities to be useful.”

She sounded almost Vulcan as she said that, and
Paris hid a grin, imagining Tuvok’s startled approval.
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He realized that Chakotay was looking at him then,
and hastlly fixed his attention on his own controls,
running an unnecessary diagnostic just to have so
thing to do. The navigation sensors were as empty 3
the rest of the sensor screens, only the phaser pla
forms moving in their careful orbits, chattering tz
themselves, apparently oblivious of the ship hangi
just outside their range. Or I hope we’re outside thza
range, Paris amended. At least they don’t seem all th
interested.

“I 'm not picking up any tracks of recent phas
fire,” Kim said. “Or anything else that could mean d"
recent attack.” !

“The defense platforms do not seem to have ﬁred |
recently, either,” Tuvok said. “Their current configu-
ration suggests that they have been on standby foq"
some time.”

“The preliminary science scan shows that nearlys
ninety percent of the land in the temperate zones is
under cultivation,” Kim said, “and we haven’t even
begun to classify everything. It looks as though therej
are plenty of plants carrying hexuronic acid, though,
so we ought to be able to get everything we need. I am
picking up what might be lower life-forms, but my
readings are inconclusive. It could be sophisticated
organic-based machinery.” 5

“What about the citadel?”” Janeway asked. )

Paris could almost hear the shrug in Kim’s voice.
“I’m not picking up anything there, Captain. There is
power in some kind of storage cell, but it’s very low
level. No life-forms at all.”

“Captain, the pattern of power use suggests that the
building may be on standby,” Tuvok said. “Its condi-
tion is similar to that of the platforms.”

Janeway was silent for a long moment, so long that
Paris ventured another glance over his shoulder, to

46




THE GARDEN

see her staring at the screen, a faint, thoughtful frown
on her face. “Very well,” she said at last. “We’ll give
‘the Kirse another chance to show themselves. Mr.
Paris, put us into orbit outside the optimum range of
those platforms, and, Mr. Kim, set up an automatic
contact transmission. We’ll give them twelve hours to
respond, and then we’ll see. In the meantime, keep
scanning. Let’s get as complete a picture as possible of
this planet.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” Kim’s response was still
Academy-perfect, and Paris knew his own acknowl-
edgment sounded even sloppier by comparison. He
felt his cheeks burning, and turned his attention to his
console, fingers moving easily over the complex con-
trols, setting up the optimum orbit. A¢ least I know
how to do this, he thought, and there’s not an Academy
graduate who can match me. The bravado rang a little
hollow even in his own mind; he made a face, and
touched the controls again.

“Moving into orbit now, Captain.”

“Excellent, Mr. Paris,” Janeway said. “Twelve
hours, gentlemen. Let’s see if we can find the Kirse.”

Not entirely to Janeway’s surprise, the twelve hours
passed without any further sign of life from the
surface. In part, she thought, it was a good thing—she
had been able to get a full eight hours’ sleep for
once—but all things considered, it would have been
simpler if they had made some sort of contact. She
pushed Neelix’s latest effort at breakfast aside and
concentrated on her datapadd. The reports flashed
past as she scanned through them, all monotonously
the same, except for the doctor’s. More than half the
human crew were seriously affected by the deficien-
cies, and the level of supplemental dosage needed to
stave off problems for the rest of the crew was
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approaching toxicity—and even that would be inl!lll
possible to sustain without using the replicators. At
least the news from the science scan was good. T
Kirse world was lovely, filled with vegetation t
would almost certainly supply their every need, b
there was no sign of the inhabitants, no sign of the
sophisticated culture that had built the citadel. She
touched controls on the datapadd to recall the report
that covered the massive structure, and the im
filled the little screen. Towers rose from a cent
hexagon, each one different from the rest—o
topped with thin structures like old-fashioned radi
antennae, another glittering as though sheathed in 10‘
or glass, still another sporting a bulbous, gold-wash:
shape that looked vaguely familiar, if only fro
holograms—and dozens of outbuildings spread froniﬁ
that center, creating a pattern like a slanted spider’s
web or early frost on a windowpane. It was strikingly
beautiful, an artificial structure as lush as the flourish-
ing plant life, and obviously the work of skilled
engineers, the same skilled engineers who had created
the network of defense platforms—who were
where to be found.

She shook her head, leaving the image on the
screen, and addressed herself to the plate in front of
her. Neelix had done his best to create somethi
both palatable and nutritious that didn’t use too
much of the defective foodstock, but his best efforts
still left much to be desired, and she regarded the
grainy mess—roughly based, she suspected, on Tom
Paris’s unenthusiastic description of oatmeal—with-
out pleasure. Still, it was carbohydrates, and she took |
a careful bite. It was less sweet than she had expected,
and bland to the tongue; she swallowed hard, almost
wishing for some of Neelix’s more dramatic spices, |
and reached for the vitamin supplement the doctor
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had provided from his dwindling supplies. It was
orange, a failed attempt to mimic a natural juice, and
she drank it as quickly as she could, putting aside the
glass with a grimace of distaste. Here in the privacy of
her quarters, she could at least indulge her own dislike
without worrying that she was setting a bad example,
and she tossed the glass into the collection bin with
more force that was strictly necessary. Even taking
into account the fact that the doctor was a hologram,
without taste buds and not yet used to full-time
interaction with human beings, it simply tasted bad.
She drew a glass of water to wash away the bitterness,
and turned back to her desk.

“Computer, contact the duty officers, and tell them
I want them in the ready room in—"" She glanced at
the nearest chronometer. “—fifteen minutes.”

“Confirmed,” the computer answered, and Janeway
reached for her datapadd. She glanced at her image in
the mirror beside her cabin door, making sure that
she looked as collected—as unaffected by mere hu-
man frailties—as a Starfleet captain should be. Espe-
cially now, it was a necessary illusion.

She was the first one in the ready room, as she had
intended, but almost as soon she had seated herself at
the head of the table the door opened and Chakotay
appeared. She nodded a greeting, and he gave her one
of his rueful smiles.

“Nothing new so far,” he said. “Either no one’s
home, or they’re hiding from us. Kim hasn’t been able
to raise anyone on the planet, except the machines,
and they don’t want to talk to us either.”

“So what do you think?” Janeway asked.

The first officer shrugged, and took his place at the
table, adjusting his datapadd as he did so. “As I said
before, it could be that the Kirse have been
eliminated—I don’t know why else they wouldn’t
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respond at all to our presence. If they think we’re
hostile, well, they’ve got that defense system just
waiting for us, and if they think we’re friendly, there’s
no reason not to respond to our overtures.” He spread
his hands. “Except, of course, that there’s no sign of
damage to the citadel or to anything on the planet.”

“I suppose something else could account for the
disappearance,” Janeway said, halfheartedly. “Dis-
ease, natural waning of the population—for all we
know, they could have emigrated en masse, we’d
never know the difference.” She touched her controls,
projecting the image of the Kirse world onto the
larger of the viewscreens. The blue-green disk, cloud- =
streaked, seemed an almost mocking presence behind 'L
the cage of its defense network. “One thing I am sure
of, though, Chakotay. We’re going to have to get
supplies here.”

“I agree.” Chakotay nodded, his tattooed face som-
ber. “I’ve been over the latest figures with the doctor
twice already. We don’t have a choice anymore.” 4

“No.” Janeway broke off as the ready-room door
opened again, admitting the rest of the junior officers
in a cluster. An instant later, a second viewscreen lit,
and the doctor looked out at her, Kes just visible over
his shoulder. Janeway squared her shoulders and
folded her hands on the table. “Gentlemen,” she said.
“Let’s have your reports. We’ll start with yours, Mr.
Kim.”

