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“It' spossible we ve had an intruder on board,”
Janeway said.

“B’Elanna discovered that the artifact given to me by the Monorhans when we left their planet, the Key
to Gremadia, is actually made up of living sporocystian remnants. They are currently resonating, Smilar to
the way the Caretaker’ s remains did when we encountered Suspiria. We haven't ruled out the possibility
that another Nacene might be nearby.”

“That adds a decidedly unsavory pieceto the puzzle,” the Doctor observed.

“| agree. Keep meinformed. I'll be onthe bridge,” the captain said, following him out of his office.

The Doctor halted in their approach to Naomi’ s biobed, where Phoebe stood over the girl. Turning to
Janeway, he asked, “ Captain, who is this woman?’

“Isthat supposed to be ajoke, Doctor? Y ou know my sister,” Janeway replied, gesturing toward
Phoebe.

“Captain...l...” the Doctor sammered, and blinked out of existence.
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For David,
without whom | would not be possible

| celebrate mysdlf, and sng mysdf,
Andwhat | assumeyou shal assume,
For every atom belonging to me as good
belongsto you.

—WALTWHITMAN,* Song of Mysdlf”

Prologue

She should have inssted that her personal cabin contain awindow. It would have been smple enough to
add to the design of the ship, and her children would have enthusiastically seized any opportunity to
provide theirrih-hara-tan with the most extravagant comfort, let alone asmall porta to the sars.

Instead, her last living glimpse of the congtellations of the Monorhan system, intricate designs she had
been taught to name amost as soon as she could speak, was stolen as she had been dl but carried by her
shi-harart, Naviim, and three terrifiedharans through the dank, lifeless corridors of aforsaken dien space
city into the docking bay where her ship was berthed. The sadness of thisredization didn’t hit with full
force until she found herself locked securely in her cabin aboard the vessel she had christenedBetasis
twelve...could it have been only twelve?. . .short rotations ago, when this catastrophic journey had begun.

“Oweninum’ s Belt,” she whispered to the darkness. On the homeworld, this cluster of seven stars had
shown brightest in thefind days of the harvest. Weeksllater, the first crystals of wantain would blanket the
fieldsin luminescent temporary deeth, until they were melted away by the timeless dance of Monorha's
two suns, Protin and her partner, the Blue Eye, at the dawn of the planting season.

She activated her silent cabin’ sinternal lights with athought and turned her attention to the hand-painted
gtar chart that covered the wall behind her persona command console. So well attuned was theBetas's s
organic circuitry to her mind and body that the dimness she now traversed as she crossed from the
entrance a cove to the magnificent rendering of athousand stars seemed to eerily echo her despair. Or
perhaps her ship smply knew, as she did, that the task she was now determined to complete was best
accomplished in thefaintest hint of light.
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“Isthis, truly, the price of heresy?’ she asked, gently caressing each of the seven stars of Oweninum’'s
Belt that had been lovingly re-created by herati-harat. 1t would be her final question of the Blessed
All-Knowing Light, though she was uncertain if she still had the right to spesk His name, let done address
Himin prayer.

Thelibrary of scrolls sat dong the far wall, swathed in rich and ornately woven casings. Technically the
property of the entiretribe, they were traditionally entrusted to the care of therih-hara-tan for her private
study. The original twenty-seven letters of Dagan that had been the hope of her people for countless
generations, and the ingpiration behind thisfind doomed voyage into the unknown, rested in a place of
honor among them.

Steding hersdlf againgt the wave of nausesting rage that threatened to overwhelm her with thoughts of
Dagan and his cursed visons, thoughts that would easily transform her into afrantic-brayingkuntafed if
given leash, she forced herself to draw aragged complete breath and reached for the scroll of Jocephar.
There she would find the invocation to meditation required to begin theritual. She was certain that what
she was about to attempt hadn’t been contemplated in Jocephar’ stime. But if anything of her or her
people was to survive the next few hours, she had to try. She had miserably failed them once. She would
not permit hersdf to do it again.

