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CHAPTER
1

FOR A FEW, MAGICAL MOMENTS, KATHRYN JANEWAY FELT AS IF
she were back home in Indiana. The air was warm and
slightly humid; there was a scent of something that was
almost like newly mown grass; and a gentle insect hum
lulled the senses. She could almost forget that she was on
an unknown, unnamed planet in the Delta Quadrant and
pretend that she was hiking in the rolling hills of her home
state.

Her eye fell on a bank of billowing white bushes—a
fluffy mass of fronds that looked almost like pillows. It was
tempting to lie down for a few moments, savoring the
warm afternoon. She reached out and lightly touched one
of the thick fronds; it yielded gently, promising a soft
cushion. o

Janeway glanced around at the rest of her away team,
busy scanning for edible foodstuffs: Chakotay, the darkly
handsome first officer, led a group of young ensigns who
were clearly enjoying their first time on land in over a
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month; the sound of their laughter rang through the lush
valley they were exploring. Chakotay, she knew, was wise
enough to let them have some fun. A field trip on a verdant
planet was just the thing to raise youthful spirits after a
month of isolation on a starship.

Half a kilometer away, near the mouth of the valley, her
Vulcan security officer, Tuvok, led the second contingent,
which had been assigned the task of collecting foodstuffs
deemed safe. That determination would be made by
Neelix, their Talaxian guide, cook, self-proclaimed morale
officer, and all-around handyman. Janeway smiled, imag-
ining the interplay between the two. It had become Nee-
lix’ obsession to bring joy to Tuvok’s life—an effort which
the staid Vulcan greeted with a noticeable lack of enthusi-
asm. But Neelix was undeterred, determined to dispel
what he insisted was the cloud of gloom that surrounded
Tuvok.

Janeway inhaled deeply. It was so much like home—the
faint scent of moist soil, a hint of floral fragrance on a
gentle breeze—that she decided to yield to temptation.
She fell back onto the mound of soft, pillowlike plants and
closed her eyes, as if she were lying on a mound of hay.
Back home.

The warmth of the planet’s yellow star warmed her face.
Insects droned ceaselessly; it would have been easy to drift
off to sleep. But she wanted these few moments to be
hers—to daydream, to pretend for this short time that she
wasn’t sixty-eight thousand light-years from Earth, that
she wasn’t carrying the extraordinary responsibility of
getting her crew home safely, that she wasn’t struggling to
keep alive everyone’s hopes that the journey could some-
how be foreshortened. For just these few minutes, she
would lie here and imagine that she was back on Earth,
had managed to get Joyager home, had seen her crew
welcomed as heroes and returned to the loving arms of
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their families and friends. Then she had transported home
to visit her own family—and Mark.

She had finally managed to resolve her feelings for Mark.
It had taken over a year before he wasn’t forever creeping
into her thoughts, before she stopped hearing his voice, his
laughter, in her mind. She had put away his pictures
because they only helped to keep the wound open; she
decided (although she sometimes doubted it) that after
more than a year, he would have written her off as dead
and moved on with his life. And that she must do the same.

Recently she had realized that she didn’t quite remem-
ber what he looked like.

So this daydream would not be about Mark. It was only
about home, about the part of her life spent in one of the
most beautiful parts of the country, the agricultural para-
dise of Indiana. She thought of her mother, and imagined
their post-homecoming conversation.

“There were times when I didn’t think we’d make it,”
said Janeway. ““You can’t imagine how hard it was to keep
my spirits up—but I had to, because I couldn’t risk the
crew losing heart because their captain did.” She was
sitting in the sunny breakfast room of the home she’d
grown up in, mellow with pine paneling, sunlight filtering
through an ancient sycamore tree that grew outside the
window, its graceful branches swaying in a gentle breeze.

Her mother, wise and warm, smiled at her. “Heaven
forbid you ever show the slightest weakness. Is that what
being a captain means? That you’re not allowed to have the
feelings everyone else has?”

“That’s how it seemed to me. I had to set the standard. I
had to be confident. And it worked—1I did get us home.”

Gretchen Janeway reached out a hand and caressed her
daughter’s cheek. “And I'm so proud of you.”

“Proud enough to bake me some of your caramel
brownies?”’
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Gretchen laughed, started for the kitchen. “I already
have. I knew that’s the first thing you’d ask for.”

Lying on the soft, billowing plants, Janeway smiled to
herself. She’d tried to replicate her mother’s brownies—
the effort cost her four days’ rations—but the result was so
disappointing that she couldn’t bear to eat them. She’d run
into Jerron, the young Bajoran, and given him the plate of
treats; his incredulous delight was more rewarding than
eating the brownies could ever have been. Jerron’s pain in
the early days of their journey had been palpable; gradu-
ally, he had been losing his anger and was becoming more
comfortable, starting to feel himself a member of the crew.
Janeway made it a point to make him feel cared for, and
the young man was responding.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been lying there, drifting
and dreaming, when she sensed that something was wrong.
The smell had changed: the fragrant, grassy aroma had
altered somehow—it had an edge to it, a—what? A
metallic quality?

Janeway opened her eyes and sat up, saw that both teams
were aware of something, were scanning with an increased
urgency, pointing, calling to each other. She jumped to her
feet, and in the same instant identified the odor: ozone. An
electrical burning.

And that was the only warning they got.

Suddenly, there was a sizzling snap! A green arcing light
pierced the air, and the ozone smell became acrid. Janeway
twitched involuntarily, as though she’d suffered an electri-
cal shock. The air itself had become charged by the bolt
of —what? Plasma? She scanned quickly and detected a
hot, electrically energized field unknown to the Federation
database.

A hot wind began to stir, intensifying the burning smell;
Janeway’s nostrils began to sting. Out of the corner of her
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eye, she noticed the cottony white bushes begin to ripple in
the sultry wind, but her mind quickly focused on her crew.

Chal&’)tay and his young group were already on the
move, heading toward her, when three or four more bolts
of green sliced through the sky, crackling and smoking.
This time Janeway heard herself cry out as pain slashed
through her body. Were they under attack? Or were they
simply caught in an unexpected natural phenomenon? It
hardly mattered—whatever these strange flashes were,
they were clearly dangerous. She had to get her people out
of there.

She hit her commbadge, noting that Chakotay was doing
the same, as undoubtedly Tuvok was also. “Janeway to
Voyager . . . We need emergency transport.” She repeated
the message several times before accepting what she had
already suspected: that the electrical disturbance was inter-
fering with the communications system, and it was doubt-
ful the transporters would function through the
interference.

Then the air crackled with energy bolts, sizzling and
sparking. She heard a scream and saw someone fall to the
ground. The hot wind began to _gﬁbviolently, and the
hissing sound of the arcing flashes became deafening.
Janeway called out to Chakotay, but her voice was swal-
lowed in the noise and the wind. She waved her arm at
him, gesturing him to the mouth of the valley. Ahead of
her, she saw Tuvok and his group already on the run. She
began sprinting toward them.

But her body wouldn’t behave as it should. Her legs were
shaky, uncoordinated, like a newborn lamb’s. She stum-
bled and then shuddered as another series of green flashes
ripped through the air. Now it felt as though oxygen had
been depleted from the atmosphere, and her lungs rasped
as she drew stinging air into them. Reflexively, she began
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scanning again, and discovered a possible shelter: in the
mountains that ringed the valley were a series of caves; if
they could find an opening they might be able to escape
this brutal attack.

Chakotay and his group came stumbling toward her,
gasping, struggling against the wind. One of the ensigns
collapsed to the ground; two others immediately pulled
him up. All of them looked frightened but not panicky.
Janeway pointed toward the mountains. “Caves,” she
yelled, but she barely heard her own voice over the roar of
the wind.

Chakotay nodded; he understood. He turned and began
herding his young charges to follow Janeway, who was
moving toward the nearest outcropping of the mountains,
scanning for a possible opening as she went.

Suddenly the tricorder disappeared from view. Janeway
registered that fact, then realized everything had disap-
green slashes. She barely had time to realize that there had
been another series of energy bolts when the pain hit her.

She felt as though she were on fire, muscle and tissue
seared, bodily fluids boiling. With an involuntary cry, she
fell to her knees, stunned and shuddering. For a moment
she was blind, desperate for oxygen, and in agony. But she
forced her mind to take control. She stilled herself, locat-
ing the pain, isolating it, containing it until it began to
subside. Gradually, the green slashes in her vision began to
fade, the blackness receded, and she lifted her head.

The young officers were scattered on the ground like
deadwood, writhing and moaning. Chakotay had already
begun rising shakily to his feet, assessing their condition.
One by one they began to get up, faces pale with shock,
staggering, but on their feet.

We won’t survive another round, Janeway thought, and
she lifted her tricorder to scan for the nearest opening in
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the mountains. Then, ahead of her, she saw Tuvok’s group
crowding toward a dark slash in the cliff side. She realized
they had found the mouth of a cave and she whirled to
motion to Chakotay; but he’d already seen and was yelling
at the group, gesturing toward the mountain, urging them
forward.

The ragged group tried to run, fear of another bombard-
ment of energy bolts propelling them against the fierce
wind. Janeway’s legs felt like gelatin, but she forced them
to drive forward. The roar of the wind thundered in her
ears; her lungs burned and streaks of green still obscured
her vision. The side of the mountain seemed kilometers
away, but she knew it wasn’t—it couldn’t be more than
forty meters now. Tuvok’s group had disappeared into the
cave, but her Vulcan friend remained outside, moving
toward them, prepared to help.

Thirty meters ... The wind whipped dirt from the
ground, making it even harder to breathe. Janeway glanced
behind her to make sure the others were with her; they
were, heads down, doggedly forcing their shaking legs to
move. Chakotay brought up the rear, ready to help strag-
glers.

The ozone smell began to build again, and Janeway
realized it was the harbinger of another attack; she picked
up the pace, yelling at those behind her to hurry Ahead of
her the mouth of the cave yawned like a g/p;_ng maw; the
figure of Tuvok swam before her, mouth moving, calling to
them soundlessly as his words were swallowed in the wind.

And then she was there, Tuvok’s arm steadying her, his
firm grip infusing her with strength. She turned and waited
as the young people lurched toward the cave opening and
tumbled in. Only when they had all entered did Janeway,
Tuvok, and Chakotay turn to follow them. The crackle of
an energy buildup pulsed through the air; the eruption of a
massive charge of bolts created a percussive wave that
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pushed them through the entrance, and they fell headlong
into the cool darkness of the cave.

As soon as they were inside, the roar of the wind
receded; the cave was a muffled haven, the air was clean
and cool, and the dreadful energy of the plasma bolts,
which they could hear outside, didn’t penetrate the heavy
rock. Janeway looked up, squinting in the darkness. As her
eyes adjusted, she saw the entire away team huddled in the
cave, drawing soothing moist air into burning lungs. Neelix
was moving among them, comforting them, checking for
injury. She turned toward Tuvok and Chakotay, who were
already counting their people, making sure everyone had
made it to safety.

“All accounted for, Captain,” said Tuvok. She nodded
and looked at Chakotay, who seemed to be counting a
second time. She noted a worried furrow on his forehead,
slightly distorting the distinctive tattoo he wore on his
temple.

“What is it?”” She moved toward him, fearing the worst.
He turned to her, and his eyes told her she was right. “Who
isn’t with us?”

“Jerron,” he answered, and they both hurried to the
mouth of the cave. She spotted the young Bajoran almost
immediately, a crumpled blue form in the distance, where
they had all taken the first blast that had driven them to the
ground. He must have been separated from the others and
left behind when they were temporarily blinded.

Janeway immediately started forward, only to feel
Chakotay’s strong grip on her arm, pulling her back. “I’ll
get him,” he said, but Janeway jerked her arm loose.
“Commander, you’re to stay with your team. Tuvok, too.
That’s an order.”

Chakotay held her glance for a moment, not responding,
but Janeway didn’t wait for his acquiescence. Taking one
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last gulp of good air, she hurled herself out the cave
opening and into the raging plasma storm.

It had mounted in intensity even in the few minutes they
had been in the cave. Instantly, Janeway’s lungs were
burning; the air was bitter and caustic; she began to cough
uncontrollably. Her eyes watered in the swirling dust. Her
legs, which had regained some strength in the cave, turned
mushy again, and she felt herself stagger. If she could reach
him, get him back before the next round of plasma bursts,
she’d make it. But she wasn’t sure either of them would
survive another attack.

She felt her body begin to go slack, reluctant to go
farther, and she steeled herself again. Jerron was only ten
meters ahead; she could reach him. One step, then another,
fighting the brutal, swirling wind, dizzied by the deafening
noise, each breath like breathing flames, she pushed ahead.

Jerron wasn’t unconscious. He was staring at her with
dull eyes, as though he were looking at something unreal,
something his mind couldn’t reconcile. His uniform was
scorched, and Janeway realized he had taken a direct hit by
a plasma bolt. How had he survived?

As she reached him, he pushed himself upright, reaching
out an arm. She grabbed it, and he tried to stand, but his
legs wobbled and he swayed against her. She struggled to
stay on her feet until Jerron steadied himself. Then,
bracing each other, they started toward the mouth of the
cave.

Janeway smelled the unmistakable odor of an ozone
surge. The plasma bolts would hit before they could get to
the safety of the cave. She picked up her pace, urging
Jerron on, hoping they could somehow outdistance the
gathering plasma swell. The cave opening yawned ahead,
not fifteen meters away; they could do it.

But Jerron stumbled, and they both went crashing to the
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ground. Without conscious thought, Janeway threw her
body on top of the young Bajoran’s, to shield him from the
worst of the blasts.

It was the most ferocious attack yet, filling the air with
snapping, arcing green bolts that clutched at the ground
like the tentacles of some hideous beast. Janeway squeezed
her eyes shut, but even so ragged streaks of green irradi-
ated her lids. The fiery pain seemed to sear her from the
inside out; she couldn’t even hear her own scream. Her
body thrashed as though in the throes of a violent convul-
sion, bucking and leaping uncontrollably, and the Tagged
gulps of air she drew between screams produced even
greater agony.

And then her father lifted her up.

She felt his strong arms grip her, pulling her across the
ground, his handsome, sturdy face calm and unworried,
smiling down at her in reassurance. Janeway smiled back
and relaxed into the journey, gliding across the terrain,
feeling as though she were skimming on a cushion of air
like a hovercraft. The air had cleared, and was sweet and
cool; the pain was dissipating. She looked up again,
wanting to see her father, wanting to look into his clear
gray eyes just once more. . . .

Chakotay was staring at her, his face just inches from
hers. Her eyes fluttered slightly and she tried to sit upright.

“She’s all right,” she heard Chakotay say, and she looked
around her. She was in the cave again, Jerron at her side,
Tuvok and Chakotay leaning over them, still coughing
from their exposure to the plasma-infused atmosphere.
They had rescued her, and Jerron; Chakotay’s strong arms
had saved her, not her father’s.

She looked at Jerron, whose color was returning. “He
has suffered no permanent damage, Captain,” intoned
Tuvok, “and neither have you.” Janeway nodded. She took
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a deep breath and leaned back against the wall of the
cave.
Death had been cheated once more. Everyone was safe.

“I can’t really call them nightmares. But they make me
feel . . . anxious. Sometimes I wake up and my heart is
pounding as though I’d just run five miles.”

Janeway sat in the doctor’s office, telling him of the
strange dreams she’d been having in the weeks following
their experience with the plasma storm—dreams she had
had before in her life, though they hadn’t recurred since
she had journeyed to the Delta Quadrant. The holographic
doctor sat patiently, listening, brow furrowed, as though
puzzled by what she was saying. -

“And they’re all so similar. I'm always in a house of
some kind . . . a house that has many rooms, and I have to
get into a certain room, because it’s dirty and has to be
cleaned—but there’s a closed door blocking my way.”