The young ensign glanced quickly at his datapadd,
then back again. He looked exhausted, Janeway
thought, and he moved with a care that suggested that
his joints ached. “I can go into details, Captain, but
it’s pretty much what we saw in the first scan. There’s
plenty of food down there, food that we can eat which
also contains hexuronic acid—that’s the precursor to
vitamin C—and most of the other elements we need.

e T L~
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Most of it seems to have been cultivated, at least
originally. The whole planetary land mass, except for
the area around the citadel, is like one big garden, or
at least a series of linked gardens. It looks almost as
though the continents have been modified to provide
specific habitats and microclimates to grow the vari-
ous plants. I think I’'ve picked up traces of irrigation
systems and artificially created land forms—mostly
barrier hills and things like that, but some of the lakes
look artificial, too.” He touched his datapadd and
a holographic globe appeared to float above the
tabletop. “Of course, the area right around the cita-
del—” As he spoke, colors brightened on the image.
“—there, for about a hundred kilometers all around,
is heavily cultivated, and there are definite irrigation
channels just under the surface. Some kind of sophis-
ticated drip system, I think.”

“But no sign of the builders,” Janeway said.

Kim shook his head. “None, Captain.”

Janeway studied the image, trying to imagine what
could make a people abandon a world like this. “What
about life-forms? Any more detail?”

To her surprise, it was Chakotay who answered.
“Nothing conclusive. Mr. Kim and I have been over
the readings a couple of times, and Lieutenant Torres
rerouted systems power to try to improve the resolu-
tion, but we’re still pretty much where we started.
There are things that might be animals down there,
but they could be complicated machines.”

“Organic based machines,” Torres corrected. She
looked at Janeway. “I think Neelix was probably right
about the Kirse needing to trade for metals. There
doesn’t seem to be a whole lot on the planet.”

“But no intelligent life?”” Janeway asked.

Kim shook his head. “Not that we can find.”

“You’re sure these are animals?” Paris asked. “I
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mean, if you can’t tell for sure what they’re made of,
how can you tell if they’re smart?”

“They’re engaged in what look like highly repeti-
tive, probably food-gathering activities pretty much
all the time,” Kim answered.

Paris gave a fleeting grin. “So if they are intelligent,
they’re probably bored?”

Kim smothered a smile of his own. “Probably.”

Janeway allowed herself a smile as well—after all, if
they could still make jokes, however bad, they had to
be doing better than she’d thought-—and looked at
Tuvok. “Have you been able to find out anything
more about the defense platforms, Mr. Tuvok?”

“I’ve run a complete analysis,” the security officer
answered, “and I've been able to make a partial
assessment of their capabilities. Our present orbit is
just outside their optimum focus, which means that,
should the Kirse or their machines decide that we are
a threat, our shields would be able to withstand their
strongest attack for the time needed to take us out of
orbit.”

Paris cleared his throat, the smile vanishing from
his face. “Mr. Tuvok and I have programmed an
escape pattern into the navigational computers. If
we’re fired on, that’ll take us out of range by the
quickest route.”

“Excellent,” Janeway said, and meant it.

“Also,” Tuvok went on, “the spacing of the orbits
and the weaponry aboard the platforms suggests that
they are designed to intercept an attacking force by
phaser fire only. In other words, they have no
shields.”

“How do they defend the platforms themselves,
then?” Chakotay asked.

“Each platform is heavily armored,” Tuvok an-
swered. It appears to be a collapsed metal sheathing.
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Also, there are molecular differences among the vari-
ous pieces of armor that suggest they were installed at
different times.”

“So what you’re saying,”” Janeway said, “is that they
don’t have the transporter, either.”

Tuvok nodded. “That is correct, Captain. Neither
the defense platforms nor what I assume to be the
citadel’s defense mechanisms are configured to block
a transporter beam.”

That was good news, and Janeway leaned back in
her chair. An away team on the Kirse planet would
have the margin of safety that the transporter had
been invented to provide. For an instant, she felt as
though she were caught in a timeslip—her crew suf-
fering from scurvy, the transporter a significant ad-
vantage, the Federation out of range even of subspace
radio—and then put the feeling firmly aside. The
transporter was an advantage only as long as they
were able to lower their own screens to receive the
crew, but there should be enough of a communica-
tions lag between the planet and the defense systems
to allow Foyager to retrieve the away team before it
came under attack.

“Very well,” she said aloud. “I assume you’ve all
seen the doctor’s report?”” There were murmurs of
agreement around the table, and she went on, “The
gist of it is that we have to replenish at least some of
our supplies here—we have no choice in the matter.”

“Based on the estimates Lieutenant Torres gave
me,” the hologram said, “and the observed frequency
of M-class planets in this sector, there will not be
enough healthy crew members left to collect the food
gnce we find a suitable planet if we don’t resupply

ere.”

“Exactly.” Janeway gave a rueful smile. “So I
intend to take an away team down to the planet—to
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the citadel, for a start—and see if we can find the |
Kirse. Mr. Paris, Mr. Kim, Lieutenant Torres, you’ll
accompany me.”

“Captain,” Tuvok said. “May I suggest that I be
part of the team as well?”

Janeway shook her head. “I want you on the ship,
Tuvok, where you can keep an eye on the defense
platforms.”

The Vulcan nodded, his face as impassive as ever,
but Janeway thought she caught a hint of disapproval J,:, “
in his eyes. “Then may I suggest you take a larger
security contingent?” .

“I will take two more people,” Janeway said. “ButI
don’t want to suggest that our presence is hostile.”
She looked around the table. “Any further comments?
Then let’s go find what’s happened to the Kirse.” :
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CHAPTER
3

THE GROUP THAT GATHERED IN THE TRANSPORTER ROOM
was quiet. Even Paris seemed subdued, and that, Kim
thought, was hard to imagine until you saw it. He
shrugged his shoulders, hoping to ease the aching
joints, and grimaced as the pain redoubled. Across the
compartment, Renehan did the same thing, and man-
aged a rueful smile when she saw him watching.

“Lovely day for a landing party, don’t you think?”
Her voice was far more cheerful than her pale face.

“Lovely,” he echoed, and Paris tapped him lightly
on the shoulder.

“Oh, come on, Harry, what more could you ask for?
An alien planet, a mysterious invisible race, the ship
in desperate need—isn’t that what you joined Star-
fleet for?”

“No.” Kim smiled in spite of himself, and Renehan
laughed aloud, drawing a curious look from the other
security man.
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“Well, I did join to see the galaxy, but I have to say
this is more than I bargained for.”

“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Paris began,
and broke off as the door slid back, revealing the
captain and Chakotay. Kim looked hastily at his
tricorder, triggering a final calibration run, but he
could still feel the captain’s sharp stare as she looked
around the compartment.

Chakotay took his position behind the transporter

technician, glancing over the woman’s shoulder at the

settings displayed on her board. “All ready here,
Captain.”

“And here,” Janeway answered. ‘“You have the
conn, Mr. Chakotay. We’ll check in every thirty
minutes. If we miss a check, beam us up.”

‘“Absolutely, Captain,” Chakotay answered.

Janeway nodded, and stepped up onto the trans-
porter platform. Kim took his place with the others,
bracing himself for transport. It wasn’t that the proc-
ess was unpleasant, precisely, or even frightening, but
more that the instant drop from one place to another
could be disorienting—

“Energize,” Janeway said, and the transporter
room disappeared.