Thisritud of transference was meant to be thefind gift from onerih-hara-tan to the next. It gavethetribe
aseamless continuity as the wisdom and experience, the very essence of itsleader, were bestowed upon
the next in the line of succession when it was clear that therih-haratan was near degath.

But her last potentia successor, Lynarra, amere child of eight cycles, was dead dready; dead, dong
with ten thousand others, almost the entire population of Monorha s Fourteenth Tribe.

“And for what?’ she asked hersdif.
For the ravings of madmanwas the only answer that came.

Even asthis blasphemous thought knifed through the surface of her mind, she saw theface of Klyrrhea
before her. Time had carved gentle lines around the deep green eyes of therih-hara-tan who had
preceded her. But those incandescent pools where she had often found understanding and comfort
taunted her now, asking, “Whereisyour fath, child?’

But Klyrrhea had never been asked to witness the sensaless death of her people in amatter of days. She
hadn't been forced to watch the fear and anguish in the eyes of their loved ones, asthefirst of her
brothers and sisters who had explored the city had succumbed to the dow, wrenching death that those
creatures had inflicted upon them. She had not stood by, helpless asthey fell, one after another, silently
infected by the parasites. These ingtinct-driven, nonsentient life-forms should have died out centuries ago,
when their makers or keepers had abandoned this place she had mistaken for the promised city of
Gremadia

But the parasites had been only the first assault her people had faced. As the nightmarish days had
passed, another threat had made its presence known to her and the few who managed to avoid infection.
They wereinvisible, but their presence was powerful and terrifying. Their chaotic thoughts and fedings,
inarticulate and constant, reverberated within the part of her mind that had been reserved for the unique
and sanctified connection between therih-hara-tan and her tribe. Her people knew this connection
intimatdy. They experienced it within the sefety of theirhara. What separated arih-hara-tan from any
other Monorhan was the ahility to extend that connection to include the entirety of her people. Thismade



her mind more vulnerable than her children to the frightful intenseneed of the invisible presence.

She had attempted once to open hersdlf up to the presence, in hope that some form of communication
might be possible. But that first attemppt had been such abruta and violent sullying of the most sacred
gpaces of her mind that she had abandoned all thought of the presence or its needs. That door within her
mind was shut and sealed. But there was till the vulnerability of her body to the inevitable and inexorable
approach of the parasites that remained.

Myrih? Naviim'’ sthoughts interrupted her own.... danger... She did not hear the rapid patter of hislower
tongue muscle againgt his palate, but the vibration entered her mind at the exact same second ashis
greding.Heisterrified, sheredized, dmost tasting hisfear.

| am here...her mind answered, as she did her best to distance hersdf from histerror, knowing as she
did so that he did not deserve the brusgueness of her tone.

They have breached the inner hull at deck nine, section twenty-one, he began, the fedingsinterwoven
among hiswords threatening to drown her in asurge of cascading waves of anger and fear.

“Enough,” she barked doud, silencing him. She knew hislast memory of her, proximate mother of every
member of the Fourteenth Tribe, would be of an impatient, brisk crone, but she didn’t care. If she could
trade her name and reputation, the way in which shewould be remembered for al eternity, for evena
fraction of the numbers of her children aready dead, she would gladly have given her own lifein peace.

There was no moretime for pleasantries. No more time for pride. There was only this one desperate
chance that she could transfer her consciousnessinto her ship’ s organic circuitry. The telepathic gifts of
her tribe had been tested in the past, though she was certain atransfer had never been attempted, let
aone completed between aliving, bresthing Monorhan and an organic congtruct like theBetasis. She
knew it wasrisky. But she dso knew it was possible. To succeed, she would first haveto recall the
wisdom of the ancient schools she had been raised in from infancy to completely separate her mind from
her body. It required absolute peace and interna harmony. And it would be shattered completely if she
had to hear one more time about what “they” were doing to her ship.

Secure the memory core and get to your preservation pod, she demanded of Naviim, careful to add as
much...peace...and...safety... as she could to her thoughts. And then she was aone again, within her
mind.