The doctor regarded her curiously. “Houses . .. with
many rooms?”’

“Yes. Once I dreamed I discovered an entire deck on
Voyager that I hadn’t realized was there. It had dozens of
rooms, and I knew it was important that I make sure they
were all clean. But I couldn’t even get out of the first room
because the door to the next one was closed and locked.”

“And—are these dreams frightening to you?”’

“No ... not frightening. But theyre—unsettling. I
don’t understand them.”

The doctor crossed his arms and fixed his eyes on her.
“I’m not certain what you want from me, Captain. The
dreams don’t sound particularly harrowmg, and appar-
ently they don’t interfere with your sleep. In that I'm not a
practicing psychiatrist, how can I help you?”

Janeway regarded him fondly. The holographic doctor
had become one of her favorite people. His acerbic nature
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had not lessened in the course of a year and a half, but
everyone had learned to tolerate it—even appreciate it.
The parameters of his programming allowed for almost no
bedside manner; but in spite of his brusque gruffness, he
had an endearing quality. s

“I’'m honestly not sure, Doctor. I just thought I should
mention it. As part of my general medical file.”

“I suspect it’s a temporary phenomenon, and unless you
find these dreams debilitating, I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“They’re not debilitating. Just—bothersome.”

The doctor didn’t respond, and turned away from her,
busying himself with a padd. Janeway studied him for a
moment and realized he was taking far more time with the
padd than was necessary. The doctor, she was sure, had
something on his mind.

“Is there some way I can help you, Doctor?”” His head
snapped back at her; he was always surprised at a demon-
stration of instinct. He seemed to ponder her question
briefly, then, in his matter-of-fact way, blurted it out.

“It’s been a full ten months since Lieutenant Torres and
Ensign Kim began working on a mechanism by which I
can leave sickbay. I can’t believe they are incapable of
solving the technical problems after that amount of time,
so I must conclude that they’re not putting their full efforts
into the matter. Probably because I'm nothing but a
computer program.”

Janeway rose, put a comforting hand on the doctor’s
shoulder. “Please don’t jump to that conclusion. You are
valued and respected, and we couldn’t get along without
you. Everyone on the ship cares about you. Especially
me.”

Although he would never admit it, the doctor was a
sensitive and vulnerable man. His feelings could be hurt
easily. And he never failed to respond to an expression of
empathy. None of this was forthcoming at the moment, of
course; he sniffed slightly, and his mobile face underwent a
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few ripples of expression, but when he spoke, he was as
terse as ever.

“If you say so. But I'll find that easier to accept once
there are results. The proof, I believe the saying goes, is in
the pudding.”

She smiled. Colloquialisms always sounded a little
strange coming from the doctor, but before she could
reply, an ominous hail from the bridge interrupted them.

“Chakotay to the captain.”

“Janeway here.”

“You’re needed on the bridge, Captain. We may have a
problem.”

“On my way.”

When she entered the bridge from the turbolift, the faces
of the bridge crew looked grim. Janeway moved immedi-
ately to Chakotay.

“We’ve been hailed by a Kazon ship,” he reported. “He
was none too friendly, and insisted we wait for them to
intercept us. He didn’t make an outright threat, but it was
certainly implied.”

Janeway felt a twinge of foreboding. Any encounter with
the Kazon was potentially dangerous, although it had been
some time since they had run into any of them; she had
hoped that Voyager might possibly have moved outside the
bitterly disputed turf of the various warlike sects.

“Did he state his purpose, Commander? Or identify his
faction?”

“He said he was Maje Dut of the Vistik, but didn’t give
any clue as to what he wanted.”

They had never interacted with the Vistik, but Janeway
had heard of them. They were a group smaller than the
Ogla and the Nistrim, which seemed to be the most
powerful of the groups, but they had figured in a disastrous
alliance that had threatened to coalesce the Kazon into a
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unified force—a catastrophic prospect for Joyager, which
could deal with individual factions but couldn’t hope to
survive a massive and cooperative Kazon armada.

Options: they could make the diplomatic choice and
wait for the Vistik ship, hoping there was a reasonably
benign reason for the meeting. And, after all, one Kazon
ship didn’t pose a particular threat. What’s more, they had
detected a planetary nebula nearby that might warrant
some investigation. These nebulae, formed when older
stars began to shed their outer atmosphere, were magnifi-
cent and fascinating. Janeway had studied the Alpha
Quadrant’s Helix Nebula and welcomed the opportunity
to investigate another of these massive phenomena. It
could occupy the time while they waited for the Kazon.

But she found herself rejecting that option even before it
was a fully formed thought. The Kazon had proven time
after time that they couldn’t be trusted. They were warlike
and volatile, and any encounter could prove hazardous.
She knew that they had once been horribly oppressed
themselves, but freedom from their tormentors had not
resulted in growth or enlightenment; it had led only to an
endless series of battles among each other, battles that
frequently harmed innocent bystanders. Like Joyager.

She wasn’t going to jump to the whip of some unknown
Kazon Maje; she wasn’t willing to delay their journey by
even a day to accommodate someone who more than likely
would pose an unreasonable demand or a vindictive
threat. She turned to Tom Paris, the young, sandy-haired
lieutenant who was, as he had promised on their first
meeting, the “best damn pilot” she could find.

“Mr. Paris, we’re not waiting around for a Kazon that
won’t even do us the courtesy of telling us what he wants to
discuss. Continue your course for the Alpha Quadrant,
warp six.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Paris was obviously pleased with the
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decision. He was still—would probably always be—a bit
of a daredevil, someone who struggled at times against the
Xo&efof Starfleet protocols, but whose skill and intelligence
were such that he could get away with risk-taking that
might undermine others.

Janeway knew, however, that she would hear something
different from Tuvok, and before that thought was even
completed, she heard his voice from the security station:
“Captain, it is my duty to point out that the Kazon Maje
will be hlghly insulted by this decision; we risk his enmlty
by ignoring his request.”

“Noted, Mr. Tuvok. But I have yet to hear what might be
termed a ‘request’ from a Kazon. They tend to make
demands, and I don’t feel like yielding to a demand.”

“As you wish, Captain.” Tuvok was imperturbable as
ever, but Janeway imagined she could sense approval from
him. No one liked being pushed around by the Kazon. In
fact, Janeway thought she felt a general uplifting of spirits
on the bridge; on an expedition where they frequently
found themselves at the mercy of their circumstances, it
was bracing to take a stand, to thumb their noses at the
dark forces of the Delta Quadrant.

News of Janeway’s decision hadn’t yet filtered down to
the mess hall; if it had, Neelix’ mood of well-being might
have dissipated. He frequently failed to share the
intrepid—what he would call reckless—convictions of the
Starfleet crew. Neelix had survived in a dangerous quad-
rant for many years through guile, cunning, and an instinc-
tive sense of self-preservation, and he didn’t fully
understand the adventurous nature of Janeway and her
people. They were daring, certainly, and to be lauded for
their courage, but Neelix had learned through a lifetime of
struggle that a small step backward could often save one’s
life. Plunging into the unknown might be exciting, but he
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had quite frankly had enough excitement to last him for a
long time.

At the moment, he was concentrating fiercely on deco-
rating a large cake. It was triangular in shape—particularly
difficult to achieve, especially in the jury-rigged kitchen he
had cobbled together from odds and ends he had
scrounged around the ship—and made from Grissibian
nocha. The closest equivalent in the Alpha Quadrant was a
substance known as chocolate, but Neelix found it a pallid
imitation. Nocha was denser, richer, creamier, and of all
the nocha he’d tasted, none compared with the Grissibian
variety.

He had been saving this nocha since a chance encounter
with a trader who had been willing to part with it in return
for a quart of Vulcan ale. Neelix didn’t know what Vulcan
ale was; the recipe was in the replicators and many of the
crew prized it above any other refreshment. He had found
it a valuable commodity in trade: usually one sample of
the brew and the bargain was sealed.

Grissibian nocha was a delicacy that couldn’t be de-
scribed, only experienced. He remembered his first taste,
when he was a boy on Rinax, before the disastrous war that
had claimed the lives of all his family. His father had
managed to procure some of the rare treat and brought it
home to his family. He had handed Neelix a square of a
mild-looking substance, slightly oily and a pale beige in
color. But when Neelix bit into it, his senses were over-
whelmed; the nocha was an intense, dusky explosion in his
mouth, the creaminess of it moistening every part of his
tongue, his throat, his stomach. The sweetness was power-
ful but not cloying, and seemed to travel directly to his
brain, creating an almost narcotic sensation of deeply felt
pleasure. His father had laughed to see his son’s expression
of utter delight.
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It was an experience he had never forgotten. In fact, the
night his family had died in the horrendous explosion
caused by the weapon known as the Metreon Cascade, the
thought of that brief moment of bliss was one of the
memories that flashed through his mind.

The cake he had made was for two people: Kes, simply
because he adored her more than life itself; and Tuvok,
because he was determined to bring a smile to the Vulcan’s
lips. Somewhere inside, that man had the capacity for joy,
Neelix was sure of it. He had made numerous attempts to
unleash it, but Tuvok had stoically resisted every one of
them. Now, with the Grissibian nocha cake, Neelix was
sure he had a winner. No one could resist this nocha, he
was certain, not even Tuvok.

He was taking pains to present a cake that not only had
an exquisite flavor but was delectable to the eye, as well.
He was squeezing colored icing from a modified hypospray
(he had borrowed it from sickbay; he was sure the doctor
wouldn’t mind) into an intricate design on the cake’s
surface, a delicate, looping scroll that complemented the
smooth surface of the nocha.

It had required all his willpower not to sample the
nocha, or the cake, before it was presented to his two
recipients. He felt somehow that the occasion would be
undermined if he partook of the cake’s savory delights
before they did, that its potency would somehow be
lessened. Now, as he bent over it, eyes squinting to make
the decoration perfect, the chocolaty aroma wafted over
him, through him, permeating his senses with an overpow-
ering urgency. It seemed to beg him to taste, to sample just
the tiniest crumb, one that no one would ever notice was
gone.

But he resisted the siren call. He was nothing if not
disciplined; that was another quality he had developed in
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his peripatetic life. He’d learned that giving in to every
indulgence was a quick way to lose one’s edge; denial had a
tendency to fend off complacency and keep one sharp.

He was so engrossed in his task that he didn’t hear the
soft footfall behind him, wasn’t aware of anyone’s presence
until Kes’ soft voice was almost in his ear. “That looks
delicious. What is it?”

He whirled in dismay. ‘““‘Kes—what are you doing here?”’
Her beautiful elfin face, framed by its cap of feathered
blond hair, stared back at him in surprise.

“I just stopped by to say hello. Shouldn’t I have?”

Her consternation undid him, as always. He hastened to
reassure her. “Of course you should, sweeting, I'm 1 always

delighted to see you. It’s just . . .” He trailed off, wonder-
ing if he could still preserve the surprise.
“Just what?”’

Neelix’ mind raced, but he could think of no plausible
explanation that wouldn’t give away his plan. He opted for
honesty. “It was supposed to be a surprise. For you and
Tuvok.”

Kes’ beautiful face erupted in a smile, and she gave
Neelix a gentle kiss. ‘““You’re so thoughtful. But—why me
and Tuvok?”

“You, my love, because I want to share an amazing taste
sensation with you. And Tuvok because . . . because I'm
certain this exquisite cake will make him smlle

Kes regarded him fondly. “You just don’t understand,
Neelix. Tuvok is Vulcan. He isn’t supposed to smile.”

“l do understand. I understand that the poor man
experiences none of the delight that comes from pleasure.
What a wretched way to live! If he can control his emotions
so well, why not just suppress the negative ones and allow
the positive ones to rise to the surface?”

“Don’t you remember what happened when he mind-
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melded with Lon Suder? Anything other than total control
could allow very violent, ugly emotions to overwhelm him.
It’s hard to imagine that tasting a cake would be enough to
break through his reserve.”

“This isn’t just a cake. It’s an experience. As you’ll
discover this evening, my dearest.”

Kes’ smile was sweet as she departed for sickbay. Neelix
returned to his ministrations on the cake, gleefully antici-
pating Tuvok’s response to it, never imagining that the
evening would be occupied by activities far more dire than
eating Grissibian nocha cake. :

They detected the planet at nine hundred hours, and
Captain Janeway was pleased. It was a particularly fortu-
nate discovery, for they hadn’t collected any supplies after
the electrical storm on the last planet—which Chakotay
had wryly named “Sizzle.” Food stores were dwindling
and they had to resupply as quickly as possible.

The heart of the system was a K7-class yellow dwarf star,
rich in helium and perhaps ten billion years old—a bit of a
senior citizen. The fourth planet had an oxygen-nitrogen
atmosphere and according to sensors was abundant with
flora. The possibility of food was temptingly high. There
was no indication of a population, although Janeway noted
that some formations had a curious symmetry that might
warrant investigation.

Cautious after their experience on Sizzle, she ordered an
exhaustive series of sensor sweeps, looking for any aberra-
tion on the planet or in the atmosphere, anything that
might produce an unexpected phenomenon. Only after she
was satisfied that they wouldn’t be blindsided again did
she order the away teams to the transporter room. Tuvok
was to take one group only and make an on-site inspection
before calling for additional crew. He named Harry Kim
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to the team. She remained on the bridge as they took their
leave, and she chalked up the small chill she felt as they left
to a draft from the turbolift.

Tuvok’s team consisted of himself, Kim, Neelix, Kes (at
Neelix’ request), and twenty Maquis and Starfleet crew.
Kim’s presence wasn’t strictly necessary, but Tuvok be-
lieved that away missions were good for the young man.
They gave him the experience he needed in disciplining his
emotional responses to dangerous and startling situations.
Harry always seemed to appreciate the opportunities,
though Tuvok suspected it was more to get out into the
open air and release some of the natural energy of youth
than to practice controlling his emotions.

Tuvok’s first order of business was to investigate those
suspiciously symmetrical formations; he wanted to make
certain there wasn’t a population on this planet that had
gone undetected for some reason. They had beamed down
within a kilometer southeast of the formations, and would
proceed cautiously toward them, all the while scanning
continuously. The landscape of the planet was not so
Earth-like as the prior planet had been (he would not call it
by the ridiculous sobriquet Chakotay had chosen for it);
the terrain was shot with volcanic rock and the soil was
slimy, with a greenish cast to it. The flora was completely
unfamiliar. .

It was Harry who first speculated: ‘“‘Lieutenant, those
formations are constructed. I'd bet on it.”

“A wager would have no effect on the outcome of your
observation, Ensign. Either they are constructed or they’re
not.” He could never understand the human belief that
betting enhanced one’s argument.

A ridge separated them from their group and the loca-
tion of the formations, now only forty meters away.
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Quietly, cautiously, the team climbed the ridge and
c_r_gy_gh,ed on its rim before raising their heads to peer over
it. Tuvok gestured to the others to stay down, and he slowly
crept forward, lifting his head to peer through thick
underbrush at the formation before him.

Even then, he wasn’t sure what he was seeing.

A tangle of undergrowth wove in erratic designs over a
mound of stone rubble that stretched for nearly half a
kilometer in either direction, and that might or might not
have once represented a structure. There was a vague order
to the rubble, but it was so clumped with weeds and bushes
that it was difficult to discern a pattern. One feature,
however, identified the mass of stone and brush as having
at some time been subject to intelligent hands: a brilliant,
cobalt blue gpire rose from the center of the mound,
gleaming in the sunlight which reflected off its glossy
planes.