Kim blinked hard, and opened his eyes to brilliant

sunlight and the deep green of a perfectly manicured

lawn. In the distance, perhaps ten meters away, a row
of trees no taller than his shoulder hung heavy with
pale yellow fruit; he looked down, and stepped care-
fully away from a stand of saucerlike flowers streaked
with red and yellow. A breeze touched his face, soft
with sunlight and the faint sweet smells of the trees,
and in the distance he heard a faint, strangely musical
clicking, like the ghost of birdsong.

“Report,” Janeway said, and Kim shcook himself,
brought up his tricorder.
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He touched the control pad to run a standard scan,
and watched the checklights flick from the orange of
standby to the green of positive readings. At the same
time, the first analysis scrolled past in the tricorder’s
tiny screen: no sign of poisons, no signs of harmful
insects or animals, just the rich, unfamiliar plant life
stretching for kilometers on every side. He looked up
again, unable to suppress his pleasure in the sheer
physical beauty of the planet, and said, ‘“Nothing
unexpected here, Captain. Just plants, nothing more.”

“The same here,” Renehan said, and the other
security man echoed her.

Torres didn’t answer, and Kim glanced curiously in
her direction. The engineer was pacing slowly toward
the line of trees, her brow even more furrowed as she
frowned at the readings in her tricorder’s screen.

“Lieutenant Torres?” Janeway said, and Torres
swung back toward them.

“Sorry, Captain. I set my tricorder to scan specifi-
cally for signs of construction, and I found what
seems to be a pipeline, directly underfoot. It could be
an irrigation pipe, but it’s pretty big for that.”

Kim adjusted his own tricorder to match her scan,
then touched controls to correlate those readings with
the maps he had made from orbit. “It runs directly
toward the citadel, Captain.”

“Interesting.” Janeway set her hands on her hips
and turned slowly, surveying the parklands. “Still no
life-forms?”

“Not on my scan,” Renehan answered, and Kim
swung his own tricorder in a full circle, confirming her
results.

“I’'m picking up something,” Torres said, her frown
deepening. “Toward the citadel. It could be those
machines the scanners picked up back on Voyager.”

Janeway nodded. “Well, there’s no point in staying
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here.” She touched her communicator. “Voyager, this
is Janeway.”

Chakotay’s response was reassuringly prompt.
“Chakotay here, Captain.”

“We’re starting for the citadel,” Janeway said.
“Janeway out.” She glanced at her team. “Mr. Kim,
keep scanning anything that looks like a food crop. We
might as well make sure we can eat what we trade
for.”

“If there’s anybody to trade with,” Paris mur-
mured. '

Janeway lifted an eyebrow. “We’ll cross that bridge
when we come to it, Mr. Paris. For now, this is an
inhabited planet, and we are as yet uninvited guests.”

“Sorry, Captain.” Paris didn’t sound particularly =

regretful, but Janeway seemed to take his words at
face value.

“Right. Lieutenant Torres, does this—pipeline—
go all the way to the citadel?”

“As far as I can tell, it does,” Torres answered.

“Then we’ll follow it, at least until we find a road.”
Janeway started along the line the engineer had indi-
cated, but paused to glance back over her shoulder.
“And, for those of you who are not from agricultural
worlds, be careful of the growing crops. Don’t walk on
or among them if you can help it.”

There was a ragged chorus of acknowledgment, and
Kim stepped cautiously away from the saucer-shaped
flowers. They were certainly lovely, but not, he
thought, terribly practical. Then, reconsidering—
how could he make that assumption on form
alone?—he turned his tricorder on the nearest clus-
ter. To his surprise, the tricorder registered a large,
bulbous root system, and suggested further that it was
edible by humans. He touched another set of keys,
refining the analysis as far as he could without taking
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samples, and produced a profile that looked very like
a terrestrial potato. He blinked in surprise, and
touched the controls to run the test again.

“Hey, Harry! You coming?”

Kim looked up, still amazed by the results, and saw
Paris beckoning from the far side of the lawn. “Sor-
ry,” he called back, and hurried to catch up. To his
embarrassment, the captain looked over her shoulder
at his approach.

“Something interesting, Mr. Kim?”

“Maybe, Captain,” he answered, and suspected he
was blushing. “One of the flower types back there, the
ones that look like saucers, they have an edible root.”

“Good,” Janeway answered. “Keep scanning.”

Kim murmured an answer, looking ahead toward
the line of trees. Torres had almost reached them, her
head down over her tricorder, following the trace of
the pipeline beneath the surface of the lawn, and he
lengthened his stride to catch up. As he got closer to
the trees, he could smell the rich fragrance that rose
from their leaves—rvery faintly like roses, he thought,
and a little bit like lemons or pears. The pale yellow
fruit, nestled among the thickly curling leaves,
seemed by contrast to have no scent at all. He swung
the tricorder at one anyway, and was not surprised to
see that it was edible as well.

“Two out of two,” Paris said, looking over his
shoulder, and Kim suppressed a start.

“So far,” he answered, and looked at the trees
again. They stood in neat parallel rows, no one tree
taller than his shoulder, and he stooped to examine
the ground under them. It was as tidily empty as the
lawn, and he hurried after Janeway. “Captain, about
the trees . . .” Janeway paused, a look of inquiry on
her face, and Kim hurried on. “Captain, I noticed
that there aren’t any drops under the trees—there
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doesn’t even seem to be any blemished fruit on the
branches.”

Janeway looked at him. “I think we knew that these
weren’t wild plants, Mr. Kim.”

“That’s not my point.” For an instant, Kim
couldn’t believe he’d said that, but Janeway nodded,
and he went on, “It’s not just that they’re cultivated,
but they’ve been tended recently. These fruits are
really ripe, but there aren’t any on the ground—and I
do find insects in the branches, so there should be
some. Unless something’s cleaning them up.”

Even as he spoke, a thumb-sized creature launched
itself from the curled edge of a leaf with a loud
clacking sound. Kim ducked in spite of himself, and
the thing bumbled past, to settle on a higher branch.
The green of its carapace blended with the leaf, so
that it was all but invisible. Only the way the leaf
sagged under its weight betrayed its presence.

“So I see,” Janeway said, with a slight smile. She
sobered quickly. “And you’re right, Mr. Kim, that’s a
good point. So wherever the Kirse are now, they were
here recently enough that the trees are still tended.”

Kim nodded, and in the same instant, Torres called
from beyond the row.

“Captain, I think I’ve found a road to the citadel.”

Kim turned, and saw the engineer waving from a
band of stone set into the perfectly manicured grasses.
The ground sloped gently away behind her, the grass
hidden by what he would have thought were low-
growing weeds except for the way they met the grass
in a perfect, tidy edge. It looked almost as though
there were more fruits tucked under the heart-shaped
leaves, and he ducked through the last row of trees to
join Torres. Janeway followed more slowly, and Tor-
res looked down at her tricorder.
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“As best I can tell, this road goes to the citadel by
the most direct route. At least I guess it’s a road.”

Kim scuffed his boot against the pale gold surface.
From a distance, it had looked almost like an igneous
inclusion in a bed of sedimentary rock, but up close,
the edges looked too neat for it to be anything except
an artifact. But if it was, he thought, how had it been
laid? It looked like natural stone, like granite or
flecked tergonite, but he couldn’t see any seams where
blocks could have been butted together to create the
almost polished surface. “It looks like a road,” he said
aloud, and knew he sounded far less certain than his
words.

“It certainly does,” Janeway agreed. “And you say
it runs to the citadel?”