TheBetas's had been Klyrrhea s dream, adream she had nurtured to redlity with the help of abrilliant
scientist named Gora. So fervent was Klyrrhea sliterd beief in the existence of Gremadiathat she had
marshaled the unimaginable resources of two generations of her tribe in the congtruction of aship large
enough to carry them from the surface of Monorhato the space between the stars where the
All-Knowing Light was said to have constructed the promised city. There, Histrue followerswould join
Him to do find battle with the Othersfor the freedom of them all.

Or s0 they had believed.

The Fourteenth Tribe' s adherenceto thisbelief, first set down in the letters of Dagan, had sustained their
faith for thousands of years, even asthe other thirteen tribes of Monorha shunned them for this heresy.
Over time, members of the Fourteenth Tribe had been restricted then forbidden by law to hold public
office or participate in the intertribal council. Their lands had been “ redistributed,” or more accurately,
stolen by the other tribes, and they had been banished to anomadic existence, difficult at best to eke out
from the least hospitable regions of their otherwise fertile planet.



But Klyrrhea s vision had been the dawn of anew erafor her people. She had managed to convince
them d| that the Time of Knowing was upon them. Monorhans had finally gained the skill and technology
needed to travel beyond the surface of their planet to the stars around them. Talk had begun within the
council of colonizing new planets, though no suitable candidates had yet been discovered. When
Klyrrheahad offered to end the tension and occasiond violent disruption that her “heretica” kinsmen
wove into the otherwise placid fabric of Monorhan culture, the council had agreed amost too eagerly to
ad her in her quest to build a city-ship, capable of transporting the entire Fourteenth Tribe to the new
home they believed the protector of them al had created for them.

Mainstream Monorhan culture had aways|ooked upon the writings of Dagan with thinly velled
contempt. Theideathat the All-Knowing Light had fought and lost a battle with beings as powerful asHe
implied firg that there could be other beings that were al-knowing, and this was Smply unacceptable.

But Dagan was a child of the Fourteenth Tribe, a seer gifted beyond any who had come before or since,
50 legend told. Unableto smply disregard his difficult teachings, histribe had embraced him and his
beliefs, and now, thousands of yearslater, had paid the price: total annihilation.

Asshelad the scroll of Jocephar upon her workstation, weighing down the edges with ceremonid
stones, dimly aware that she had subconscioudly begun the long, low hum that initiated the transference
ritua, Dagan’ s words sprang unbidden to her mind. She would have given anything to wipe them forever
from her thoughts, but they rose stubbornly, just as she had recited them, hundreds of timesin triba
assembly, piercing her heart with their sad beauty. Even as she wished that they had never been written,
asthey wound their way through her mind, she saw them for thefirgt timein the light of these last days,
and found in them an unexpected measure of comfort.

I, Dagan, Linuh-haratof the Fourteenth Tribe of Monorha, record thistrue vison of The First and Last
Battleto honor the Rih-hara-tanMontok.

... The battlewas logt, but not the war. The stench of death suffused the air, chilled by the absence of the
auns, asthe All-Knowing Light surveyed the fruits of Hislabors. ..the remains of His brothers and ssters
scattered on the purple dunes of the Galhada Wastes. Darkness crept closer, threatening to overwhelm
this cursed field that had never known life, and He feared that this darkness would be the last.

And then He remembered.

Fear was for the lesser beings, whose regrets of the past and desires for the future blinded them to the
redlity that this moment contained more than the substance of then, now, and beyond. The battle had
been lost tomorrow. The war would be won thousands of years ago. Time flowed and bent and danced
and vibrated with infinite possbility that only the All-Knowing could truly appreciate.

Hewould begin again.

The Others might choose to subject themselvesto tortured exile, but He would preside over the daysto
comein this new world and rip from the darkness shards of light to guide Him to victory for al Hiskind.

He gathered the bodies where they had fallen. Their flesh had already begun to nurture thefield and He
knew that in yearsto come new life would rise, even from this desolate present. He knew the Others
would forbid it, but He cared not. Life was never meant to be contained. That was the smple truth that
meadetime and its variationsinggnificant.

Then He turned His face to the heavens and, raising Hisright hand, He chose the space between the



garswhere He would make Hisfina stand.