Nothing—not mound, rubble, or spire—gave off any
suspicious readings. There was no sign of life. Whatever
this mound had once been, whatever the purpose of the
radiant blue spire, they functioned no longer. Tuvok
motioned for the team to move forward; if the mound was
the remnants of a dead civilization, that knowledge should
be included in Starfleet’s cartogrthlc database.

The team spread out around the mound, tricorders
aimed and busily recording data. Kim, in particular,
seemed fascinated by this possible archaeological find, and
he eagerly took the point of one wing of the team. And it
was his cry of discovery Tuvok heard first after he disap-
peared around a large boulder.

When the others caught up to him, they gasped at the
sight: an arrangement of delicate skeletons, which at first
glance appeared to be of winged humanoids, was spread in
a deep circular indentation in the ground. The skulls were
strong, elongated ovals, with large eye holes. The rib cages
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were humanoid in shape while long, hollow-boned arms
ended in hands of six digits, including an opposable
thumb. The leg bones were short and somewhat stubby

But Tuvok realized it was the wing bones that had
caused the collective gasp. Now they were tucked in close
to the body, but clearly when extended they would have
stretched two meters or more. These beings would have
had the capacity to soar high into the air above the surface
of this planet, dipping and sailing on the breezes, then
coming to land on their short, squat legs, which would
have afforded them locomotion of a much more limited
sort. Did they spend most of their time in the air, these
winged beings?

And just how, Tuvok wondered, should this species be
categorized: as humanoid or avian? It possessed qualities
of each in a way no one had ever seen before. Kim,
speaking excitedly, ran down the possibilities. “In Earth’s
development, modern birds began to branch off from
reptiles shortly after the first mammals appeared. It’s
certainly possible on some planets there could have been a
branch of avian mammals that eventually evolved into
winged humanoids.”

Tuvok looked at the faces of his group, all of which
reflected a reverence for this burial place. It was, he felt,
quite appropriate. He scanned one of the skeletons.

“The cranium of this being suggests a large brain; in all
likelihood they were intelligent. I would suggest this burial
grouping was arranged by similar beings, and that these
creatures do not represent intelligent animals cared for,
and buried, by a higher order.”

“The grouping indicates a death ritual, doesn’t it?”
Kim’s brow was furrowed in concentration. He seemed to
have been particularly affected by the discovery.

“Indeed. There are a number of inferences to be drawn
from what we see here: this may be a family group; it might
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represent a being of some social power and his or her
subordinates; or it may represent the victims of a particu-
lar disaster—plague, perhaps, or disease. Without further
information it would be impossible to make a clear deter-
mination.”

“There don’t seem to be any artifacts buried with
them.” This was from Kes, who as always was curious
about everything.

“Quite right. And again, there are inferences one can
make, but little way to delimit them without more evi-
dence.” .

“Look at that, Mr. Vulcan.” Tuvok lifted his head to see
Neelix pointing at something a hundred meters distant. It
was another spire, deep blue like the first. It had not been
visible from their original position; in fact, it would only
be visible from where they were standing—near the foot of
the first spire.

“It is common in many species to link burial sites with
visual markers,” suggested Tuvok. “We may be able to
follow a trail of such markers until we arrive at a sacred
site.”

“If we find that’s the case, it would be the first docu-
mented evidence of such behavior in the Delta Quadrant,”
said Ensign Greta Kale, a young woman with blond hair,
dark brown eyes, and a sprinkling of the spots humans
called “freckles” across her nose. “What does that kind of
commonalty say about the origin of all species?”

It was an insightful question, but Tuvok didn’t look
forward to answering it. There was a great deal of contro-
versy about that very matter. Why were there more simi-
larities than differences among most species? It argued for
some original link, a commonalty of origin among the
galaxy’s species that had never been satisfactorily ad-
dressed. Many believed that an alien group from another
galaxy had “‘seeded” the primordial soup of all the planets
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at the point when the building blocks that would produce
life first began to develop. Others believed that a powerful,
unseen supreme being had created life, full blown, in an
instant. Tuvok himself preferred a more scientific explana-
tion: basic matter—the elements and their various molec-
ular combinations—from which the galaxy was formed
was common. These building blocks would have been
distributed throughout the galaxy as stars and planets were
formed. Why would it not follow, then, that the stuff from
which life developed had many common qualities, and
that the development of humanoids along similar lines was
to be expected, rather than questioned?

“I will let you make your own judgment about that,
Ensign, based on your individual beliefs.” Kale smiled at
him; apparently it was the answer she had expected.

“Can we do it, Lieutenant? Follow the marker, see if
there’s a trail?” Kim looked at him with what could only
be described as eagerness. The young man was clearly
caught up in this mystery and wanted to pursue it.

“I see no reason not to,” answered Tuvok evenly. But
Neelix jumped in. “I must remind you that our primary
mission is to gather food supplies. This palegntologlcal
stuff is very interesting, of course—I myself'—m an ama-
teur archaeologist of some experience—but let us not lose
sight of our priorities.”

“Quite right, Mr. Neelix. I suggest you detail a group of
ten and scout the area for foodstuffs. I will take the others
on a scientific investigation.”

“Fine. Kes, you’re with me—""

“Oh, no. I'm going with Tuvok.” Tuvok, like Neelix,
noted her tone of voice and knew she was determined.
Neelix nodded and quickly counted out the ten who would
be with him. Tuvok was aware that they all seemed
disappointed, but unlike Kes, they were too steeped in
Starfleet discipline to refuse. Neelix led his small band
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away from the mound and began scanning for edible plant
forms.

Harry Kim led the others, eagerly marching toward the
second spire, eyes scanning upward as though he might
suddenly spot one of the soaring creatures who had once
sailed these skies. Tuvok continued to check his tricorder
frequently.

There was no inkling of the real danger that would come
from those skies.

It could not have been more sudden or unexpected. One
minute Janeway was in her ready room, relaxing with
vegetable bouillon while reviewing personnel reports.
Strictly speaking, that wasn’t her responsibility; the first
officer’s review was all that was officially required. But
Janeway enjoyed the process, finding that it drew her closer
to her crew. If a junior officer in quantum mechanics was
having a rough week, she wanted to know about it. Lunch
with the captain, or a private chat over afternoon tea,
could work wonders in reviving flagging confidence or
dispelling a touch of homesickness.

A dull ache had burrowed its way just behind her eyes.
She hadn’t slept well last night, having revisited the house
with many rooms and finding, inevitably, the closed door.
After that, she had tossed restlessly, trying to find the
posmon that would induce sleep. When that failed, she
had risen early and now, several hours later, was feeling the
consequences of the fretful night.

Then there was Tom Paris’ startled voice over the
comm—"“Bridge to Captain, we have a rapidly ap-
proaching”—and then a horrendous explosion. Sparks
flew from her monitor. The hghts went out entirely and
then were replaced with low-level emergency lighting.
Janeway made her way to the door even as the ship
shuddered and jolted, threatening to throw her off balance.
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The doors flew open at her approach and she stumbled
onto the bridge. “Report,” she barked, noting as she did
that smoke was filling the space; one officer was uncon-
scious on the ground.

“A Kazon vessel, Captain. It stayed in high warp until
the last second, then dropped out and attacked. We were
sitting ducks.” She knew Chakotay was already handling
the situation, rerouting power, activating defensive sys-
tems, and assigning damage control.

“Taking evasive action, Captain.” Tom Paris’ hands flew
over his controls as he skilfully maneuvered the ship. “But
we’ve taken damage to the impulse engines.”

“Shields at fifty-seven percent, hull breaches on decks
four and fifteen. There are reports of casualties on all
decks,” Lieutenant Rollins said crisply; he was filling in for
Tuvok at Tactical.

“Prepare to return fire. Ready forward phaser banks.”
Janeway swung into action, her mind automatically mov-
ing into combat mode. “Fire at will, Mr. Rollins.”

“Aye, Captain, firing forward—"

A sudden volley of explosions overwhelmed the rest of
what he said. She couldn’t even be sure he had fired the
phasers. In spite of Paris’ manuevers at the conn, the
Kazon ship was still with them. Two consoles “exploded
and several more went dead. Smoke battled the filtering
system and won.

“Shields at thirty-four percent. Hull breaches on decks
three through fifteen. Weapons arrays off-line.”

“Captain, we can’t hold out. We’d better try to get out of
here.” Chakotay’s voice was i_r'n_ﬂpfla’l_cgp_l,c as he suggested
retreat.

“Agreed, Captain,” chimed in Paris. ““At least we’ve got
warp drive now; who knows how much longer before we're
dead in the water?”
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Janeway hesitated briefly. The away team was still on the
planet. She didn’t want to abandon them, but if they stayed
where they were they could be destroyed, and certainly of
no help to the crew on the ground if that happened.

“Janeway to Tuvok,” she 111_to/n;d but there was no
reply. “The long-range comm system is down, Captain,”
said Rollins. Another bone-shuddering jolt rattled them,
and Janeway wasted no more time. “Set a course for that
planetary nebula we passed, Lieutenant. Then put us into
rapid high warp—Ilet’s see if we can’t catch them nap-
ping.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Janeway noted that Paris smiled slightly;
she knew there was nothing he enjoyed more than outfox-
ing an enemy with his piloting skills. And she also realized
he knew she wasn’t abandoning Harry and the others—
she wouldn’t quit until she had them back. Now they had
to lick their wounds and make repairs, and taking cover in
the nebula was the only prudent course.

The sudden leap to warp did indeed catch the Kazon by
surprise; Voyager had several minutes’ advantage and was
able to enter the planetary nebula, which, with its clumps
of star matter millions of kilometers across, offered a
perfect hiding place. They“entered the massive, stately
plumes of gas and were safely concealed deep within the
dark dust lanes of the nebula before the Kazon ships
realized what had happened. Janeway made sure repair
teams were in action, checked with the doctor as to the
number of wounded and the severity of their injuries, then
met with the bridge officers. Her plan was straightforward
enough: make repairs and regain strength, then get back to
the planet as soon as possible, hoping to outmaneuver the
Kazon and beam up their away team.

She was amused when Chakotay “ordered” her to her
quarters; it was imperative for all of them to rest while
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they could—they’d need to be at their sharpest when they
headed back to the planet—but she felt slightly like a child
being told to take a nap.

And again, she couldn’t sleep. She tried going through
all the exercises and procedures she had developed over
the years for bouts of insomnia: a cool, darkened room,
breathing patterns, relaxation exercises, meditation—and
when all else failed, a glass of warm milk. But in spite of
her efforts to quiet her mind, one thought came crowding
back. Her crew was stranded. She had to get them back. It
was the second time in as many months that she had faced
this problem and the fiftieth since they’d been flung to the
Delta Quadrant. Her life since then had been a series of
challenges and crises, and most of her energies had gone
into coping with them. She’d been tested time and again,
pushed to limits she wasn’t sure she could withstand, and
then pushed further. Would it ever let up? Would there
ever be a day that she wasn’t called upon to solve some
insoluble problem, to overcome some life-threatening ob-
stacle? The thought of throwing up her hands, acknowledg-
ing that she was too tired and weak and simply didn’t have
anything left to give—that thought became tempting. She
was tired of challenges. There was a time when they
energized her, but now they threatened to overwhelm. She
wanted to feel safe again, secure and protected, knowing
someone else was watching out for things. . . .
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CHAPTER
2

CROUCHED WITHIN THE KNEEHOLE OF HER FATHER’S DESK,
four-year-old Kathryn listened to the sound of the tock-
tock-tock of the grandfather clock in his office.

She was careful not to make a sound, for she knew her
father needed to concentrate, and a small child fidgeting at
his feet would have distracted him. He was working—he
was always working—on a starship design, and the various
clicks and beeps of his padd punctuated the silence in the
room, offering odd counterpoint to the sonorous clock.
Kathryn loved hearing the sounds of the padd; they were
oddly soothing, a reminder that he was there, a connection
to him. Sometimes she pretended the sounds were in fact a
private code they shared, that he was sending her messages
that no one else could interpret.

“Daddy to Goldenbird . . . my ETA is fifteen minutes . . .
rendezvous with me in my study at sixteen hundred hours
... this is top secret . . . Daddy out.”

Kathryn smiled as she snuggled in the kneehole. Maybe
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it would be only fifteen minutes more, maybe it would be
longer. But the reward for her patience and stillness would
be worth it: she and Daddy would do their games. She
would have him to herself for a time. And for that,
Kathryn would gladly have sat quietly under the desk for
hours.

She’d been spending a lot of time in Daddy’s study
lately, ever since Your Sister had come to their house. Your
Sister didn’t seem to be much more than a wriggling
movement inside a soft blanket, but her arrival had had a
profound effect on the household. Mama was hardly ever
in evidence now, except when she walked with the small
bundle in the blanket over her shoulder, patting its back
and singing softly to it. So far, Kathryn had not heard
Mama singing /er song to Your Sister, but knew that was
because Mama and Daddy had not yet decided on a name
for this new presence. Kathryn had her own thoughts
about that, but so far no one had asked her.

Her father’s leg shifted slightly next to her and she sat up
quickly. Did this mean he was almost done? Was he
closing up his padd and getting ready for the games? She
held her breath, afraid of causing distraction, but she
continued to hear the sounds of the padd. Daddy wasn’t
ready yet.

She settled back again, mind running over the games,
practicing, readying herself so she would be perfect. She
intended to surprise Daddy by knowing every single thing
today—and even more—so he would ruffle her hair and
say, “That’s my Goldenbird . .. what a clever girl you
are!” The prospect of hearing those words made her heart
quicken.

She sat like that, contained and quiet, for another half
hour. She could tell because the grandfather clock chimed
every fifteen minutes, and there were four fifteen minutes
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in each hour. Two of them was half an hour. She had
figured that out when she was three.

She heard a familiar click and realized that Daddy had
snapped shut his padd. She held her breath for a moment,
for sometimes he would open another, but she saw his legs
withdrawing from the desk. He was done, and she knew
exactly what would happen next.

Now she heard him pacing the room, as though looking
for something. “No, not there,” he intoned, and she
smiled. A few seconds later, he said, with a hint of
exasperation, “Not there either. Hmmmmm.”

Her smile grew as she listened to this careful ritual. I
could swear I heard a little bird in this room . . . but I can’t
find her. Where could she be? Is she hiding in the repli-
cator?”

Now Kathryn had to cover her mouth with her hands—
in the replicator! How silly, how could she do that? She felt
a giggle building.

“Oh-oh . . . maybe she got into the fish tank . .. she’s
after my African lionfish ... you naughty bird, you’d
better not bother my lionfish!”

Now the giggle was starting to tickle her throat; she tried
to push it down and instead it came out through her nose
as a little snort. :

“What’s that? What did I just hear?” His mock-stern
voice moved closer to her. She scrunched into the tiniest
ball she could become and covered her face with her
hands. Then she heard his voice right next to her. “Why

. it’s a bird all right. It’s a Goldenbird, and she’s hiding
under my desk!”

Now Kathryn looked up as she felt his hands on her,
pulling her out. She shrieked with glee as he picked her up
effortlessly and swung her around the room. “Goldenbird
is flying . . . all around theroom ... up ... anddown . ..
and down . .. and up...” Kathryn’s laughter pealed as
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her father swung her in delicious circles and dips and then
finally lowered her to the floor.

“More, Daddy, more,” she pleaded, but he knelt down
close to her.

“I’'m sorry, but we don’t give free rides around here.
What do you have to do for a ride?”

“Earn it.”

“And how do you do that?”

“Win the games.”

‘““Are you ready?”

“Yes, Daddy, all ready.”

His wonderful face looked down at her. Gray eyes
twinkled, sandy brown hair fell over his forehead. Daddy’s
face always looked happy, she thought.