Torres nodded. “The pipeline I mentioned, it runs
under it, a little more than half a meter down.”

“Well,” Janeway said, and smiled. “We might as
well follow it.” She glanced at her own tricorder.
“And we’d better get a move on. We’re still almost
three kilometers from the nearest building.”

She started off without waiting for an answer. The
others followed, but Kim paused to point his tricorder
at the low-growing foliage beside the path. The spots
of red that he’d though were fruit seemed to be tiny,
spherical flowers, but the thick, almost-black leaves
were rich in calcium, and seemed otherwise edible.
He shook his head, amazed again at the fertility of the
land, and Paris passed him, whistling a seven-note
phrase.

“Come on, Harry,” he called, over his shoulder,
and Kim filed the tricorder reading for later study.
Paris’s whistling floated back to him, teasingly famil-
iar, and he frowned, trying to remember the words
that went with the tune. A children’s film, he thought,
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and a very old one, but he couldn’t remember any
more. He shook the memory away, and lengthened his
stride to catch up.

The stone road ran under an arch that seemed to
grow from a pair of living trees, and then curved
gently down a slope covered with more of the dark-
green leaves. At the bottom of the slope, the ground
was divided by low-growing hedges, none of them
taller than Kim’s knee, into a complicated pattern
that seemed to be based on hexagons. Each of the
sections was filled with a different plant, and in the
center of the pattern a tree rose from a carpet of vivid
blue flowers and spread into an almost flat canopy of
bright yellow leaves. Or were they flowers? Kim
wondered, and then caught his breath as something
moved at the base of the tree. He trained his tricorder
on it instinctively, and saw a phaser appear in Rene-
han’s hand as if by magic.

“What is it?” Paris said, and Kim shook his head,
watching the readings shift and change on the tri-
corder screen. .

“I can’t tell—""

Even as he spoke, the figure straightened to its two
hind legs, reaching up to paw at the golden canopy
overhead. It looked more humanoid in that position,
definitely bipedal, despite the bowed legs and awk-
ward, almost anthropoid stand. From this distance, it
was hard to see if the dull gray was skin or scales or
even short fur, though the color seemed to darken on
the limbs, deepening almost to black in the clumsy,
two-fingered hands. Kim glanced at his tricorder
again, unable to make the readings match what he
thought he was seeing. The tricorder called it a
machine, or at least claimed there were machine parts
in it, but at the same time, the system gave a weak life-
form reading. The creature shook the tree, hard, and




THE GARDEN

sent a shower of gold over itself. Something larger fell
with the leaves, and the creature squatted to retrieve
it, glancing over its shoulder as it did so. It saw the
Voyager party, and started to its feet, dropping the
fruit it had gathered half-eaten.

“Damn,” Janeway said under her breath, and the
creature leaped gracelessly over the nearest of the
little hedges and bolted for the shelter of a distant
stand of trees.

Torres shook her head in frustration. “The readings
are still inconclusive, Captain. But it didn’t look like a
machine.”

“I got the same results,” Kim said. “A weak life-
form reading, but also machine parts.”

Janeway shook her head, staring at the trees where
the creature had vanished. “Well, let’s at least take a
look at what it was eating—if it was eating.”

Luckily, the road brought them to within two fields
of the tree. Even at that distance, Kim could smell the
odor that spilled from the tree. It was sweet but not
sickly, a delicate perfume that promised the taste of
nectar and made his stomach growl in response. He
stepped carefully through the fields, and ducked un-
der the low-growing canopy. The smell was even
stronger there, and it was all he could do not to pull a
fruit from the tree and taste it then and there. He
pointed his tricorder at it instead, and was not
surprised to find that it was well within the required
parameters. A breeze stirred his hair, bathing him in a
sudden gust of scent—Ilike peaches and pears, he
thought, or honeysuckles—and he swallowed hard as
his mouth filled with saliva.

“They’ve got to be edible, with a scent like that,”
Renehan said, and Kim glanced again at the tricorder
screen.

*“Oh, yes, they’re edible.” He stooped to pick up the
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dropped piece, and turned it curiously. Where the
creature had bitten into it, the pale ivory flesh was
already darkening, and a glint of dark red showed at
the core. A seed, he guessed, and touched the tricord-
er’s sampling wand to the exposed fruit. The results
flashed back almost instantly: high in ascorbic acid
and in several B-complex vitamins, as well as contain-
ing several highly rated flavor esters. “Not only that, it
should taste good.”

“Did you try it?’ Paris asked. ,

Kim shook his head. “That’s according to the
tricorder.”

“That’s hardly conclusive,” Paris said. “I propose
we test one of them now. And I’ll make the ultimate
sacrifice and go first.” He reached up, searching for
fruit among the golden leaves.

“Hold it,” Janeway said.

Paris froze. “Why not, Captain? Harry says they’re
edible.”

“They may be,” Janeway answered, “but they’re
also growing in somebody’s garden. We’re not touch-
ing anything until we’ve either gotten the Kirse’s
permission, or found out what’s happened to them.”

Paris withdrew his hand as though he’d been stung.
Out of the corner of his eye, Kim saw Torres nodding
thoughtfully, and set the half-eaten fruit carefully on
the ground. It was already several shades darker than
it had been, and growing less appetizing with every
second.

Janeway allowed herself a rather wry smile. “And
since I'm sensible of the appeal, let’s get a move on.
I’d like to find the Kirse myself.”

Kim waded carefully through the smaller garden
plots, but as he reached the road, he glanced back
wistfully at the tree. The golden leaves were stirring,
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| though he couldn’t feel a breeze, and an instant later

there was a flash of green light and a thin curl of
smoke rose from the ground where he had left the
fruit. “Captain!”

Janeway swung around, her eyebrows rising as she
saw the smoke. “And I wonder what caused that, Mr.

| Kim?”

Kim was already examining his tricorder. ‘“No
information, Captain. When I examined the fruit, it
registered traces of phosphorus, but they were liter-
ally traces. Not nearly enough to do something like
that.”

Janeway nodded. “So there’s some other mecha-
nism at work here.”

“A cleaning system, maybe?”’ Torres asked. “To get
rid of trash?”

“It seems something of a drastic remedy,” Janeway
said, “but I can’t think of a better answer. I think we
should stay away from the food plants from now on—
stay on the road. We don’t want to run into the
equivalent of, say, a deer fence.”

“What’s a deer?” Renehan murmured. She had

| been talking to Paris, but Janeway heard.

““A large herbivore, noted for raiding gardens back
on the part of Earth I come from. My point is, Ensign,
we don’t know what plants the Kirse particularly

| want to protect.”

“Yes, Captain,” Renehan said, and Kim could see
color rising under her clear skin.

“So we stick to the road,” Janeway went on. “Mr.
Kim, you can scan from here.”

“Yes, Captain.” Kim adjusted his tricorder for a
long-range scan, and started toward the citadel again.

The seamless stone ribbon led through another

| stand of trees—these taller, the smallest rising nearly
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ten meters from the ground, with silver-gray trunks

and tiny, tri-lobed leaves that clung close to the
stubby branches—and then into a field of waving
grasses that rose to shoulder height on either side. The

¥

ﬂ

slim stalks were topped with bright pink plumes that

tossed with the slightest breeze, and Torres smiled.

“They look like circus flags, from when I was young
—or cotton candy.”

Kim aimed his tricorder at them, and was almost
relieved when the readout appeared. “Not these.
There’s sugar in them, but not a kind we can eat.”

“What about the vine?” Janeway asked.