“I GO Hecried in defiance. “ And those who come after will know to follow. | will guide them through
the darkness, when they have reached the Time of Knowing. Together, we will smash the gates that
divide usfrom the Others and return to the infinite flow that will never again know the absence of light.”

He blessed those who had fallen with these words. “All that are of uswill once again taste life beyond
time. Their sacrifice will transform this desolate place. | will make from their remains the Key to our
victory. And when my followers reach the gates, knowing that to be bound to one existenceisto bea
dave, | shdl show them their first glimpse of freedom. Thisplace | will prepare...l will cal
it...Gremadia...”

The rage was gone. Fearless acceptance had entered her heart in its place and calmed her tormented
mind.
The battle waslog.. . but not the war.

Although she could no longer light the way for her own people, she could live on. The soulless parasites
could never reach her within the organic circuitry of theBetasis. The ship would remain forever in one of
the dozens of docking bays of the aien city she had thought to be Gremadia. And she would remain with
it, aprisoner of eternity.

Onefina thought consoled her. If there was an All-Knowing Light, and if the life-formsthat roseto
consciousness on Monorhawere truly His chosen followers, then perhaps the members of the Fourteenth
Tribe had aready found the freedom they had been desperately seeking, not in life, but in death.

A motorized whinethat sgnded thefailure of theBetass s security grid alerted her to the fact that
Naviim’s defensve measures, however thorough, had been no match for the parasites. Time was short.

The soft clanging of her door chime confirmed thistruth, though the largest part of her no longer cared.
She had begun the transference ritual the moment she opened the scroll of Jocephar, an unnecessary aid
to her meditation.

The gentle thrumming sensation that accompanied complete dignment of her mind and body began to
rise from her toes, warming the bones of her legs, the lean muscles of her thighs, and the hollow center of
her birthing cana, which would never know the spark of anew life force growing within her. With the last
conscious fragment of her mind she willed the door to open, granting Naviim access.

“Myrih 7’ he asked reverently, well aware that access to her mind would be denied him in this sacred
moment.

“IstheBetasis smemory core secured?’ some distant disembodied voice asked from amouth that was
somehow her own, and at the same time completely disconnected from her.

“Itis” heanswered, trying desperately to maintain the composure rigoroudly ingrained in ashi-harat.
“And are the threeharans secured in their preservation pods?’ came again from the voice not her own.
“They are, myrih, ” hereplied.

Theharans might yet survive to return to Monorha. They probably wouldn't. The preservation pods were



only equipped with rations cgpable of sustaining lifefor six rotations at the most, and it had taken twice
that timeto travel the distance from the homeworld. But even this no longer troubled her. The legacy of
the Fourteenth Tribe as keepers of the flame of Dagan’ struth would die here, or afew light-years away,
but from its ashes a new purpose would rise. The hogtile life-forms that had decimated her people would
never again wreak pain and destruction upon sentient beings. If she could survive within theBetas's, she
could warn away any future trespassers, Monorhan or otherwise, from this dow-spinning circle of desth.
And if the datarinterface cables that tethered theBetasis to the station could be traversed by thoughts
powerful enough, she would find away to destroy the station from within.

Naviim sumbled, involuntarily grasping the entrance d cove srailing with afree hand astheBetasis shook
beneath him.

Structurd integrity has been compromised, she thought painlesdy.

AsNaviim regained his baance, she saw the smple devotion of the man who had been hershi-harat her
entire life, and wished she could reward him with something other than certain degth.

“G0,” she commanded.
Naviim bowed his head, but remained rooted to the floor.

Hewill not desart me, even now.Her fina comfort would not be aview of the sars of her home, but
ingtead, the Sight of the love and loydty of her most faithful servant.

Accepting this, she turned to the few remaining strands of thought that connected her mind to her body.

With her two powerful arms designed but rarely used for manua labor, she took hold of the command
console before her and ripped it in one piece from its casing. Naviim averted his eyes, in deference to the
sght of her two ddlicate interior arms as they emerged from the pouch sewn into the back of her
ceremonid robe. Extending the long tapered fingers that were meant to embrace her mate, she thrust
them into the sparking wiresthat till pulsed with life within the console.