“Very well. Did you work on the sevens?”

Kathryn took a breath, plunged into the scary unknown.
“lI worked on the sevens...and the eights. And the
nines.”

His look of amazement was reward enough for all the
work she’d done. She giggled again, delighted that she’d
surprised him. She knew he’d never have expected her to
learn so much.

“Eights and nines, eh? Those are very big numbers for a
little girl. Are you sure you want to take this chance? You’ll
win your ride if you just get the sevens.”

“I’m ready. I can do it.”

“But if you make a mistake on the eights or nines . . . no
ride.”

“I know.”

He smiled, and his look of genuine pride made her
shiver. “Well, then. Nine times eight?”

“Seventy-two.”

“Eight times seven?”

“Fifty-six.”

“Seven times four.”
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“Twenty-eight.”

“Eight times eight.”

“Sixty-four.”

“Nine times . . . eleven.”

She paled. They’d never gone past the tens. She had
memorized everything up to a multiple of ten, but eleven
represented an area of computation she’d never consid-
ered.

“That’s not fair, Daddy. We’ve never done elevens.”

“You’ve proven you can memorize very well. But it’s
important you learn how to think about numbers. I'm
expecting you to move to the next level of mathematics.”

Her mind threatened to panic. She couldn’t do this, he
was betraying her. How could she answer something she’d
never even thought of? She would have to admit to him
that she couldn’t do it.

This last thought ripped through her mind, searing it like
a jagged lightning strike, and she felt the beginning of tears
sting her eyes.

Daddy was looking at her, patient but unyielding. She
knew he would not back down, would not simply take pity
on her. He would expect her to come up with the answer.
That realization was somehow calming to her, and she
sank to the floor, sitting with her legs crossed and her
hands folded in her lap, eyes closed. She forced her mind
to close out the room, the grandfather’s clock, and Daddy’s
presence looming above her. She concentrated on the
numbers, trying to see them in front of her.

Nine tens was easy. She learned weeks ago that for ten
times anything you just added a zero. So nine tens was
ninety. She tried to see them in her mind, lined up in
ordered rows: nine lionfish in one row, nine lionfish in a
second row, nine lionfish in a third row. She proceeded
this way until she could see all ninety fish, whiskered and
malevolent, spread out in her mind’s eye. If those were ten
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rows, she needed only add one more row. Eleven rows of
fish . . . eleven nines. Ten of them are ninety, and if she
added nine more—

“Ninety-nine.” She opened her eyes and looked up at
him. He was regarding her with a strange expression that
she did not come to understand for a long time. He
swooped down and lifted her up, holding her close to his
chest. For a long time he didn’t say anything, and she was
terrified she had made a mistake.

“Is that right, Daddy"” Her voice was a whisper.

“Exactly right.” He sat her down and tousled her hair.
“What a clever Goldenbird you are. How did you do
that?”

The smile erupted on her face. “I could see the numbers.
I just added another row.”

He gazed at her fondly. “You know what? You not only
get another ride—but you and I are going to the cornfields
together.”

This was the ultimate reward. Kathryn’s favorite place
on Earth was the cornfields of the agricultural park in
which they lived, row upon row of stately tasseled figures,
marching in unison, bending and swaying in the summer
breeze, dancing on the wind. Sometimes when they went
there, she and Daddy invented little stories they acted
out—the cornstalks were Starfleet cadets, marching on the
parade ground, or they were a corps de ballet, with
beautifully gowned ballerinas dancing in unison—and
sometimes they played hide-and-seek. Last year, when
she’d watched the harvest, she cried for the loss of her
companions.

She put her hand in Daddy’s, and they walked out
through the wide doors onto the patio. Her heart was
thuddmg with happiness, and she wished she could pre-
serve that moment forever.
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CHAPTER
3

JANEWAY’S HEAD SHOT UP AND HER EYES FLEW OPEN AND FOR A
moment she didn’t know where she was. Childhood mem-
ories, recollections, and feelings hung about her, vaporous
and fleeting. She tried to cling to them but they receded
like shadows in the rising sun. Then the present came
snapping back at her: she was on Voyager and they were in
danger. The Kazon lurked outside the nebula and part of
her crew was stranded on an alien planet.

A check of the time showed that she had slept for over an
hour, though she would have sworn her eyes hadn’t closed.

“Janeway to bridge.”

“Rollins here, Captain.

“Can you give me an update?”’

“Repairs are continuing. Engineering reports that we
should be under way again in about four hours.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

Now was the time to rest, to recharge her batteries in
preparation for the ordeal that lay ahead. She lay down
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CHAPTER
4

“RACQUET BACK ... TURN YOUR SHOULDERS...NOW—
uncoil!”

The commands were endless. They became a ceaseless
drone in her mind, a part of her unconscious. ‘“Sleeve to
the mouth . . . lengthen your follow-through . . . racquet
face steady...level your backswing...” Her tennis
coach’s voice rolled over the net from the opposite end of
the court as smoothly as the balls she hit. Coach Cameron
made it look so easy. But most of Kathryn’s balls went into
the net or out of bounds, no matter how hard she tried. She
was getting frustrated.

Kathryn was on one of the tennis courts of a small
athletic complex near her home. It was the locus of what
were known as ‘‘traditional” games—tennis, golf, and
swimming. Another complex nearby housed contempo-
rary activities, which included hoverball, Parrises Squares,
hurdleleap, and loft circles. That’s where Kathryn would
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much rather have been. She was good at most of those
games.

The Indiana spring was in fulsome bloom, with forsythia
and dogwood emerging in an ecstasy of color. The air was
fragrant and warm; two months later baking heat would
join with oppressive humidity to create a veritable steam
bath, but now the May morning was pleasant.

Kathryn, however, had no appreciation of either the
landscaping or the weather. She jabbed ineffectually at a
stray lock of hair that kept falling in her eyes, trying to
hook it around her ear. It would only fall forward again.
There seemed to be nothing she could do to her thin, fine
hair that would keep it out of her eyes when she exercised.

“Kathryn, come up to the net.” Coach Cameron was
walking to her side of the net, racquet in hand. She was a
short, muscular woman with thick blond curls and a
smiling face. Kathryn wanted to look just like her when she
was grown up, but even at nine years of age she realized
that her hair would never look like Coach Cameron’s. And
neither would her tennis strokes.

“I want to check your grip.”” Kathryn put her hand in the
forehand grip and Coach Cameron inspected it carefully.
“That might be the problem,” she said. ““Your grip is
rotated too far to the right, so the racquet face is coming
through at an angle. See?”

She swung Kathryn’s arm through an exaggerated
stroke. ““You’re hitting the ball up, and that’s why so many
of them are going out. Turn your hand back this way just a
little.” Coach Cameron rotated Kathryn’s hand slightly to
the left. “That should level out the stroke.”

It felt awful. How could she hit the ball at all? Her hand
clutched the racquet like a claw, foreign and unnatural. She
practiced a stroke and felt as though her arm were some
new appendage she’d never used before.

“I can’t do it this way,” she protested, but Coach
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Cameron wasn’t about to accept that. “It feels strange
because you got used to the other way. It’ll take a while
before this grip feels natural.”

Kathryn didn’t reply, but marched stoically back to the
baseline. As she did, she saw something that made her
mood even blacker: Hobbes Johnson, arriving early for the
lesson he took right after hers. That’s all she needed, jerky
Hobbes Johnson to see her make a fool of herself. He was a
year or two older than she, thinner than the scarecrows
that stood in the cornfields, upper teeth protruding
slightly, dark hair unruly under his tennis cap. Nobody
wore a tennis cap, it was the dumbest thing in the world,
but it was just what you’d expect from him.

“Hi, Kath!” he called out, waving at her. She didn’t
answer. She hated being called Kath. No one called her
that except this toad. And he was too ignorant to realize
she was ignoring him, and smiled broadly at her.

She turned and waited for Coach Cameron to start
hitting balls to her, trying to get the feel of the new and
uncomfortable grip change. The first ball she hit into the
net. The second hit the ground in front of the net. She
could feel Hobbes’s eyes burrowing into her from behind.
She was humiliated. e

“Try squeezing the handle of the racquet as you make
impact,” called out Coach Cameron. Kathryn did, and hit
the ball wildly to the left. She tried again and missed it
entirely.

“I can’t do this!” she wailed, and threw down her
racquet. She’d have done anything to be allowed to stop
right there. But Coach Cameron wasn’t about to let her off
the hook. “You have five minutes left in your lesson,
Kathryn. And we’re going to use them. Now—keep your
eye on the ball.”

In the next five minutes, she managed to hit maybe ten
balls over the net. The others went wildly astray. By the
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time Coach Cameron called an end to it, Kathryn’s eyes
were beginning to sting with tears of frustration. She
couldn’t look at Hobbes. She walked toward her tennis
bag, eyes on the ground.

“Hobbes,” said Coach Cameron, ‘I have to go inside for
a few minutes. Maybe you could warm up with Kathryn?”’

“Sure,” Hobbes said agreeably, and Coach Cameron
walked away from them and toward the office of the tennis
facility. Kathryn kept her face down and opened her
racquet cover, sticking the racquet inside. Perspiration
dripped from her; she was hot and angry. She thought of
the cold juice waiting for her at home.

“Don’t you want to hit some?” asked Hobbes, the
disappointment in his voice not hidden.

“I hate this game,” said Kathryn emphatically. “I don’t
know why my parents want me to play it. It’s a waste of
time. I’d rather be playing Parrises Squares.”

“Your parents are traditionalists, like mine. That’s why
we live in the agricultﬁ?al"cb’ml‘rfﬁ'ni'ty. That’s why we go to
the school we do.”

Only Hobbes would use a word like ‘‘traditionalist,”
Kathryn thought. He was such a vulk that he didn’t realize
his grownup vocabulary sounded ridiculous. She began
stuffing her things into her tennis bag.

“I don’t see why that means I have to learn to play
tennis. It’s a ridiculous game.”

“I think it’s fun.”

“You can hit the ball across the net.”

“I couldn’t two years ago.”

She looked up at him. Hobbes played so well she’d
assumed it came naturally to him, like mathematics did to
her. “Really?”

“My first coach told me I should forget tennis and take
up hoverball.”

“Why didn’t you?”
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“I guess because he made me mad.”

This was surprising to her. Hobbes was such a quiet,
meek boy that the thought that he could get mad would
never have occurred to her.

“Coach Cameron makes me mad, too. But she makes me
feel like quitting.”

“Quitting is easy. I didn’t want to give old Epkowicz the
satisfaction.”

“I’'m telling my mother this was it. I'm not going through
this anymore.”

He regarded her solemnly. She felt uncomfortable under
his scrutiny, as though he were judging her: she was taking
the easy way out. Well, so what? If she never had to
experience the disgrace she had felt today, she’d gladly take
Hobbes Johnson’s censure instead. She batted an errant
lock of hair out of her eyes. :

“Well, so long, Hobbes. Have a good lesson.”

“If you’d ever like to hit some, let me know.”

“Sure.”

“Sometimes playing with kids your own age is better
than working with the coach.”

“You’re probably right.”

“How about tomorrow?’’

The thought of being seen playing tennis with Hobbes
Johnson was enough to make her toes curl under.

“I have piano tomorrow. And I have to help my mother
with something.”

His earnest eyes gazed at her. She realized that Hobbes
was accustomed to being rejected by his peers, and for a
brief moment she considered accepting his offer. But then
the vision of facing Emma North or Mary O’Connell and
admitting she’d spent time with him overwhelmed her.
“Sorry,” she mumbled, and picked up her bag and slung it
over her shoulder.

“Maybe another time,” he said mildly, and she nodded
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and walked away. What a terrible day this was turning
into.

It didn’t get better when she announced to her mother
that she was quitting tennis. Her mother was a tall,
gracious woman with curly brown hair—why did every-
body have better hair than she did?—rich blue eyes, and a
beautiful smile. When she was very young she used to do
whatever she could to make her mother smile, because her
face looked so happy when she did.

Her mother wasn’t smiling now. She sat in the breakfast
room, listening quietly as Kathryn poured out her woeful
tale. “I'm no good at it, and I hate it, and I’'m never going
to get better. ’'m not doing it any more. It was embarrass-
ing! Vulky Hobbes Johnson was there and I couldn’t even
hit the ball.”

“Please don’t call your friends vulky,” murmured her
mother.

“He’s not my friend. And it was horrible to have him see
me be humiliated.” She felt tears begin to sting her eyes
again as she relived the awful experience. “‘I want to play
Parrises Squares. I could be on the fourth-grade team, Mrs.
Matsumoto said so. But even if [ don’t get on the team, I'm
not going back to Coach Cameron, I don’t care what you
say!” The tears began spilling out of her eyes, and the pent-
up emotion of the day erupted, and she shuddered with
great sobs. T

Her dog, Bramble, a little wire-haired mutt, had been
sitting quietly nearby, and now he became alarmed and
came up to her, tail wagging, sticking his wet nose against
her leg.

Her mother regarded her pensively, then held out her
arms. “Come here, my angel.” ~—

Kathryn fled into her arms. There lay refuge; there lay
comfort. She had been rocked in her mother’s arms since
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she was born, and though she knew she was too old now,
she still loved the feeling of haven. There, on her mother’s
lap, she was safe from the world; tears were dried, feelings
were soothed, anxieties calmed. She was sure this would be
the end of tennis lessons. Bramble, too, seemed to feel the
crisis was over, and sat at the foot of the rocking chair,
gazing up at the two with big dark eyes.

Her mother rocked her, and stroked her hair, and wiped
her eyes, and murmured ‘“There, there,” the way she
always did. But when Kathryn was calm again, her mother
began talking.

“I know it’s hard to struggle with learning a new skill.
And no one likes to feel frustrated or humiliated. Anyone
would be upset by feelings like that.” Kathryn nodded.
“But not everything in life comes easily. Some things
require struggle. And if we don’t learn how to make that
kind of effort, we won’t be prepared to learn the difficult
lessons of life.”

With a sinking heart, Kathryn realized what her mother
was saying. “You’re not making me go back! I won’t doit! I
don’t care!”

But her mother kept talking, calmly and soothingly. “So
many things come easily to you, Kathryn. If we let you quit
everything that was difficuflt, you wouldn’t learn to work
for what you earn. You’d expect everything to be easy. And
life isn’t that way. What you must work to earn, you value
more. So it’s important that you not quit tennis. If you
have to work harder to learn to play—then you have to
work harder. It may not seem that way now, but you’ll be
very glad later on that we didn’t let you quit.”

Kathryn felt like crying all over again—it wasn’t fair!—
but suddenly the whoop and clatter of her sister Phoebe
rang through the house. She was coming home from her
play group; she carried artwork and crumbling cookies
and, as usual, exuded the energy of a hurricane.
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“Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, we baked cookies and I
did fingerpaints and clay and—"’ Phoebe came skidding to
a halt when she saw Kathryn on her mother’s lap. “I want
lap, too,” she announced firmly, and began crawling onto
Gretchen Janeway’s already crowded legs.

It isn’t fair, thought Kathryn. Phoebe wasn’t upset,
Phoebe wasn’t being forced to do something she hated,
Phoebe didn’t need comforting. Phoebe even had curly
hair! Why did she have to share? Kathryn felt misery begin
to envelop her completely, and she shid off onto the floor.

“I’'m going to my room,” she announced, and marched
away with Bramble toddling after her, hoping her mother
would be really, realT'T)rry she’d driven her away.