Kim looked down, startled. The ground between
the edge of the road and the first stands of grass was

covered with a low-growing, dove-gray vine, inter- .
spersed with narrow, trumpet-shaped flowers so dark

that it was hard to tell if they were purple or blue.
Tucked beneath one of the leaves, he thought he could
see a smooth, egg-shaped pod, and he trained the

tricorder sensors on it. “It might be good cooked,

there’s a lot of carbohydrates in it, but we’d have to do
a certain amount of processing to get at them.”
Janeway nodded, her attention already elsewhere,
and Kim returned his tricorder to his belt. The breeze
he had felt before was picking up again, ruffling his
hair, and he could see faint puffs of pale yellow dust
rising from the plumes as the wind took them. Pollen,
he guessed, and was not surprised when Paris

sneezed. The breeze strengthened further, bending |

the grasses into graceful arcs, the plumes nearly

I
|

touching the ground. The sudden gusts sent a drift of |

pollen across the road’s polished surface at his feet,
and Kim held his breath as he stepped through it.

Even so, he caught a whiff of a harsh, pungent odor—

skunk and asafetida—and grimaced.
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“Lovely stuff,” Paris said, and Kim glanced back
just in time to see the taller man stagger and sink to
one knee.

“Captain!” Kim hooked his tricorder back on his
belt and ran to help. Paris shook his head, hard, and
Kim caught him by the shoulders, pulling him up-
right. “What happened, Tom?”

“Are you all right, Mr. Paris?” Janeway called. She
was keeping her distance, Kim thought, and very
properly, too. The last thing they needed was for the
captain to be affected by whatever it was that had hit
Paris.

Paris shook his head again, but took a step without
falling. “Damned if I know. I smelled that stuff, the
dust, and then, wham, I went down.”

Kim shifted his grip on Paris’s shoulders, freeing
one hand to work his tricorder. “Nothing—no, wait.
Hold your breath, Tom.” He closed his own eyes for
good measure as a spray of pollen washed past them,
opened them again only as the breeze faded from his
face. The readings glowed red in the tricorder’s
screen. “It’s the pollen,” he called. “It’s not really
harmful unless you breathe a whole lot of it, but it’ll
make you dizzy for a minute or two if you get a direct
hit of it.”

“Lovely stuff,” Paris said again, and freed himself
from Kim’s grip. “I felt like I'd been drinking with
Klingons.”

“Are you all right now?”” Kim asked, and touched
keys to switch the tricorder to medical mode.

Paris nodded. ““Yeah, I'm fine.”

“Report, Mr. Kim,” Janeway called, and Kim
looked quickly over his shoulder.

“He’s fine now. The pollen seems to be very quick-
acting—quick to wear off, too.”
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“Will filter masks block it?”

Kim glanced again at the tricorder. “Yes, Captain.
It’s a pretty big grain.”

“Good.” Janeway touched her communicator.
“Janeway to Voyager.”

“Chakotay here, Captain.” The first officer’s voice
sounded tense, and Kim saw the captain’s expression
change.

“Is everything all right, Mr. Chakotay?”

“Everything’s fine here, Captain. Are you all right?
We’ve been picking up faint power fluctuations in
your area, but we can’t pinpoint the source.” ”

“No real problems,” Janeway answered, ‘“just a
plant with some—interesting—pollen. Beam down a

set of standard filter masks, one for each of us. Get

your fix from our communicators, we may be moving
on.”

“Aye, Captain,” Chakotay said.

“Thank you, Chakotay. Janeway out.” She looked

at her team. “Come on, gentlemen, there’s no point in

standing here.”

Maybe not, Kim thought, but I'll be glad to get those
filters. He covered his nose and mouth with his hand
as the wind shook another drift of the pale dust across
the road, and heard Renehan cough and stumble. He
turned back to help, but the other security man had
already caught her by the elbow and was urging her
along. Then the air shimmered, and a white-wrapped
package appeared on the road surface perhaps a meter
ahead. Torres—she seemed least affected by the pol-
len, Kim thought, maybe because of her Klingon
blood—made a little noise of satisfaction and
sprinted to retrieve it. The others hurried to join her,
and Torres handed out the masks, folding the white

wrapping into a neat packet that she tucked into her
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belt pack. Kim took his gratefully, fitting the cool
plastic over his nose and mouth, and took a cautious
| breath. It was mostly imagination, he knew, but he
felt more levelheaded already.

“Captain,” Torres said, her clear voice only slightly
muffled by the mask. “Do you suppose this is deliber-
ate action?”

“A defense mechanism of some kind?” Janeway
asked. Kim stiffened at the thought. It would make
sense, explaining the increased power use Chakotay
had registered from orbit, and why a plant would
possess a soporific pollen— He stopped then, shook
his head, annoyed at his own assumptions. The pollen
hadn’t necessarily evolved to be soporific; it was
probably a side effect of something else, an unpredict-
able interaction with human metabolism. Besides, it
would be all but impossible to control the release of
the pollen, and equally easy to defeat. The captain
shook her head then, echoing his thoughts. “It’s
possible, B’Elanna, but it seems, well, rather—
subtle—for a defensive tactic. What good is a defense
that you can circumvent with something as simple as
these masks?”

“It still seems like a coincidence,” Torres muttered,
and shook her head. “But at least the masks work.”

The wind died down even before they reached the
end of the grass field, and the last sprinkles of pollen
drifted slowly across the road, slick as powder under-
foot. Another line of trees marked the end of the field,
their dark gray trunks, each easily as thick as Kim’s
upper arm, winding around each other like vines to
form a solid barrier. Only the road was clear, the vine-
trees lifting into a delicate arch above the stone
ribbon. Beyond it, the ground dropped suddenly away
into a wide, steep-sided ravine, and Kim could hear
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water running somewhere nearby. Steps led down to |
the road’s continuation, a wider path with a water-
filled channel carving running along its center. It ran |
straight across the ravine, supported presumably on
invisible pylons, and Kim, squinting, thought he
could just make out a second set of steps leading up to
another vine arch on the far side.
Torres pointed her tricorder at the bridge, and |
Renehan copied her, her own free hand never far from
her tricorder. “The structure seems sturdy enough,”
Renehan said, after a moment, and Torres nodded.
“It’s like a classic aqueduct. It’ll hold double its
own weight, easily.” She frowned at her readings
again. “That channel is the continuation of the pipe-
line we’ve been following.” |
“Any sign of booby traps?” Janeway asked “Or any
security devices?” ’
“Nothing,” Torres answered. “And I’'m not getting
any of the power readings Chakotay mentioned.”
“Right.” Janeway glanced at the knotted vines to
either side of the road. “Well, we don’t seem to have
much choice, in any case. Let’s go.” ‘
The sound of water grew louder as they came down
the stairs and onto the bridge, louder than seemed
reasonable from the channel alone. Kim moved cau-
tiously toward the edge of the road—there were no
railings, just a low stone lip—and peered over, to see
a river a dozen meters below at the bottom of the
ravine. The water frothed white in patches, boiling
over rocks, and spray rose from a short waterfall just |
above the bridge. It was a beautiful sight, strangely
Earthlike, and Kim was suddenly overcome by the
realization of just how far they were from home. |
Seventy-five years of travel, most of a human being’s |
lifetime, and even then they would barely be in range
of home. ... He shook himself, hard, forced away
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the memories, and followed the others along the
bridge.

“It’s interesting,” Torres said, abruptly, her tri-
corder pointing at the river. “This seems to be the first
really natural feature we’ve seen, but there still aren’t
any native life-forms in it. At least there’s nothing that
the tricorder recognizes as unambiguously organic.”