“Beat peace, Naviim,” she whispered. “ The transference has begun.”

These were the last words that Assylia,rih-hara-tan of the Fourteenth Tribe of Monorha, and
commander of their finest achievement, theBetas's, ever spokein the flesh.

Chapter 1

Tuvok was conscious of the song from the first fraction of a second that he began to emerge from his
meditative state. He gradualy roused himsdlf through the stages of aertness; awareness of the weight of
hislimbs, hisdow, rhythmic bresthing, the hum of the shuttle€’ s engines, the soft caress of the
environmenta controls setting the cabin temperature much warmer than most humanswould be
comfortable with. Finaly, as he recaled where he was, and how he had come to be here, the intensity of
the music threatened to plunge his VV ulcan restraint into chaos.

With the precison only years of rigoroustraining in the Temple of Amonak had given him disciplineto
magter, he forced the passion, thelonging, and the unutterable pain into the recesses of hismind, and only
when he was certain that he, and not the music, wasin control did he open hiseyes.



“Computer...”
The computer replied with a chirp, awaiting his command.

“What isour current heading?’

The cool voice devoid of al emotion answered as expected.” Current heading remains unchanged: one
gx saven mark onefour.”

“Edimaearivd a thesngularity.”
“One hour, twenty-seven minutes, €l even seconds.”

Exactly as he had anticipated.

With great care, Tuvok rose from his knees next to the shuttle bunk, and sat on its edge. He shifted his
focusinward, until he had counted exactly one hundred times the quarter of a second between each beat
of his heart, and satisfied himself that no matter what, it would continue to beet at precisely the samerate,
substantialy dower than the norma Vulcan resting heart rate, until he allowed it to do otherwise,

He then turned his attention to the corner of his mind where he had placed the music. It had been a
desperate struggle over thelast nine hoursto maintain his ability to perform even the most rudimentary

exercises of piloting the shuttle, but findly he had forced the living presence that now shared hismind into
asection of his consciousness that he could examine at will.

He was certain he was experiencing atelepathic communication, source unknown. He had considered
the possibility that he might be suffering from an as of yet indefinable side effect of the strange properties
of Monorhan space and subspace to which he and dl of Voyager’ s crew had recently been exposed.
And after careful congderation, he had dismissed that theory.

The presence that called to him was dive. Itslife, though painful and somehow disconnected...no
...stuck in between... whatever that meant...was more than life, at least life as he had known it during his
hundred-plus years of existence. And somehow, it knew him.

Tuvok.

Vulcan.

Head of security.

Husband.

Father.

Friend.

Travder far from home.

It saw benesth the disciplined walls of sdf-control that fortified him againgt passions and emotiona
extremes that most humanoid species could only imagine, but al VVulcans knew intuitively asthe enemy of
gability, logic, and reason. It lived in these extremes and somehow managed to survive them without fear.



It contained...no...experienced dl that was possible, and merged that redlity into harmony that hismind
could dmogt, but not quite, hold. But it was somehow incomplete. The degpest notes, which pounded
discordantly against the smplicity and beauty of the rest of the song, were sounds that spoke of
yearning...need...desperate painful desire...forhome.

But what would an entity of such vast and incomprehensible variety call home?

It was pointless, for now, to even attempt to imagine. It was enough for Tuvok that this presence had
effortlesdy compromised the deep and secure defenses of pure logic and reason that guided every
moment of hislife, and forced him to face the desires that he had never dlowed himsdlf to fed. They met
upon this common ground. They both wanted. ..needed. ..desiredhome.

He was absolutely confident that when he found the source of the song, he would be able to somehow
trand ate the nature of the communication and enter into dialogue with it.

That or it would drive him mad.

Either way, it was ajourney best undertaken adone. Whether he succeeded or failed, he felt obligated to
fully understand the nature of the presence and any threat it might pose toVoyager. Though to be
absolutely accurate, part of him knew aready thatV oyager was not of intringc interest to it, because
Voyager was an object with which it could not communicate. It needed someone to know...to help. It
needed Tuvok.