She shut the door of her room firmly—no one could
accuse her of slamming it, but it felt good to hear the
louder-than-usual snap as it closed—and threw herself on
the bed. Bramble immediately jumped up and snuggled
next to her, and Kathryn wrapped her arm around his
warm, woolly body. Tears continued to roll out of her eyes
as she indulged in her miserable feelings, and soon she felt
Bramble’s silky tongue licking the salty droplets. This was
almost as good as her mother’s lap. Bramble had been
lapping up her tears ever since he was a puppy, and
Kathryn was convinced he did it because he knew it made
her feel better (and not, as Daddy had suggested, because
he was attracted to the salty taste).

Daddy. Would he let her quit tennis? Kathryn pondered
that one for a minute, then dismissed it. She couldn’t
remember when Mommy and Daddy didn’t agree on
issues like these. Was that part of being traditionalists, too?

She looked around her room, which didn’t look like the
room of any of her friends. They had spare, minimally
furnished rooms with no evidence of clutter; Kathryn’s
was decorated in a style she knew was ancient: a white
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four- -poster bed with a ruffled flounce, lace curtains at the
window, shelves lined with stuffed animals. Her mother
had shown her pictures of rooms like that from centuries
ago; their whole house looked like an ancient heirloom
from the twenty-second century. She supposed that was
how “traditionalists’ decorated their houses.

The chlme of her desk console 1nterrupted her thoughts,
and she rolled over to see that it was an incoming message
from her friend Mary O’Connell. Kathryn wiped at her
eyes and ran her fingers through her hair; Mary was always
immaculate, and she didn’t want to appear mussed by
comparison. She pushed the control on the console, and
Mary’s cheerful face appeared on the screen.

“Kathryn, guess what?”’ bubbled Mary. She was a viva-
cious girl with huge brown eyes and satiny hair so blond it
was almost white. She looked as though she were about to
burst with some wonderful news, and indeed, without
waiting for Kathryn to make a guess, she barreled ahead.
“I’'m captain of the fourth-grade Parrises Squares team!”

This announcement hit Kathryn like a slap, and that
must have been apparent to Mary, because she looked
puzzled. “What’s the matter?”

Kathryn wasn’t going to-tell her that she was better at
Parrises Squares than anyone in the fourth grade, includ-
ing the boys, and that if anyone should be captain it should
be Kathryn Janeway. Instead, her voice rising once more
into a wail, she poured out her lament to her friend: “My
parents won’t /et me be on the team. I have to learn stupid
tennis instead! It’s not fair—we could be on the team
together!”

Mary was instantly sympathetic. “I don’t understand.
What do they have against Parrises Squares?”

“You won’t believe this—they think it’s too easy for
me.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”
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“And I have to keep taking tennis lessons because it’s
hard for me.”

Mary’s grave face stared out from the screen. “Your
parents do have some funny ideas sometimes.”

“Well, I'm going to show them. They can make me keep
taking tennis, but I don’t have to like it. And I’'m never
going to be any good at it. Sooner or later, they’ll see it’s a
waste of time.”

And having made that decision, Kathryn began to feel a
lot better. She reached down and scratched Bramble on the
tummy, his favorite place, and he rolled over on his back
in ecstasy.

But then Daddy came home with his amazing news, and
she forgot all about tennis.

She was going to take her first trip into space. Her first
ride on a shuttle. Her first visit to Mars Colony.

“I have to go next week,” Daddy explained to all of
them—her, Phoebe, and Mommy—as they sat around the
dinner table. Kathryn was only picking at her food, partly
from excitement and partly because she preferred repli-
cated food over the meals that her mother cooked with real
food. Why couldn’t they do things like other people?

“Starfleet’s sending a group to examine the colony’s
defense systems. It will take a couple of days and I thought
maybe it was time for Goldenbird to get a taste of
spaceflight.”

Kathryn’s heart hammered in her chest. A trip with
Daddy—and not just a trip but a visit to another planet!
She’d been dreaming of this since she’d been old enough to
realize that people could travel through the stars to other
worlds.

“I want to go, too!” yelped Phoebe. Kathryn’s head
whipped toward her instantly.
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“You can’t. You're too little.”

“Kathryn . . .” murmured her mother.

“Daddy, can 1? Can I go, too?” Phoebe’s impish face
looked imploringly at her father, blue eyes wide and
intense. She looked so pathetic that for a brief moment
Kathryn thought Daddy might actually say yes.

“I’m sorry, Phoebe, but Starfleet has rules. You’re a little
young.”

Phoebe’s eyes welled up with tears, and even Kathryn
felt sorry for her.

“Phoebe, you can use my padds while I'm gone. As long
as you’re careful.”

Now the blue eyes turned toward her, tears instantly
retreating. ‘I can?” Phoebe constantly badgered Kathryn
to use her padds, with their myriad games, stories, and
songs.

“That’s very thoughtful, Kathryn,” said her mother.

And it was. Ordinarily she wouldn’t let Phoebe within
ten meters of her things. But she could afford to be
generous tonight. She was going to Mars!

The transport to San Francisco was no different from
any other: a brief moment of disorientation as one’s vision
obscured, then a tingling sensation as different surround-
ings sparkled into clarity.

Kathryn and her father materialized on one of the
transporter pads of Starfleet Headquarters; waiting for
them was a small retinue, including an admiral, two
captains, and a lieutenant who stood deferentially behind
the others.

“Well, Edward,” said the admiral to her father, “whom
do we have here? A stowaway?”” He was a tall, florid man
with Irish red hair that didn’t quite look under control. His
smile was lopsided and cheerful.
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“A future cadet, I hope. Admiral Finnegan, may I
present my daughter, Kathryn.”

Kathryn knew how to behave in situations like this. She
approached the man, offered her hand, and said, “How do
you do?”

The older man smiled down at her. “I do very well,
beautiful lady. How about you?”

She blushed at his compliment. “Fine, thank you, sir.”
She was wearing a brand-new turquoise jumpsuit that her
mother had replicated for the occasion, and she imagined
that it resembled the uniforms worn by her father and the
others. She felt crisp and military.

“Captains Laurel and Dobrynin, Lieutenant Kashut,
Kathryn Janeway.” Kathryn shook hands with each of
them, solemnly and politely.

“Shall we?” Admiral Finnegan gestured again toward
the transporter pad. “Our shuttle is ready and we have a
pilot standing by.”

And once more they dematerialized, only to find them-
selves, seconds later, in the spacedock which orbited
Earth’s northern hemisphere.

Kathryn had never seen anything so astonishing.

It was huge, with cavernous hangars and dozens of
docking piers, cargo bays, and corridors. Windows to
space were everywhere, affording incredible views. Earth
swam below them, blue and cloud-shrouded, a stately orb.
that soared majestically in the starry heavens.

Kathryn had seen pictures, of course, but nothing had
prepared her for the sight of her planet from space. She
stood at one of the huge windows, staring at the jeweled
sphere, trying to figure out where Indiana was.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” She looked up to see her father
standing next to her. “I remember the first time I saw
Earth like that. I was about your age.”
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“Is that when you decided to join Starfleet?”

He smiled at her, gray eyes crinkling at the edges. “I
think I decided that before I was born.”

“Did you mean it when you told them I'd be a cadet
someday?”

“Only if that’s what you want.”

“It is, Daddy. More than anything.”

He put a hand on her shoulder and looked down at her
for a moment. He did that from time to time, and Kathryn
never knew what he was thinking.

“We’re ready to go now,” he said, and she took his hand
as they entered the shuttlebay.

Standing at stiff attention next to a Starfleet shuttle was
a cadet wearing the uniform of Starfleet Academy. He
looked very odd to Kathryn. His skin was a light golden
color, and his eyes were pale. She tried not to stare at him.
Admiral Finnegan nodded to the cadet as they entered the
shuttle.

“We have a very important young guest today, Mr. Data,
so make this flight nice and smooth.”

“Yes, sir,” replied the cadet. He had a gentle, soothing
voice. Kathryn looked up at him as she passed by, and this
time he didn’t look so strange. He had an air of imperturb-
ability that was appealing.

The group took their seats in the shuttle, and the cadet
boarded last. He began working the controls, and Kathryn
was reminded of her piano teacher, whose fingers roamed
so effortlessly and precisely over the keys.

“Shuttle Curie to docking control. Ready for pre-launch
sequencing.” The cadet’s voice was as confident and
poised as his demeanor.

“Control to Curie. Prelaunch sequencing under way.
You may proceed.”

The cadet continued his manipulation of the controls.
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The hatch closed, the shuttlebay decompressed, and the
small craft lifted smoothly off the deck, heading for the
giant doors which even now were gliding open.

“Shuttle Curie to docking control. Approaching portals.
Ready for egress.”

“Go ahead, Curie. Smooth sailing.”

Kathryn held her breath. It was a regal moment, en-
dowed with wonder and mystery. Gracefully, silently, the
vessel passed through the massive portals and into the inky
void of space.

Only the faint hum of the impulse engines broke a
silence that seemed almost holy. Kathryn sat with nose
pressed against a window, staring back as the spacedock
receded from view, growing smaller and smaller until she
could no longer see it. Earth was diminishing, too; soon it
was a small blue dot and finally only a circle of light.

Three hours later, Mars became a visible disk. Kathryn
stared as it grew larger and larger; the first discernible
feature she spotted on it was a whitish spot, almost like a
tiny star, twinkling at one edge of the disk.

“That’s the southern polar cap,” said Daddy, as though
reading her mind. “It’s always the first thing you notice on
Mars. Even though the planet’s been terraformed, the
southern polar cap is still frozen—but it’s mostly carbon
dioxide that’s frozen, not water.”

Kathryn searched her memory for her history lessons,
and wished she had given them as much time and attention
as she had science and mathematics. She vaguely remem-
bered reading about the colonization of Mars, but it had
struck her at the time as somewhat unremarkable. After
all, space travelers now flew to other systems, other sectors;
what was so amazing about a colony in one’s own plane-
tary system?

But as multi-hued Mars loomed in front of her, it
seemed extraordinary indeed. Patches of red were still
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visible on the planet—oxidized dust, which had given it
the nickname “‘the red planet” several centuries ago. But
now there were vast areas of blue and green, and wisps of
white water-vapor clouds hanging in the atmosphere. It
didn’t look like Earth, but it looked like a fertile, living
planet.

The transformation had been a massive undertaking,
made possible with help from the Vulcans, the first off-
world species to make contact with humans. That memo-
rable meeting had taken place in 2063, the year Zefram
Cochrane had launched the first warp flight and alerted the
spacefaring Vulcans that Earth was ready to take its place
in the interplanetary community.

Kathryn had studied all that in her history class. How
Cochrane’s revolutionary discovery had lifted Earth from
the chaos it had endured in the early part of the twenty-
first century, how the arrival of the Vulcans had forged an
alliance that carried Earth into a technological renaissance
that eventually resulted in the creation of such now-
familiar conveniences as replicators and transporters.

But the first great project was the colonization of Mars,
and she was not clear on the details. However, she was not
about to admit that to her father, and so she affected a
nonchalant attitude and informed him, “I know all about
that, Daddy. We studied it in school.”

And so there was no more discussion of Mars, even
though Kathryn would love to have heard the details.

Soon they docked at Utopia Planitia, the huge orbiting
space station that also served as a shipbuilding facility for
Starfleet, and then were transported into an operations
center on the surface. It was a large room full of
equipment—consoles, monitors, what seemed like thou-
sands of blinking colored lights—and people busy man-
ning that equipment. Kathryn was fascinated. She wanted
to stay in that room and try to figure out exactly what
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everyone was doing, what function all those blinking lights
served. But that was not to be.

“Mr. Data, would you please give our young guest a tour
of the colony? You’re familiar with the place, aren’t you?”
Kathryn noted that Admiral Finnegan’s Adam’s apple
bobbed up and down as he spoke.

“Indeed, sir. I completed an engineering honorarium
here a year ago. I am thoroughly familiar with the colony
and its environs.” The cadet turned to Kathryn. “I would
be pleased to act as your guide, Miss Janeway.”

Kathryn smiled inwardly at the man’s formality, but she
would never show her amusement—that would be impo-
lite. Solemnly she looked at him and said, “Thank you,
sir.”

Kathryn looked at Daddy, who was already moving off
with the others, heads together, in deep conversation. She
felt a momentary twinge of something she couldn’t identi-
fy as she saw him walking off. She was alone here, on
another planet, and Daddy was leaving her. She felt her
heart start to beat more quickly, and there was a funny
sensation in her stomach.

Then she heard the cadet’s quiet, placating voice.
“Strictly speaking, Miss Janeway, it is not necessary for
you to address me as ‘sir.” I do not outrank you, for you
have no Starfleet rank at all.”

“Then what should I call you?”’

“Data would be satisfactory.”

“Data?” Kathryn tried to find a polite way to phrase her
next question. “Is that a common name among your
species?”’

“I have no species. I am an artificial intelligence, and so
far as I know, the only one of my kind.”

Kathryn stared at him. She knew she was being rude, but
she could hardly believe her ears. “Are you saying . ..
you’re not real?”
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“I assure you I am quite real. However, I lack any true
biological component. I was constructed and then pro-
grammed.” And, to demonstrate, he snapped open a
portion of his wrist.

Kathryn almost jumped. Revealed under his skin—
skin?—was a mass of circuitry, a complex web of optical
fibers and blinking lights. She looked up at him, amazed,
and dozens of questions began flooding her mind.

“Who made you? And programmed you? Where did it
happen? How did you get into Starfleet Academy—"
Suddenly she stopped and covered her mouth. “I'm sorry.
I’m being too curious. Mommy says I have to be careful or
I might hurt people’s feelings.”

“I have no emotions which might be wounded, so you
may feel free to ask me any question you like. I shall be
happy to respond.”

And as they toured Mars Colony, Data began to tell her
about his unique origins. Within minutes, Kathryn had
lost her anxieties, and found that she was in fact comfort-
able asking him anything and everything, for he seemed to
know more than anyone she’d ever met, even Daddy.

“Terraforming Mars was a viable concept by the end of
the twentieth century,” he told her. “But all the theorizing
was done envisioning only“the technology that existed at
the time. No one ever imagined making contact with the
Vulcans, or what a technological breakthrough they would
help us establish.”

They were walking outside in a Martian atmosphere that
no longer required spacesuits or even O, concentrators to
breathe. Before them swept a vast plain studded with oak
trees—genetically engineered, to be sure, but recognizable
just the same—that grew to towering heights because of
the low Martian gravitational pull. Beyond that lay the
deceptively gentle slope that led to the top of Olympus
Mons, the highest point on Mars (and three times as high
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as Mount Everest, the highest point on Earth); it, too, was
covered with trees, though pines predominated at the
upper elevations. '

“Warming the planet was accomplished in a fraction of
the time twenty-first-century scientists had predicted. Wa-
ter and oxygen were liberated from the subterranean
duced into the terrain. This began the terraformlng pro-
cess. There were colonists living on Mars as early as 2103,
but they needed atmospheric suits in order to breathe
outside a biosphere. Not quite one hundred years after
that, Mars possessed a breathable atmosphere.”

They had approached a huge, man-made quarry that,
Kathryn noted, contained water. ““These are quarries left
by the first mining projects on Mars,” explained Data.
“The earliest colonists utilized local resources, mining the
elements to build habitable structures.”

Some of Kathryn’s history lesson came back to her.
“They mined something that helped them make con-
crete.

“Thls is correct. Basaltic regolith exists in large quanti-
ties on this planet. Refined and mixed with water, it forms
a crude concrete. This process was far more efficient than
trying to bring building materials from Earth.”

“Why is there water in the quarry now?”

“When the quarries were abandoned, they filled with
water from the underlying cave systems. Mars had quite a
wet beginning, you see; rivers, streams, and lava flows
carved caves just as they did on Earth.”