“Is there something ambiguously organlc”” Paris
asked, and Torres shook her head.

“Not even that.”

Janeway paused, and Kim heard her sigh. “I am
very much looking forward to meeting the Kirse,” she
said, to no one in particular, and moved on toward
the far shore.

The tree-vines that formed the barner on the far
side were paler, and bore clusters of bright red flow-
ers. No, not flowers, Kim amended, training his
tricorder on the nearest cluster, but leaves that mim-
icked flowers. Then he looked up, and all thoughts of
Kirse plant life vanished from his mind. The field
ahead stretched unbroken to the horizon, and the
towers of the citadel were clearly visible, eight, a
dozen primary towers soaring in a group above the
jagged lower roofline. The sun glinted off them as
though they were made of metal, drowning all guess at
their color. Kim looked away again, dazzled, and
heard Paris swear under his breath. Something was
moving among the low-growing trees—more than
one something. Several creatures like the one they had
seen foraging beneath the golden-leafed tree were
rooting beneath a thickly berried bush, one squatting
on its haunches, industriously scratching at the dirt,
the others searching through the leaves. Even as Kim
watched, one reached up and shook the branches
vigorously, sending a spray of bright green berries
over the others. The squatting creature squealed and
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covered its head, while the other bounced excitedly
up and down for a moment before it stooped to the
fallen berries.

“I’m reading at least twenty more of them,” Torres
said.

“Phasers, Captain?”’ Renehan asked, and Janeway
shook her head.

“Not yet, Ensign. But be ready. All of you, keep |
close together.” She touched her communicator.
“Janeway to Voyager.”

“Chakotay here.”

“We’ve stumbled across a group of the creatures,”
Janeway said. “Stand by to beam us up if there’s
trouble.” |

“We’re standing by, Captain,” Chakotay answered. |

“Janeway out.” The captain tipped her head to one
side, considering. “Keep an eye out, everyone.
Though I must say they don’t seem hostile.”

“Yet,” Paris muttered, and Kim jumped at the
voice in his ear. “Sorry, Harry.”

“Don’t mention it.” Kim felt for his phaser, mak-
ing sure it was loose on its holder, ready for use.

The creatures didn’t seem to notice their
presence—or rather, Kim thought, watching one lift
its head, turning great yellow eyes to follow them,
they didn’t seem bothered by the Starfleet presence.
Experimentally, he turned his tricorder on it, and saw
it hunch its shoulders as though it expected a blow.

“Look at that,” he said aloud, and Janeway turned
to face him.

“What is it, Harry?”

“The—creature.” Kim pointed, careful not to use
his tricorder this time. “When I turned my tricorder
on it, it flinched. See?”” He lifted the tricorder again,
and the creature ducked away. At the same time, the
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other two turned to face him, crouching a little, too,
las they saw the leveled tricorder.

“All right, that’s enough,” Janeway said, sharply,
and Kim lowered his tricorder. “It was a good guess,
Lieutenant Kim, but once you saw the reaction, you
shouldn’t have repeated it. Suppose you’d angered
them, or frightened them enough so that they at-
tacked? We can’t risk hostilities, not until we’ve found
the Kirse.”

The captain was right, and Kim felt himself blush-
ing. “Sorry, Captain. It won’t happen again.”

Janeway nodded. “But you are right, it is an inter-
esting reaction.” i

“So they’ve seen people more or less like us be-
fore,” Paris said, thoughtfully, “and they don’t like
tricorders.”

“Which they associate with something unpleas-
ant,” Janeway said. “But they aren’t necessarily afraid
of us, just the tricorders.”

“Captain,” Kim said. Beside the bush, one of the
creatures had straightened to its hind legs, revealing
its midsection. It was heavily furred, unlike the first
creature, but the fur was missing across its abdomen,
replaced by a plate of dark brown metal. Even at this
distance, Kim could see what looked like rivets, and
the tips of its fingers seemed sheathed in the same
material.

“A cyborg?” Paris said, and a second creature rose
to its feet. It was less furry than the other, and one of
its arms seemed to be partially replaced by a brighter,
golden metal.

“I can’t tell,” Torres said. She was shielding her
tricorder as best she could, but the creature saw it,
and bolted away, leaving their berries scattered across
the ground. “They’re not really cyborgs, at least not
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by our definition—in fact, I don’t think they’re really
animals at all.”

“What do you mean?”’ Janeway asked.

“Well, every one of them that we’ve seen has been
doing something that could be construed as taking
care of the crops,” Torres said. “I think they’ re——well,,
for lack of a better word, a kind of organic machine,
designed to tend these ﬁelds

“They could also have been gathering food,” Kim
protested. “That’s more what it looked like to me.”

“The two can overlap,” Janeway said. “It’s anw
interesting idea, B’Elanna. Let’s see if we can prove :q
one way or the other. Keep scanmng, as discreetly
you can, and pay particular attention to their behav-
ior, but stay on the road.” She glanced at the sky. “rd
like to reach the citadel well before local nightfall.’ h.u&

Kim glanced up as well, into a sky bluer than
homeworld’s, streaked with thin trails of cloud. The
sun, a hot white disk, seemed to be near the zenith,
but whether it was rising or setting was unclear. StiII,
he thought, it shouldn’t take us too long to get to the
Kirse city—even as careful as we’ve been, we're nearly
halfway there already. He adjusted his tricorder, let-
ting it hang at his waist, the autorecord function fully
engaged, and started after the others. The creaturlﬁ.‘
seemed to be keeping their distance now, slippi
away from the roadside fields before the Voyager team
could get too close to them; they caught glimpses of
various creatures in the distance—more of the an-

thropoid creatures, but also some that looked taller
and thinner, without the heavy fur, once something
that might be a quadruped—but no one was able to
get a decent fix on any individual. The readings
remained frustratingly consistent, not organic, not
mechanical, and Kim shook his head, shading his eyes
to get a better glimpse of one of the tall, smooth-
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skinned creatures busy in the distance. It seemed to
be pulling something—fruit? leaves or flowers? It was
hard to tell without the tricorder’s help—from the
lower branches of a small tree, but even as he
watched, it dropped to all fours and began scrabbling
in the dirt beside the trunk. When it straightened
again, its clumsy paws seemed to be empty.

“Maybe you’re right, B’Elanna,” he said, “that
looks more like caretaking than looking for food.”

The engineer looked over her shoulder at him, her
serious face curving into a reluctant smile. “I was
thinking exactly the opposite myself. You can’t plant
in the shade of the parent.”

“But I wouldn’t want to bury a food cache there,
either,” Paris said. “I mean, why bother? The tree’s
there, ripe for the picking.”

“Storing it for another season, maybe?” Torres
answered. She shook her head. “I wish I knew.”

Kim opened his mouth to continue the discussion,
but the fickle breeze strengthened then, bringing with
it the sound of running water. “Listen,” he said
instead, and saw the others pause as they heard the
same sound.

“Another river?” Paris said, and Torres reached for
her tricorder.

“Probably. This reading’s a little unclear, though. It
could a lake of some kind. But it’s beyond those—
trees.” :

She pointed to the line of thickly interlaced plants
that formed a natural fence at the edge of the culti-
vated area. Kim eyed them uncertainly, not liking the
way the gnarled limbs twined around each other,
springing from trunks that were twisted into a thick
spiral, or the way that the limbs grew together to form
a canopy above the road. He couldn’t make out the
shapes of any leaves, or indeed if there were any, just
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the heavy, thick-scaled bark and the twisting limbs.
Then something moved in the sky above the treeline,
a scattering of white, bright in the sunlight, and gone
as quickly as it had appeared. ]

“Look!”” He pointed, but the light, whatever it had
been, was already gone.

“What it is?”” Janeway demanded, and Kim shook
his head.

“I’'m not sure, Captain. It— I saw something be-
yond the trees, rising above them, but I couldn’t tell
what it was.” He shook his head again. “It looked
almost like, well, fog, but I couldn’t be sure.”

“I don’t see anything,” Paris said.

“It’s gone,” Kim answered, and Janeway looked
around. :

“Anything on sensors, anyone?”’ There was no
answer, and she sighed. “Keep an eye out, all of you.
Let’s move on.”

The trees looked no better as they got closer. They
weren’t completely leafless, as they’d first appeared,
but the leaves, tiny dark-green lobes the size of Kim’s
fingernail, clung so close to the limbs that they looked
almost like a coat of coarse fur. There were fruits as
well, dark red, cupped in hemispherical caps at the
end of the most twisted branches, and Kim trained
his tricorder on them uncertainly. They weren’t edi-
ble, he saw to his relief—in fact, they weren’t really
fruits at all, but thick-skinned, hollow blossoms.
Hollow, he amended, watching the numbers change
on the tricorder’s screen, but not empty. There
seemed to be a fine particulate suspended in the
shells, pollen, perhaps, or very fine seed. He frowned
at the reading, trying to determine what it might
mean, and there was a tremendous ratcheting sound
from the trees ahead of him. He looked up just in time
to see one of the twisted limbs whip forward, unwind-
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ing so fast that it was little more than a gray blur. The
dark red flower-sphere snapped out of the cup and
shattered on the roadway a few meters ahead of
Renehan, releasing a pale cloud. Renehan leaped
backward, covering her mouth and nose, and Kim
trained his tricorder on the rapidly fading cloud.

“Another soporific,” he said. “Similar to the grass
pollen, but probably longer-lasting.”

“Masks,” Janeway ordered, and the Voyager team
reached hastily for the protective gear. “What the hell
set it off?”

There was a little silence, and then Paris, his voice
only slightly muffled by the mask, said, “Um, I think
it was me.” 1

Janeway turned to face him, both eyebrows rising in
mute but pointed question, and Paris made a face. “In
the grass there, beside the road. You see those things
that look like roots? I was trying to get a better look at
the flower on it, and I think I touched it. Then the
tree—went off.”

Kim moved closer, peering past the taller man’s
shoulder at the gray-brown spike that protruded from
the rich dirt. It looked like a miniature version of the
trees, the same warty, crinkled bark, but there was no
flower, nothing at all, in fact, to set it off from the
ground around it. “I don’t see any flower.”

“There was one.” Paris’s voice trailed off, and he
swung from side to side, scanning the ground beside
the road. “There, like that one.”

He pointed to a bright blue flower, long and narrow,
with a deep gold throat, and Kim crouched to exam-
ine it more closely, careful to keep well away from its
surface. It grew from a root-spike like the one Paris
had indicated before, but it seemed oddly fuzzy, as
though it was more furred than a flower should be.
Kim frowned, and leveled the tricorder at it, already
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suspecting what he would find. Sure enough, at high |
magnification, the fuzziness resolved itself into a
cloud of fine hairs extending almost seven centimeters |
from the surface of the plant. “Captain! I think Tom’s
right, these—things—are the trigger mechanism.”

Janeway took the tricorder he held out to her, and
scanned the readings herself. “So if you touch those
hairs at all, the tree flings one of those pods at you.”

“That’s what it looks like,” Kim answered, and
Janeway nodded, handing him back the tricorder. =~

“And there seem to be quite a lot of those flowers |
around here.” 1

Kim straightened, still careful to keep his distance |
from the plant, and realized that there were indeed
dozens, maybe hundreds, of the bright blue flowers in
the grass around them. “Should we test it?” he asked,
and Janeway nodded.

“Move back, everyone. Give us at least a ten-meter
clearance.”

Kim blinked at that—he hadn’t expected Janeway
to do it herself—and Paris frowned.

“Captain—?”

“That’s an order, Mr. Paris,” Janeway said, briskly,
and the pilot backed away with the rest. The captain
looked down at Kim. “All right, Mr. Kim, let’s see
what happens if you touch one of them.”

“Yes, Captain.” Kim fumbled in his tool kit and
finally found a thin extension rod. He tugged it out to
its full two-meter length, and glanced back at the
captain.

“Mask in place?” Janeway asked, and adjusted her |
own. Kim tightened his, and nodded. “Lieutenant |
Torres, you’re recording all this?” ]

“Aye, Captain.”

“Then let’s go, Mr. Kim.”

Kim took a deep breath, and reached out cautiously
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with the rod, aiming at a large bloom nearly two
meters from the roadway. He extended the tip toward
the flower, stopped when he thought he must be in
contact with the very tips of the invisible hairs.
Nothing happened, and he eased the rod forward.
There was another snapping sound, a heavy noise like
gears suddenly releasing, and he saw two more
branches snap forward, slamming their fruits against
the stone of the road. The pollen or seeds rose like
smoke, and Kim held his breath until the plumes
faded, teased to nothing by the wind.

“This is not a natural phenomenon,” Torres said.

“I’'m inclined to agree with you,” Paris said.

Janeway nodded thoughtfully. “The first branch is
starting to rewind.”

Kim could hear a faint creaking as she spoke, and
looked to see one of the longer branches slowly
twisting back toward its original position. The scaly
bark secemed to contract along one side—the sunlit
side, he clarified, so maybe the sun provided the
necessary energy, or at least the stimulus—pulling the
branch back into its taut spiral. The cup at the end of
the branch was empty, and he wondered how long it
would take to grow another gas-filled flower.

“Hey,” Paris said, coming up beside him, “that
flower’s gone, to0o.”

He was right, Kim saw; the blue flower he had
touched had vanished, leaving only the gray-brown
stump that blended perfectly with the dirt around it.

“I’'ve traced the root system,” Torres said. “It
doesn’t seem to run under the roadway.”

“So if we stay on the road itself, we should be safe?”
Renehan asked.

“Unless they have something else waiting for us,”
Torres answered.

Janeway folded her arms, and considered the arch
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of the branches. “Not a natural phenomenon,” she
said, so softly that Kim barely heard the words. “No, I
would say not, B’Elanna.” She looked back over her |
shoulder. “Any sign of nonorganic components, Lieu-
tenant Torres?”

“Not in this area,” the engineer answered. “Or at
least not as part of this tree. The only things 'm
picking up are the same pipeline we’ve been following
and the road itself.”

“Right.” Janeway turned back to the trees. “There
seems to be a clear message involved here. Stay on the
road, and you won’t get hurt.”

“Not very friendly,” Paris said, almost in spite of
himself, and Janeway fixed him with a quick stare.

“But not precisely hostile, either, Mr. Paris. We
press on.”




CHAPTER
4

THE REMAINING CREATURES KEPT THEIR DISTANCE AS THE
away team crossed the last kilometer to the citadel.
Kim could see them hovering watchfully among the
heavily fruited bushes, or peering from the stands of
tall grain, but they kept away from the road itself, and
any attempt to lure one closer sent them scurrying
deeper into the protection of the fields. Ahead, the
citadel seemed larger than ever, its dull, waxy walls
barely reflecting the sunlight. And the sun was setting,
Kim realized, declining from the near-zenith where
he had last noticed its position. The citadel cast a
lengthening shadow now, reaching out to engulf
them—already, the shadow of the tallest tower lay
| along the road less than five meters ahead of him.
Kim hesitated, suddenly unwilling to step into that
shade, and then shook himself, angry that he’d in-
| dulged such an unscientific thought. There was noth-
ing menacing about the shadow; it was a natural
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phenomenon, perfectly benign. If he should be worry-
ing about anything, it should be the citadel itself.