The pale being stared down into the clear water of the
quarries. “In summer these quarries are quite popular as
swimming sites.” He glanced down at his small charge.
“Although I am told that adults frown on children utilizing
them in that way, since they are not serviced by life-
guards.”
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HaRRY KIM WAS FASCINATED. FOR THE PAST TWO HOURS, THE
trail of burial markers had led the group from one site to
another, each one larger and more elaborate than the one
before. The arrangements of the flying creatures’ delicate
skeletons became more complex as they went, curves and
loops and spirals composed of the bleached white bones of
the beings who had once inhabited this place.

“What do you think it means, Lieutenant?” he asked
Tuvok. “It seems as though we’re being led somewhere—
somewhere important.”

Tuvok, he knew, was more concerned with reestablish-
ing contact with Voyager than with conjecturing about an
archaeological site. But Harry also knew that it wasn’t
unusual for an away team to lose temporary contact with
the ship, as there were many kinds of interference that
would cause trouble with the long-range comm system.
And he was too caught up in the present mystery to worry
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unduly about what was probably a routine mishap. He
waited until he had Tuvok’s attention.

“It may be,” the Vulcan mused, “that the eventual goal
will be what the inhabitants considered the most impor-
tant site—the grave of a leader or great dignitary, or
possibly the location of sacrificial offerings.”

Harry stared at the intricate grouping of skeletons that
lay before them, dozens of them laid out in a series of
concentric circles. Was it possible these magnificent crea-
tures had been sacrificed to some deity, living or imagined?
The thought gave him a chill, even though he knew
through his studies that many species—including his
own—had at one time performed such rituals.

Unbidden, the moment of sacrifice flashed through his
mind: a priestly knife held high, plunging, gouts of blood
spraying a feathered spasm, then stillness, great wings
forever closed. He shook his head to clear it of such
disturbing thoughts and began to search for the next blue
spire, the marker for the next site.

He couldn’t find it.

Perplexed, he turned toward Tuvok, who was also scan-
ning with both eyes and tricorder, his dark forehead
furrowed. “I don’t get it, sir,”” said Harry. “It doesn’t seem
like this should be the end of the line—there’s nothing
particularly special about this site.”

“Agreed, Ensign. It may be that the location of the final
site is hidden, protected in some way in order to provide a
defense against defiling or looting.”

Harry looked around. No clues presented themselves.
The green slime of the ground was unmarked; the flora
dense and solid. It was as though the trail simply ended.
And yet he knew there must be more. The trail had been so
clear, so explicit.

And then the thought struck him, like a spoken voice in
his mind: “For anyone on the ground.”
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The trail could be followed by anyone on the ground.
But these were beings capable of flight. The markers of the
final location might be visible only from the air.

“I’ve got it, sir,” he said excitedly. “There must be a
pattern that can be seen from the air, not the ground.”

Tuvok understood immediately. “That would be logical,
Ensign. Proceed with that hypothesis.”

“I'm going to enter the coordinates of every marker
we’ve encountered. The tricorder will able to extrapolate
an aerial view.”

Excited now, he plunged into the overgrown thatch of
the vegetation that surrounded them.

Jal Sittik emerged from the Kazon shuttle and moved
eagerly into the hot sunlight.

Today would be the day he would achieve greatness.

He took a deep breath, drawing warm air into his lungs,
feeling them expand and imagining they were drawing
power into his body—power that would, on this day, cause
him to achieve a great triumph: victory over the puny
Federations.

Jal Sittik put his hands on his hips and faced into the
sun, filling his lungs with strength, summoning his virility
so that his men could look on him and derive strength
from him, and bless their good fortune in being part of his
great destiny.

He knew that he struck a fine figure for his men to
witness. The adornments in his hair were impressive: for
each of his kills, he had woven a Behrni stone into a lock of
hair. By now, his head was crowned with a mass of the
veined green stones. After today, there would be more.

He thought of the glory that would soon be his as his
eyes scanned the strange, alien landscape. His Maje would
reward him handsomely. He would sit at the right side of
his leader, whispering into his ear, counseling him on
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matters of battle and intrigue. Other men would envy him,
jealous of his strength and courage, and would urge their
sons to emulate him.

And, finally, he would erase the humiliating—and com-
pletely unwarranted—stigma that had attached itself to
him following an ugly little encounter with the Nistrim.
Memory of the incident still burned within him, like a
burning coal that retains heat, able to sear flesh for hours.

How could he be faulted because a young man took
foolish risks in order to earn a name? He was a warrior, not
a nursemaid. And if young Hekkar chose to make what
amounted to a suicide run on a Nistrim encampment, how
could Jal Sittik be held responsible?

Maje Dut, however, saw the incident differently. Sittik
had been severely treated, held in chains for two weeks; the
wounds to his wrists and ankles were just healing, and he
would carry the scars forever. Proudly, of course.

He was certain some members of his squad had given
the Maje a flawed report of the incident. Miskk, for one,
could be counted on to color the story so that Sittik would
emerge in the worst possible light. Miskk was a sycophant,
shamelessly willing to exploit the fact that young Hekkar
was the Maje’s nephew and that his death would under-
standably leave the irascible Dut in a vengeful fury. Miskk
would learn that betraying Jal Sittik was a grievous mis-
take.

For today he would erase the memory of that prior
mishap and replace it with triumph. Maje Dut would
embrace him once more. Women would ache for his
recognition. They would parade before him, dressed in
provocative gowns, oiling and scenting themselves in their
efforts to arouse him, desperate to be chosen by Jal Sittik.

But he would take his time. He would drive them into a
frenzy of display by not responding to them. He would toy
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with them, pretending disdain, until they went to greater
and greater lengths to capture his attention.

By the time he made his selection, there would be
nothing the chosen woman would not do for him.

Sittik surveyed his men. They were edgy and keen for
battle; he had whipped them to a furor of blood lust, and
they were eager to enjoin the enemy. Several were young
men who had not yet earned their names; they were
particularly eager to distinguish themselves, preferably
through killing their adversaries with their bare hands.

Power rippled through his veins; he could feel it, a
palpable energy that was both mastery and desire. Erotic
stirrings coalesced with the anticipation of combat, a
potent narcotic that made him heady with anticipation.

“Today!”” he shouted to his men, a promise of victory,
and was rewarded with their resounding war cry. Was
there anything more glorious, he wondered, than the
comradeship of fellow warriors at the moment of battle?

Then he struck out across the overgrown terrain, confi-
dent and eager.

Neelix had been successful in discovering any number of
edible plants—tubers, fruits, and vegetables—that could
be harvested and that showed no toxicity after tricorder
scans. There was an entire grove of a spicy red fruit that
was shaped like a sphere, had a pleasant, crunchy texture,
and appeared abundant in nutritional elements. The grove
was deep and thick, the gnarled trunks and thick leafy
canopy shutting out almost all light. Nate LeFevre stood
next to him, peering into the gloom.

“The fruit might not be good in there,” the rangy,
redheaded crewman said. “No light’s getting in. I doubt
the fruit would ripen.”

“No matter,” replied Neelix. ‘“We’ll harvest what we can
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from the periphery, then move into the interior. If the
fruit’s no good, we don’t have to pick it.”

“I’d like to get as much as we can,” proffered LeFevre.
“That’s the best food I’ve eaten in a long time.”

Neelix sniffed. He couldn’t understand the culinary
preferences of humans. Leola root, prized everywhere as a
rare delicacy, went unappreciated by Voyager’s crew. And
this new fruit, while perfectly acceptable, seemed ordinary
to Neelix. There was no accounting for taste.

The group of ten had seemingly gotten over their initial
disappointment in not going with the archaeological
group, and were collecting the foodstuffs earnestly, talking
and laughing with irrepressible good spirits. Greta Kale
was energetic and good-humored; she set a standard for
the others, and Neelix was grateful for her presence.

He was scanning the fruit grove aimlessly, wondering if
there was any purpose in moving into its dark depths,
when he noticed something disconcerting. On the tricorder
there were ever-so-faint but unmistakable life signs ema-
nating from within the grove—an animal species, from
first indications. They might be harmless, but it was one
more argument against venturing into the dark and fore-
bodmg forest. #

He turned to tell the others to start collecting the fruit
when he detected yet another life-sign reading—this one
far more disturbing. He hit his commbadge.

“Neelix to Tuvok.”

“I’'m here, Neelix.”

“I’'m reading humanoids on the planet. A sizable group,
no more than two kilometers from here, and moving
toward us.”

“I read them, also.”

“Perhaps we should return to Voyager to be on the safe
side.”
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“That would be the prudent course. But we have lost
communication with the ship.”

This was disquieting. Was there damage to the comm
system? Or did the humanoid presence on the planet
indicate that Voyager was under attack? Neelix hoped
Tuvok had been thinking of the problem and already had a
plan in mind. He was not disappointed. ‘

“Mr. Neelix, do you have a fix on our location? I believe
we should unite our groups.”

“I have your coordinates, but we’ll be taking an indirect
route. A direct line to you would take us through a thick
grove of trees I'd prefer not to wade through.”

“Understood. Bring your group around it.”

And that’s what Neelix intended to do. But almost as
soon as the group had been collected and given their
orders, that possibility was snatched from them. Ensign
Kale moved toward him, freckles standing out on her pale
face.

“Mr. Neelix, my readings show that if we move in an
easterly direction around the trees, we’ll run into a deep
ravine. It’d be pretty tough to get across—maybe impossi-
ble. If we go in a westerly direction we’d be moving directly
into the path of the humanoids.”

Hesitating before making a decision, Neelix scanned in
the direction of the humanoids once more, didn’t like what
he saw, and checked his readings again. Now the life signs
could be read clearly: they were Kazon, and they were
moving quickly. Neelix stared into the tenebrous depths of
the copse of trees, ominous and foreboding. He pointed.
“This way,” he said, and instantly trotted into the murky,
tangled corridor of trees before he could think better of it.
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KATHRYN RACED THROUGH THE HERB FIELDS, HEART POUNDING
and lungs burning. How could she have lost track of the
time? One minute the morning had been fresh and cool,
sun low in the sky and dew still clinging to the herb
gardens. What seemed like minutes later the sun was
overhead and beating mercilessly down; hours had gone by
and now she had only minutes to get ready and meet the
team at the transport site.

She clutched the padd in her hand as she ran. That’s
what had betrayed her, of course. She’d gone out to her
favorite study spot, a hilly knoll between herb fields, with a
willow tree that cast delicate shadows on the ground
below. Kathryn had climbed the tree several years ago,
when she was nine, and discovered a comfortable “chair”
of tree limbs, against which she could sprawl comfortably
and read, study, or just daydream.

She loved the tree. If she was troubled, she came to it. If
she was faced with a problem, an hour in the tree fre-
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quently provided the solution. If she faced a difficult test in
school, the leafy bough of the tree provided a tranquillity
that cleared the mind and made study efliciently easy.

She’d come there early this morning because she was
determined to understand the derivation of the distance
formula. She was convinced that if she did, Daddy would
be so proud of her that he’d spend more time at home,
more time with her, the way he used to when she was little.

She didn’t know what had happened lately, why Daddy
had to be away from home so much. It used to be that he
would transport to Starfleet Headquarters once or twice a
week, staying at home the rest of the time to work. But
something was going on; she had sensed it about a year
ago, when Daddy began to transport to San Francisco
almost every day. Occasionally she heard him talking with
Mommy, and she had heard him mention a species called
Cardassians. And when he talked about them, he seemed
very worried.

He began staying in San Francisco for days at a time,
then weeks at a time. It had been a month since she’d seen
him, but he was going to be back tonight. She desperately
wanted to show him she could derive the distance formula,
and watch his face light up as he realized what she’d been
able to do.

Finding the numerical value of the distance between two
points was simple, of course: just plug the Cartesian
coordinates of the two points into the padd and it would
give you the distance.

The hard part was to find the formula that would apply
to any pair of coordinates. That was the kind of thinking
Daddy expected of her. But in spite of hours of working
the problem, coming at it from every angle she could think
of, the solution remained elusive. And then she looked up
and realized how late it was.

She burst onto the patio of her house, right by a startled
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Mom and Phoebe, and past Bramble, who rose immedi-
ately to run after her, through the door and into the
breakfast room, down the hall to her room. She slammed
the door open and began stripping off her clothes, reaching
at the same time for the uniform on her bed. Haste made
her hands clumsy, and she stamped her feet in frustration;
under her breath she said one of the words that weren’t
supposed to be said except at times of great distress. Pants
were on, then shirt and jacket, shoes. She glanced in the
mirror and saw that she looked frazzled and unkempt.
There was no time to do anything with her hair, so she ran
her fingers through the fine, reddish brown locks and
watched them lie limp on her head, damp from perspira-
tion.

Habit made her reach for the cylinder of sun protector;
she tapped the lever that opened the dispenser at the top of
the cylinder—

—and screamed as something leapt out of the cylinder,
something long and serpentine, springing up and at her in
an explosion of energy. Her heart raced in shock and her
stomach knotted as she stumbled backward, tumblmg
back and catching herself awkwardly on one wrist.

And then she heard Phoebe giggling.

She looked and saw her eight-year-old sister standing in
the doorway, hands cupped over her mouth, unable to
choke back the giggles that erupted from her. Kathryn
stared at her, then looked over to see the thing that had
erupted from the cylinder. It was a long coil of polymer
that had been jammed down into the container of sun
protector—the one thing Phoebe knew she would never
leave for a game without using. She stared at her sister,
trying to understand this cruel betrayal.

“It isn’t funny!” she yelled. But that only made Phoebe
laugh harder.

Kathryn turned and grabbed her bag, brushed past her
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sister at the door, and ran outside toward her hovercycle.
She had only minutes to get to the school transport site;
she was frantic, unprepared, and furious. And in that state
she would have to function as captain of her tennis team.

Kathryn and her team materialized on the transport pad
of the Academy Institute’s athletic department. Like all
the Institute’s facilities, the transporter site was sleek and
pristine, a cool, blue-gray room, spare and unadorned. An
Institute cadet manned the console, and like all the others,
she was (it seemed to Kathryn) faintly condescending.

Kathryn had wanted to attend the Institute. Each state
had such a school geared for a pre-Starfleet Academy
curriculum, and created to channel the best and the
brightest right to San Francisco. Kathryn could easily have
qualified, but her parents had instead chosen The Mead-
ows for her and Phoebe. They believed the Institute
provided too narrow a curriculum for young people, and
preferred the more liberal, wide-ranging philosophy of The
Meadows, which emphasized creative experiences and
physical conditioning along with academics. Its goal was to
produced well-rounded young people, rather than super-
stars of select disciplines.

Kathryn would have been much happier at the Institute.
She wouldn’t have had to take such pointless, traditional
studies as piano, ballet, and cooking. Cooking, for heaven’s
sake! Who would ever need to know how to cook? She
could have concentrated on mathematics instead.

She and her six teammates stepped off the pad; the
uniformed, female cadet barely inclined her head toward
them. Students from The Meadows were considered some-
what odd, generally undisciplined, and most definitely
inferior. Kathryn made an inner decision to return to the
transport site victorious, and make sure the condescending
cadet knew it.
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The seven team members carried their tennis bags
toward the Institute’s beautifully landscaped courts. The
school was an immaculately groomed facility, with rich
green lawns and precisely planted shrubbery surrounding
low, sleek classrooms. Kathryn always felt ambivalent
about b belng on the grounds; on the one hand she loved the
ordered neatness of the place and felt comfortable there—
as though she belonged—but this was offset by resentment
that she wasn’t a permanent student there, and had to
endure the cluttered atmosphere of The Meadows, whose

Qrawlmg grounds lacked both symmetry and organiza-
tion.

Heat waves rose from the ground, and billowing white
clouds hung heavily in the sky. The air was damp and
close; it would rain before nightfall. These weren’t opti-
mum conditions for playing a grueling tennis match, and
Kathryn had no doubt that today’s would be grueling.

She had played her rival before. Her name was Shalarik,
a Vulcan exchange student whose imperturbable demea-
_nor on the court was unsettling. But she was attackable,
“and if she was broken early, her tightly controlled emo-
tions became an obstacle, because she was unable to use
her feelings to generate momentum.

Kathryn’s advantages lay in her head. She could analyze
an opponent’s game with mathematical precision, then
devise countermeasures to thwart and frustrate the adver-

sary on the other side of the net. That tactical capacity was
what had made tennis tolerable, and gradually turned it
into a challenge that she had determined to conquer. Her
backhand was the first stroke to solidify, and it became a
formidable weapon. She loved the feel of it, the coiling of
her body, knees bent deeply, the drive forward as she
uncoiled and whacked the stuffing out of the ball. It gave
her an intoxicating sense of power. Two years later, she was
captain of the team.
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Strategy was key today. If she could keep pressure on
Shalarik, hitting deep to the baseline, punishing her with
the powerful backhand, trying to force a short ball so she
could come to the net, she could win. And at least she
would greet Daddy tonight with a victory to report.

Four hours later she was crawling through a muddy field,
sobbing uncontrollably, soaked to the skin from a pound-
ing thunderstorm. Wind whipped at her, driving stinging
rain into her face, and her throat ached from the harsh
sobs that racked her.

It had been humiliating.

From the beginning of her match, nothing had gone
right. She was unfocused and erratic. Her stamina was low
(probably as a result of her two-mile run through the herb
fields) and she tired early. Shalarik’s controlled, precise
shots were unerring; she kept Kathryn off balance all
afternoon. No strategy Kathryn tried was successful, and
the Vulcan broke her serve immediately and then just kept
winning.

Kathryn won only one game in the entire match, which
ended 6-1, 6-0. Her loss allowed the Institute team to win
the match and the season. She had let everybody down.

Her teammates had tried to f:onsole her, but she was
beyond solace. She refused to go to the transport site—
walk by that snotty cadet?—and instead struck out, walk-
ing, determined to hike the entire twenty miles back to
school, punishing herself for this intolerable defeat.

The storm burst only minutes after she started out.
There had been a quickening of the breeze, a sudden drop
in temperature, and then the first crack of thunder fol-
lowed only seconds later by lightning. So close so quickly!
The noise was unnerving, and she stepped up her pace.

But only minutes later the clouds burst open and depos-
ited their abundant load into the wind-whipped atmos-
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phere, and almost immediately Kathryn was drenched and
the ground beneath her had turned to soup.

She slogged on, legs covered in mud, mud sucking at her
shoes and creeping in to coat her feet. The rain lashed at
her even harder, and the wind almost hammered her off
her feet. She had to lean into the wind, head down, driving
forward with all her strength.

Tears began to sting her eyes, and then they poured
freely, mixing with cold rain; great sobs began to rack her.
Never in her life had she been more miserable. And yet the
very misery was soothing; she deserved to be miserable
after today.

Somewhere in the distance, she saw the faint lights of a
hovercraft. It shouldn’t be out in this storm, she knew;
hovercraft were at risk in storms. Whoever it was was
probably looking for cover.

Then she realized how dark it had become. The wind
had died down a little, and the thunder seemed to be
moving on, but there was still a steady downpour. And it
was night. Kathryn reached automatically for her bicorder,
which would give her bearings, then remembered that she
was in her tennis uniform. She stopped, turning around in
the rainy darkness, and realized she had lost her sense of
direction. No stars were visible, no distinctive landmarks
stood out. She could make out fields, and rolling hills, and
a wooded area, but which way was home?

Her tears dried up as her mind went into gear. What
should she do? Stay put, that’s what. She’d always been
told that if she was lost she shouldn’t wander. Sit down and
stay there.

The rain was diminishing. She put her tennis bag on the
‘mucky ground, sat down next to it, and then laid her head
on the bag, an impromptu pillow. She could sleep right
here, and tomorrow when the sun came up she would find
her way home. She realized she was exhausted. She closed
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her eyes, and her mind drifted to analytic geometry and
the distance formula. She felt drained of energy and
emotion, and her mind became still and calm. And as soon
as she stopped trying so hard to get it, the solution
immediately became apparent to her.

It lay in antiquity. Nearly three thousand years ago, a
visionary mathematician named Pythagoras had devel-
oped a theorem that related the sides of a right triangle to
the length of the hypotenuse—the distance between two
end points. With sudden, vivid insight, Kathryn realized
that this was the solution to the derivation of the distance
formula.

And then her father lifted her up.

She felt his strong arms grip her, pulling her to him, his
handsome, sturdy face etched with concern and relief.
Kathryn smiled at him and relaxed into the journey, safe
in his arms until he had put her into the hovercraft and
wrapped her in a blanket.

“I saw lights,” she murmured, still drowsy. “Was that
you? You shouldn’t be out in a storm.”

“You were out here, Kathryn. I had to find you.”

“I’m sorry, Daddy.”

“What were you thinking?”

“I lost my match. I didn’t deserve to come home with
the others.” She felt his eyes turn to her, and he was quiet
for a moment. “But guess what?” she went on. “I figured
out how to derive the distance formula. It’s the Pythagore-
an theorem, isn’t it?”

She heard him chuckle. “You’re a funny little bird, you
know.” He eyed her mud-splattered body. “Tonight you’re
a blackbird.” There was a silence, and then he looked over
at her. “Kathryn, I want you to promise me you’ll never do
anything like this again. We were all worried sick about
you.”

“I promise, Daddy.” She waited for him to praise her for
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figuring out the distance formula, but he didn’t talk about
anything except how frightened they’d been. When they
got home, her mother put her in the sonic shower and then
tucked her into bed with hot soup, but Daddy had gone to
his office and didn’t even come out to say good night.

Under the warm covers, sipping hot soup, Kathryn was
nonetheless ice cold. Her heart felt like stone. Daddy
didn’t even care that she had derived the formula. She was
more miserable than she had been lying in the cold mud
with the rain pouring down on her.
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THE CAPTIVE LAY ON THE TABLE, EYES GRADUALLY LOSING A
struggle to stay open as the narcotic had its inevitable
effect on his system. It had proven necessary to keep the
prisoner under almost constant sedation, a situation
Trakis, the Trabe physician, regretted because he was
uncertain as to the ultimate effect of such high levels of
drugs on this alien being.

However, unless he was narcotized, the captive had
demonstrated an alarming unwillingness to cooperate with
Trakis’ examinations. Perhaps all members of this species
were similarly truculent, or perhaps this one was particu-
larly fierce, but Trakis had no intention of coming to
bodily harm in order to aid the Kazon-Vistik in their vain
quest for control of the sector.

A noise startled him as the door to the ship’s laboratory
opened, and Nimmet entered, swaggering slightly, as al-
ways, adopting an air of lofty condescension intended to
make Trakis feel insignificant.
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Would it matter, wondered Trakis, if Nimmet knew that
his posturing had quite the opposite effect: made Trakis
feel decidedly superior to this preening toady Kazon, who
rendered himself ridiculous with his mannered arrogance?

Nimmet was his Control. He had been assigned to
Trakis soon after the physician had been abducted from
the Trabe outpost on Slngsnd and brought to the Kazon
ship. Trakis was not the only Trabe on board, but he was
the only physician. The smug but foolish Vistik hadn’t
even bothered to abduct a physician until they had a
specific purpose—as though they had no need of regular
medical examinations themselves. Pride would be their
undoing, Trakis reflected.

“Well?” Nimmet all but barked the question. Trakis
turned to look disdainfully at him.

“You have eyes. You can see. I've done nothing more.”

Nimmet’s eyes flared. Trakis knew he became furious
when treated with such disrespect, but he also knew
Nimmet couldn’t retaliate: Trakis was necessary to their
mission and couldn’t be harmed until it was completed.

Afterward, of course, was a different story, but Trakis
was already laying his plans for escape before he became
expendable. -

Nimmet advanced toward him, narrowing his eyes to
slits and adopting his most menacing growl. “Why not?
Maje Dut is waiting for your report.”

“The Maje will have to wait. I cannot do these proce-
dures any faster than they can be done.”

“Do you know what the Maje would say if I told him
that?”

“He would explode in a tirade of fury, threaten to cut off
my fingers, and then realize he has no choice but to let me
proceed as best I can.”

Nimmet then tried to squeeze his eyes into even narrow-
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er slits as though that would intimidate Trakis, but the
physician knew how to respond to this posturing. He
turned his back and approached the captive, now uncon-
scious on the table.

“I can perform the examination now,” said the physi-
cian matter-of-factly. He was busily keying controls at a
large console, quickly scrolling through blocks of data.
“Although with this outmoded equipment I can’t guaran-
tee the accuracy.”

“That is equipment the Trabe constructed,” Nimmet
reminded him, still trying to get the upper hand in the
relationship.

“Over a quarter of a century ago. The Kazon have
simply driven our technology into the ground—no up-
grades, no innovations, no advances whatsoever. It’s a
wonder these ships still fly.”

“Our engineers have maintained them expertly. As they
have the medical equipment. Do not try to excuse your
own ineptness by blaming the technology.”

Trakis turned slowly to face him. His voice was calm,
almost pleasant, as he said, “Perhaps you would prefer one
of your own physicians to attend to this matter.”

Nimmet flushed. The Kazon had no healers, at least
none that didn’t do more harm than good. He gestured
toward the captive. “Hurry up and do what you must
before he wakes up again.”

Trakis turned back to his console and began reciting in a
near-monotone: “The specimen is approximately one half
meter in length and possesses the familiar tripartite con-
struction of parasectoid species: there is a head, birax, and
abdomen; the exoskeleton is hard-shelled. There are two
sets of wings—durable forewings that resemble the alytron
of similar species, and more delicate hind wings folded
underneath. Two antennae and four mandibles are present.
The head presents an elongated snout with biting jaws.
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There are three compound eyes. The underbelly is soft and
is green mottled with black.

“The respiratory system is unique; it is clearly con-
structed for air-breathing but there are adaptations which
permit it to exist in various environments. There is an
unusual fluid circulating throughout the creature’s body,
similar in some respects to lymphatic fluid, but possessing
superconducting electrical and magnetic properties.”

As he spoke, he was aware that Nimmet barely listened.
The Kazon didn’t understand this medical jargon, didn’t
care about it, didn’t want to be trapped in the bowels of the
ship serving as Control to a physician. And it was this
indifference that Trakis intended to exploit when the time
came.

Neelix and his group had moved quickly into the gloomy
grove of trees, but they were soon forced to slow down. The
undergrowth was thick and tangled, ripping at faces,
hands, uniforms, and hair. It was so dark they had to turn
on their wrist beacons, and even then the beams of light
seemed to get swallowed in the fetid darkness.

The odor was cloying, a rancid dampness with the

went briefly to the reading of life-forms he had detected
earlier, but he thrust those thoughts out of his mind. They
had to get through this dense thicket and unite with Tuvok
before the Kazon found them. What followed them was far
more threatening than what might lie ahead.

They moved deeper into the copse, the undergrowth
thicker all the time, the putrid stench more intense. Neelix
turned around to check on the group.

“Everybody present and accounted for?”’ he queried
cheerfully.

“We’re here, Mr. Neelix.” Ensign Kale’s voice drifted
from the back of the group.
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Neelix turned around again to see what seemed to be an
impenetrable obstacle—a solid wall of brush and thicket.
Neelix played his beacon around it, looking for a gap, at
first inding nothing. Then, at the very bottom, he discov-
ered what looked like a small burrow, a hole that showed
evidence of broken branches and so was probably a route
that had been used before, probably by some kind of
animal. Neelix knelt down and shined his beacon into the
hole; it seemed to tunnel through the underbrush for quite
a distance. It might take them all the way to the other side.

But that would require a squirming journey on one’s
belly, inching through the moist, decaying carpet of the
forest, into a thick darkness that could conceal —anything.
He turned back to the group.

“This looks like the only way through.”

The young faces looked at the uninviting tunnel without
enthusiasm. No one was eager to crawl into that gamy,
sour-smelling burrow, and they all seemed to be trying to
come up with another option. But LeFevre wiped out that
line of thinking. “Kazon ... they’ve reached the clear-
ing.”

That meant they’d be moving into the thicket in min-
utes. Neelix and his group had no choice. They had to try
the tunnel.

Neelix took a breath and tried to sound confident. I
think this will take us right through,” he said, smiling
optimistically, then dropped to his knees and plunged into
the jagged opening that might or might not lead them to
safety.

Immediately, he began to regret it. They could have
taken a stand and fought the Kazon, instead of crawling
like insects through this fetid passageway. Brambles
snagged at his hair, and he couldn’t see a foot ahead. It was
moist and hot in there; a dank steam rose from the
decaying sludge and the stench was worse than ever. He
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forced himself to think of Kes, her delicate beauty and her
gentle touch, and it helped him to stave off the queasiness
he was feeling from being trapped in this hot, smelly
enclosure.

He put his hand down in a pile of slime that seemed to
be a mixture of fur, bone, and runny gelatin. He didn’t
want to think what it might once have been. He concen-
trated on moving steadily forward, inch by reeking inch,
hearing behind him the crew, gamely following his lead.

He heard a soft, chafing sound, as though heavy rope
were being pulled along the ground, and he turned quickly,
shining his beacon into the impenetrable undergrowth. He
had a brief impression of slitted eves that disappeared as
the light hit them. Even though he was sweating in the hot,
foul air, he was suddenly chilled to the bone. He stepped
up his pace.

Eventually, the narrow confines of the tunnel seemed to
widen, and soon he was able to crawl without nasty thistles
ripping his face and hands. The air seemed slightly cooler.
Then he was able to lift his head up, and finally to get to his
hands and knees and eventually to stand upright. The
tunnel had given way to a wide, canopied passageway, even
more spacious than the ong they had first entered. Neelix
felt like breathing deeply for the first time since they had
penetrated this uninviting forest; he turned as the others
began emerging from the tunnel, grateful and gasping.

When the last one had crawled free, Neelix lifted his
phaser. “Kale, LeFevre, Hutchinson, train your phasers on
that thicket. We can make it a little tougher for the Kazon
to follow us.” Phaser fire collapsed the tunnel. and Neelix
smiled to think of the Kazon trving to find their way out of
the rancid tunnel.

Ahead less than half a kilometer they could see a small
flash of sunlight—the end of the trek through the dense

copse of trees and overgrowth. Tuv ok’s group was bevond,
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just minutes away now. Neelix waved the group forward
and, with a lighter step, they made their way toward the
glint of light.

Then something began dropping from the trees.

Neelix sensed, rather than felt, a heavy weight plummet
through the air behind him, barely brushing the back of his
head and then thudding onto the ground. Puzzled, he
turned around in time to see a dark coil enclosing
LeFevre’s shoulders, heard LeFevre’s sudden gasp and
then a strangled cry of distress. Neelix had time to register
only a dark, serpentine shape before he realized more of
them were dropping from the trees, directly onto the
hapless crew, hissing fiercely, an awful, caustic sound that
heightened the terror of the sudden attack.

And the smell was dreadful. These creatures were the
source of the putrefying odor they’d been smelling since
they entered the forest, and the viscous fluid that they
extruded from long, tubular snouts was a miasma of death
and decay. Neelix felt his  gorge rise, and he fought a wave
of nausea.