“Pretty intimidating place,” Paris said, at his shoul-
der, and Kim frowned, worried that his own fears had
been obvious. He looked back, but Paris’s eyes were
fixed on the linked buildings, brows drawn down in a |
frown of his own. “And, you know, I think it’s meant
to be.” {

“What do you mean?”

“The proportions—at least I think that’s what it is.
The way it’s put together, I think it’s deliberately
trying to look intimidating, at least from this angle.”

Kim squinted up at the citadel, its towers very dark
now against the bright afternoon sky. The buildings
did have an oddly organic look, each structure bud-
ding from the others like the lobed melons his family
had grown in the recreational gardens. The towers
clustered around the central spire with its glassy disk,
looking a bit like pistils around a stamen, their spiked
tips tilted outward defensively. The whole construc-
tion did look like a single, hostile entity, a monstrous
hybrid of plant and animal crouching across their
path. He shook his head then, trying to put the image
out of his mind. “It doesn’t have to be,” he said. “The
builders are aliens, who knows what their ideas of
architecture are like?”

Paris jerked his head toward the fields. “Those
things are mostly humanoid. I think the builders
know exactly what they’re doing.”

“I hope you’re wrong, Mr. Paris,” Janeway said.
“Otherwise we may find it a little difficult to trade
with them. Now, if you could put your architectural |
studies on hold for a moment, we’d like to continue.” |

“Sorry, Captain.” Paris sounded only mildly
abashed, and Kim shot him a look of envy, knowing
his own cheeks were red.
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“He’s got a point, though,” Torres said. “This does
look, well, unfriendly.”

“From what Neelix said, the Kirse have been suffer-
ing raids from the Andirrim for quite some time,”
Janeway answered, and shook her head. “But if this is
a fortress, where are the gates?”

It was a good question. Kim scanned the dark-green
walls, but could seen no sign of barriers, nothing but a
single arched opening at the base of a mushroom-
topped tower. He leveled his tricorder at it, scanning
for forcefields, for any hidden defense or weapon, but
found nothing. In the same instant, Renehan said,
“All clear. I'm reading very low-level power use
inside, but not enough even to power a phaser.”

“The light’s on, though,” Paris said.

It was true, Kim saw. The arch wasn’t dark at all.
Instead, the opening was exactly as bright as the
shadowed ground at the base of the walls, as though
the local sun’s light somehow seeped through the
waxy stone.

“How does that light compare with the power
reading?”’ Janeway asked.

It was Torres who answered, frowning over her
tricorder. “A little more than it should take to create
that light, but not much more. And for what it’s
worth, the power source is a long way in.”

Janeway nodded, contemplating the opening, and
touched her communicator. “Voyager, this is Jane-
way. We’re entering the citadel.”

“We have you on our sensors,” Chakotay answered
promptly.

“Keep us there. Janeway out.” The captain smiled
back at the away team. “Let’s consider it an invita-
tion.” She started for the door.

Kim touched his phaser again—making sure it was
loose and ready, he told himself, though he suspected
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it was more for reassurance. He saw Paris take a deep
breath, and Renehan’s hand was very close to her own
phaser. Torres was looking more Klingon than usual,
her lips curled back in the first stages of a snarl. Even
as he thought that, the engineer seemed to realize
what she was doing, and smoothed her expression.

The arched door was less a door than a tunnel
through the thickness of the outer wall. Kim swung
his tricorder at it, curious, and saw Torres doing the
same thing. “I make it nine-point-seven meters,” he
said, and Torres nodded. K

“The same on this side. And it’s solid to thc
sensors. If there is conduit or anything like that in it, I
can’t read them.”

Nine, almost ten meters of solid—what? Kim
thought. The tricorder was inconclusive, didn’t recog-
nize and couldn’t categorize the molecular structure.
From the look of the surface, the walls could be made
of anything from polished stone to heavy plastic, and
he reached out to trail his fingers over the surface. It
wasn’t as smooth as it looked, had instead an almost
metallic texture, but weathered metal, metal that had
been out in the elements for some time. Kim frowned
at that, wondering if it could be made of metal, but
rejected the thought almost at once. Neelix had said
that the Kirse were metal-poor, that they had to trade
for most of what they needed—and was this why they
were metal-poor? he wondered suddenly. If the cita-
del was made of metal, some light, alien alloy that the
tricorders couldn’t analyze, it would have taken an
enormous amount of it to create a structure this size,
maybe even all the planet’s accessible resources.

The tunnel opened into a rectangular hall, where
the ceiling soared nine meters to a barrel-vault. The |
same apparent sunlight filtered down from an invisi-
ble source, and the walls and ceiling and the ribs of
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he vault glowed in its diffuse light. They were all
bviously metal, but the range of color was astonish-
ing, from the green-brown of bronze to the rose-tinged

ld of the vault’s ribbing to blued steel. In contrast,
the floor was almost black, and dull-surfaced. Kim
crouched, curious, and felt the same pitted texture he
thad found in the tunnel walls.

“It’s all metal,” Torres reported. “Still a lot of
strange alloys, though. I can pick out some of the
components, but not many.”

“It’s—pretty,” Renehan said, and sounded almost
surprised.

“Can you get a fix on the power source, Lieutenant
Torres?” Janeway asked, and the engineer shook her
head.

“Not a good one. It’s ahead of us, maybe a hundred
meters, but the reading is very diffuse. This—
metal—seems to interrupt the signal.”

“Ahead of us,” Janeway repeated. “This way?”

“Yes, Captain.”

There was another doorway in that direction, still
without a door to block it, and Kim looked closely at
the frame as he passed through its arch. There were no
visible openings, no slots or guides where a barrier
could be inserted, and he shook his head. “You’d
think there’d be doors or something, after what
Neelix said.”

“You mean because of the Andirrim?” Janeway
asked.

He hadn’t meant to speak that loudly, but nodded.
“I would expect more security.”

“I agree,” Paris said.

Torres tapped her tricorder lightly, the gesture
holding a controlled violence that made Kim flinch.
“For all the data I'm getting from this, there could
well be security hidden in these walls—there could be




STAR TREK: VOYAGER

a whole fleet of war machines, and I wouldn’t be able '
to tell them from the wall.”

“We’ll go carefully,” Janeway said. She touched her
communicator again. “Janeway to Voyager. We're
getting some interference with our tricorders, Chako-
tay. Are you still able to maintain your fix on us?”

There was a moment’s silence before the ship:
answered, and when at last he spoke, Chakotay’s voice *
was thin and faintly glazed with static. “Voyager here.
Your signal is weakening, Captain, but we still have
you. Indications are that the interference will increase
as you go farther in, so I suggest you check in more
frequently. We’ll alert you if the passive signal drops |
too close to the edge.”

“Do that,” Janeway said. “Janeway out.”

In the sudden silence, Kim caught a distant rushing |
sound—Ilike water, he thought, or blowing air, but too
steady for either. He tipped his head to the side,
frowning, and Paris said, “I think I hear something.”

Torres waved him to silence, adjusting her tri-
corder. “Captain, I'm showing an increase in power
use, through that doorway.”

“Let’s go.” Janeway turned to the open door.
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