He saw LeFevre struggling against tightening coils,
hands groping desperately to find the long head that darted
just out of his reach. Neelix lifted his phaser, afraid he’d
hit LeFevre if he used it. The young man made a strangled
cry of pain, and Neelix realized the reptile had encircled
him and was crushing his ribs.

The tubelike head of the creature swung into Neelix’
vision; ancient, glittering eyes caught his briefly, before
Neelix pointed the phaser and blasted directly into those
unblinking bronze slits.

There was a thrashing as the serpent’s head was flung
backward, and then it went limp, coils relaxing and falling
away from LeFevre, who gasped for air, drawing in great
sucking lungfuls as he pulled the now-flaccid body of the
huge reptile from his torso.
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Neelix looked up to see the others in similar struggles; a
desperate, feral dance was being performed in the dark
passageway as the crew wrestled with their hissing attack-
ers. Those who weren’t entwined tried to rescue their
comrades by phasering the heads of the serpents, but the
beasts were deft and agile and getting a target was difficult.

Neelix spotted Greta Kale sagging in the crushing em-
brace of mottled coils. He started to sprint toward her,
then suddenly felt a pressure on his ankle; looking down,
he saw a snaky coil wrapped around his leg and a foot-long
snout moving toward his head. He fired blindly, missed,
saw the coil envelop his leg and begin to tighten, felt his leg
go numb immediately, looked for the elongated head,
which was bobbing and weaving, fired again and hit the
mark, saw the tubed head drop heavily to the ground, and
felt his leg regain feeling.

He turned to Greta, who was already turning blue, eyes
popped wide. He couldn’t isolate the serpent’s head; in
desperation he put the phaser tip directly against the
reptilian body and fired.

The serpent exploded.

A stream of matter and fluid sprayed Neelix, who threw
up his hands to ward off gouts of tissue and cartilage. Bits
of bone stuck to his face and hair, but Ensign Kale was
released, and he could hear her ragged, shallow breathing
once more. She moaned, and Neelix guessed she had
broken ribs.

Glancing around, he saw that the situation seemed
under control: serpents lay dazed or writhing on the
ground, and all the crew were standing, some bent over,
drawing grateful breaths of air, others warily eyeing the
huge coiled reptiles on the ground and scanning the trees
for more of the vicious animals.

They weren’t, strictly speaking, snakes. On their dark,
mottled bodies were a series of small leglike appendages,

79



JERI TAYLOR

which would serve to give them traction on the ground and
a better grip on their victims. Their long snouts could
spread wide to ingest prey far larger than they. All in all,
they were perfectly hideous creatures.

Neelix shuddered slightly, grateful for Starfleet’s power-
ful phasers. He wasn’t sure his would have had the same
effect.

He motioned for someone to help him with Greta; they
hoisted her between them and hurried toward the light that
beckoned to them from the end of the passageway with a
comforting golden glow. It seemed to promise safety.

Tuvok scanned once again: Neelix and his group were
nearing his location; the Kazon were behind them and
moving steadily. It was imperative they find cover.

He turned to eye the members of his squad, who were
investigating the terrain for some kind of protection
against the Kazon. It did not look promising. There was no
high ground to hold, no cover except the woods through
which Neelix was now proceeding. Tuvok disliked the
prospect of a ground battle with the Kazon without some
tactical advantage, but at the moment he saw none.

He turned to see Ensign Kim scanning the ground
intently. The young man had been trying to discern a
pattern of some kind that could be seen from the air and
that might mark the location of a protected tomb or tombs;
before they had realized the Kazon were on the planet Kim
believed he had identified such a pattern. But that search
had stopped as soon as the dangerous intruders had been
identified. Now everyone was scanning for caves, which
might provide protection.

“Lieutenant Tuvok!” Kim’s voice rang through the air.
“I’ve found something!”

Tuvok turned to see Harry standing about fifty meters
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away, waving at him. Then the young man abruptly
disappeared.

Tuvok was on the run instantly, plunging through the
brushy weedbed. As he neared the spot where Kim had
disappeared, he could hear the young ensign calling to
him.

“This 1s it, Lieutenant—this is it!”’

As Tuvok approached, he realized that a circle of earth
had collapsed, not haphazardly, but symmetrically, as
though triangular quarters of the circle had given way from
the center. A series of gentle ramps was formed, which
Tuvok now descended carefully to join Kim, who was
standing at the conflux of the triangles, which had depos-
ited him in the center of a huge and cavernous under-
ground vault.

“This must be the tomby We can use it to take cover.”

“Quite right, Mr. Kim. PH get the others.”

Tuvok climbed to the surface once more and hit his
commbadge. “Tuvok to all hands. Regroup immediately.”

At that moment, he saw Neelix and his group emerging
from the forest. He could tell they had wounded among
them, and Kes was already on her way to give aid. They
were a motley-looking grofip, hair full of twigs and leaves,
uniforms covered with mud and slime, faces bloody. A few
were limping; Ensign Kale was carried by Neelix and
LeFevre; all bore the signs of trauma. What had they
endured?

“This way, Mr. Neelix. We’ve found cover.” The
Talaxian gave him a wan smile and herded his group
toward Tuvok. Kes was scanning Ensign Kale, assessing
her condition.

“We’ve had quite an adventure, Mr. Vulcan,” Neelix
began. “I’'m sure you’ll want to hear all about it—as soon
as we’ve taken cover, of course.”
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“Of course.” Tuvok did not look forward to another of
Neelix’ endless discourses. The Talaxian had somehow
gotten the impression that Tuvok looked forward to hear-
ing him describe his many adventures, in tedious and
incessant detail. Even Tuvok’s great store of patience was
tested by by the Talaxian’s congenial wordiness.

Tuvok insured that everyone made it safely into the
underground cavern, then approached Kim, who was
scanning the carved rock wall of the chamber.

“There must be a control apparatus down here to close
this thing up. There’s one on the surface, pressure-
activated. It was disguised in the stonework, but its gravi-
metric signature was different from the surrounding
matter.” He moved his tricorder systematically over the
wall, looking for any anomalous readings or energy signa-
tures.

“Funny,” he mused as he scanned, ““I can’t figure out
what these walls are constructed of. It looks like some kind
of stone, but I'm getting strong organic readings from it as
well.”

“The Delta Quadrant possesses many materials which
are unknown to Federation science,” offered Tuvok.

“I just hope, whatever it is, it’s strong. Strong enough to
keep the Kazon out.”

“Let us also hope they cannot activate it as we did.”

Most of the others had begun to fan out, scanning and
exploring. Neelix” group simply sat down, clearly ex-
hausted. Kes moved among them, tending to the injured.

“Ah,” said Kim with obvious satisfaction. “‘Stand back,
everybody, I think I've got it.” He put his palm on a
particular panel in the wall, and with a whoosh of air the
ramps began to lift quietly, fitting perfectly together to
form a ceiling piece, inexorably shutting out the sunlight.

It was pitch black. Wrist beacons began to snap on, and
Tuvok spied magnesite, which he infused with phaser
energy for light and heat. Others did the same. A warm
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CHAPTER
8

THE GROUND WAS ROUGH AND ROCKY; A JAGGED STONE BIT
into Kathryn’s leg as she lay, facedown, at the top of the
stone quarry, peering at the swimmers below. The sun was
high overhead, but unlike the muggy summers at home it
was never hot on Mars.

She turned her head toward Emma North, lying next to
her; Mary O’Connell was just beyond. All were in swim-
mers and shirts, and carried bags jammed with music and
games, snacks, sun protector, and other items designed for
an afternoon of swimming.

“If they see us, they’ll tell our folks,” Mary said in a
hoarse whisper. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”

Swimming at the quarries on Mars Colony was danger-
ous and strictly forbidden by their parents. The water was
deep and cold, access was difficult, and jagged rock wasn’t
kind to bare skin. The girls knew, though, that everyone
did it at some time or another; it had become a rite of
passage.
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Kathryn had wanted for years to swim the quarries.
Starfleet had extensive officers’ facilities on Mars Colony,
and her family had visited there on a number of summer
vacations, but her parents had always kept a close eye on
her. Now that she was fourteen, they had relaxed their
guard somewhat.

“What are you worried about? People have been swim-
ming here for years. Decades.”

“We’re still not supposed to be here.”

“No one will ever know.”

“They will if those people down there see us.”

“They won’t,” said Kathryn confidently. “We’re not
going there.”

Now Emmy look vaguely concerned. “‘But . . . that’s the
quarry everybody goes to.”

“Not us. I know where there’s a smaller one. There are
lots of them, actually, a whole network of them that stretch
for kilometers through these hills.”

“How do you know?”’

Kathryn smiled, remembering the day five years before
that still was etched indelibly in her memory. “Someone I
used to know showed me. He took me all around the
colony. Did you know if you use a breathing gill and swim
underwater in some of these quarries you can access the
cave system under Olympus Mons? There’s a whole honey-
comb of caves and underwater lakes. To get through them,
you have to stay underwater for as much as a kilometer at a
time until you reach the next cave. Someday I'm going to
do that.”

Both girls looked at her as though she’d sprouted warts.
“That sounds awful,” said Mary, and Emma nodded in
vigorous agreement. ““‘And dangerous.”

“I think it sounds exciting. I know others have done it.”

“Have they all come out alive?”

Kathryn hesitated. Data had in fact mentioned a fatality
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that had occurred during the Olympus Mons cave trek, but
that had only intrigued Kathryn, made her more deter-
mined to take the challenge someday. She knew, however,
that Emma and Mary wouldn’t share that response.

“As long as you’re an experienced diver it’s not danger-
ous,” she said firmly.

“Are you experienced?”’

“I have my certification now. I need more practice.
That’s why I want to go to the quarries.”

“I thought we were just going to swim and have fun.”
This from Emma, who was looking more dubious all the
time.

Kathryn sighed. It was getting harder and harder to
enjoy Emma and Mary’s company. They’d been her best
friends since they were little, but it seemed lately they’d
become fearful and nervous about every activity she
suggested. She was glad she wouldn’t be going to school
with them any longer.

At long last, she would be attending the Academy
Institute. She had battled her parents for years over this
issue, and they finally relented when she won the presti-
gious state mathematics award. She would spend her final
four years of preparatory school at the place she knew she
should have been attending long ago.

There, at the Institute, she would find new friends,
friends more like her who were curious about things, and
liked adventure and new experiences. No more tennis, no
more piano and ballet. She was finally going to be allowed
to enter the twenty-fourth century, and she couldn’t wait.

“How far away are these quarries?” Mary sounded
uneasy, and Kathryn knew she and Mary were both getting
nervous about being so far from the colony.

“Not much farther. Just beyond that next rise.”

“We’re pretty far away from anyone. What if something
happens?”’
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“Like what?”

“An accident.”

Kathryn shot her a look of disdain. “There are three of
us. Someone can always go for help.” But she knew from
the guarded glance the other girls exchanged that they
weren’t comforted. Kathryn stopped abruptly and faced
them.

“Do you want to go back? If so, go ahead. I'll swim by
myself.”

“Kathryn, that’s dangerous. You should never swim
alone.”

“I’d rather do that than spend time with people who are
going to be moping around waiting for dire things to
happen.” She stood rock still, eyeing Mary and Emma
sternly. As she expected, they couldn’t hold the look; their
eyes danced away nervously and scanned the Martian hills.
“Well?” Kathryn shot at them, and Mary looked back at
her first.

“We said we’d come and we did. Let’s not argue about
1.7

Kathryn nodded and turned back in the direction of the
quarry, heard the other two follow her, and breathed a sigh
of resignation. They seemed so young to her. How could
they all possibly be the same age?

They were climbing a rise that was studded with huge
boulders and rocky outcroppings; they had to weave their
way through narrow passageways that twisted and wound
like a maze. Then they emerged into the open, and found
themselves standing on an upward-sloping expanse of flat
rock beyond which they could see nothing except sky; a
sheer drop-off awaited them. As they neared the edge
Emma and Mary hung back, approaching slowly. Kathryn
went to all fours and then stretched herself out, inching
toward the drop-off.

The abandoned quarry was arrayed before her: steep,
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chiseled stone walls that still bore the marks of ultrasonic
drills, plummeting down fifty meters to the surface of a
clear lake some five hundred meters in diameter. It was a
foreboding sight, stark and mysterious, and Kathryn felt
her blood tingle with a mixture of apprehension and
excitement.

“How are we supposed to get down there?” whispered
Emma. Kathryn turned to her.

“Why are you whispering?”

Emma turned to her, dark eyes wide, face pale. “I don’t
know. It just seems weird here.”

“It’s strange and beautiful—kind of wild. I like it.”
Kathryn’s eyes were scanning the terrain as she spoke,
looking for a route to the water below.

The quarry walls weren’t smooth, but craggy, with
plenty of handholds. They could make it down.

“We climb. With rough rock like that, it’ll be easy.”

“I'm not doing that.” Mary stood up, looking down at
them with total resolve. “That’s just asking for trouble.”

Kathryn started to retort, but suddenly they all heard
the unmistakable sound of footsteps—someone was
climbing the rise behind them, moving through the maze
of rocks. Mary dropped back to her knees, and guiltily,
they all tried to press themselves behind outcroppings.
Was it one of their parents? Had someone seen them leave
the colony and strike out across the Tharsis plain?

The footsteps came nearer, scuffling on the gravelly
ground. A few steps more and the person would emerge
from the rocks and out into the open. Kathryn held her
breath; she was sure it would be her father, furious with
her for having broken an explicit rule.

A figure emerged from the passageway, backlit by the
sun and unidentifiable, but it was 2 man, and he was tall
and slender—and Kathryn’s stomach turned queasy. It
had to be her father.
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“Hello, ladies. Going swimming?”’ The voice was famil-
iar but was definitely not her father’s. Kathryn rose and as
the figure moved closer, he turned and his face was
illuminated.

Hobbes Johnson.

Relief and dismay struggled for supremacy inside Kath-
ryn: that it wasn’t her father was a vast comfort, but the
sight of Hobbes Johnson, lanky and dull, was about the
final dismal touch in a day that had been rapidly going
downhill.

“Hobbes, what are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing. Aren’t the quarries off-
limits to you?”

“At least there are three of us. You came by yourself.
That’s foolish.”

“No, it wasn’t. I saw you leaving. I figured you were
going to the quarries.”

Kathryn felt a rush of annoyance, which, on top of her
frustrations with Emma and Mary, pushed her from
irritation to anger. “Don’t you think if we’d wanted your
company, we’d have asked you?”

Hobbes paled at the attack, and Kathryn was immedi-
ately sorry. She didn’t mean to hurt his feelings, she was
just irked. But she saw Mary and Emma looking at her in
shocked surprise, and realized she’d gone too far.

“I’m sorry, Hobbes. I didn’t mean it . . . it’s just been a
frustrating day. I really want to go swimming, and I can’t
seem to get any enthusiasm from these two.”

Mary’s dander was still up. “I was enthusiastic—until I
realized how reckless and dangerous this is. Kathryn wants
to c/imb down the face of the quarry. That’s ridiculous.”

“Only way to get there,” said Hobbes mildly.

“Well, I'm not doing it. I'm going back.”

“Me, too,” chimed in Emma, and both rose to their feet.
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Kathryn stared at them. Were they abandoning her? Leav-
ing her here with Hobbes Johnson? She glared in disbelief.

“Fine,” she heard herself saying. “‘Go on back. If you’re
not brave enough to do it, I don’t want you around.”
Again, she immediately regretted her words. It was as
though her mouth were an organism unto itself, acting
without her permission. She saw Mary draw herself up,
hurt and angry.

“If you have any sense at all, you’ll come back with us.
Face it, Kathryn—this was a terrible idea.”

“If I decide to do something, I’'m not going to back out
just because it gets a little difficult. But you do whatever
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