The possibility that he would not survive this mission was very redl. But, he reasoned, he had aready
been given up for dead on more than one occasion by hisfamily, both genetic on VVulcan, and adopted in
Sarflegt. While he was certain they would mourn hisloss, in time they would come to termswith their
grief and integrate it into themsalvesin away that brought meaning to both hislife and theirs. That wasthe
worgt-case scenario. Much more likely, he would return from an unauthorized absence of afew days,
giveafull report of hisfindingsto the captain, accept an official reprimand on hisrecord, and returnto his
duties.

Had he been capable of fegling irony, he would have found it appropriate to describe the redlity that the
four years he had spent facing violent death at dmost every turn while serving as Captain Kathryn
Janeway’ s chief of security onVoyager had bought him, and al of the colleagues who had made that
journey with him, a certain amount of latitude. It was not asif any deviation from standard protocol
would be looked on lightly, but experience had shown that their odds of surviva would have been
serioudy reduced wereit not for the creative thinking and occasiond renegade impulses that seemed
required of most of the senior officersfrom timeto time. Such ingenuity had saved their lives on more
occasionsthan Tuvok cared to count, seventy-nine, al told.

Such smple evaluations of actions and consequences were one of the many tools, which had alowed his
highest logica functionsto assert themsaves over the cacophony of soundsthat threastened unrestrained
abandon at every microsecond.

Point-two-five seconds. Beat. Point-two-five seconds. Best.

Choosing an ancient visualization technique, asimple, non-automated door became the focus of his
thoughts.

His hand was on the doorknab.



Point-two-five seconds. Beat.

Clockwise turn, seventeen degrees.

Point-two-five seconds. Bet.

Regulated intake of breeth, digphragm release, lungsfilled to capacity.
Best.

Biceps contract, pulling door forward five degrees.

Sound rushing like wind through his physical being, resonating not in hismind, but in hiskatra.
Temptation, amaost unbearable temptation to throw the door open and alow the symphony to swalow
himwhole. It would be so easy. Judt likefaling off acliff.

Exhde
Point-two-five seconds.
Besat.

His course heading had been accurate. He was dmost there.

Kathryn Janeway strode purposefully into her ready room off the bridge of theStarship Voyager and
found not one but two unanticipated vistors waiting within.

Her firgt officer, Commander Chakotay, sat comfortably on the long bench that lined the far wall benesth
alarge window, engrossed in a sheet of drawing paper. Next to him, occasiondly indicating some point
of interest on the drawing with thefingers of her right hand, stood Naomi Wildman, the haf-human,
half-Ktarian daughter of Ensign Samantha Wildman, and the first child ever born aboardV oyager.
Though Naomi was little more than two years old, the combination of her human and Ktarian DNA
resulted in a child who looked more like five or six and had already demondtrated the cognitive skillsof a
child nearly twicethat age.

AsNaomi struggled to answer aquestion posed to her by Chakotay, scrunching her forehead lined with
smal pointed horns running verticaly from her hairline to the bridge of her nose, and absentmindedly
pulling the end of her long strawberry blond braid to her mouth, Janeway noticed that in her left hand,
Naomi held alarge mug of a steaming beverage that |ooked, and dare she hope, smelled glorioudy like
coffee.

“I hope I’m not interrupting something important,” Janeway offered casualy.

She noted with an inward smile that as Chakotay rose automatically to hisfeet, handing the paper back
to Naomi and greeting her with awarm “Not at dl, Captain,” Naomi’ s eyes grew involuntarily wide. The
child stood a aminiature verson of attention, managing to maintain both the drawing and the mug, though
her hair remained fixed in her mouth as she waited, appropriately, for the captain to address her
personally before she spoke.



“Good morning, MissWildman,” Janeway began, not wishing to put Naomi through one more moment
of discomfort.

“Captain,” Naomi replied serioudy, extending her left hand and offering the mug to Janeway as her braid
mercifully dropped from her mouth and returned to its proper aignment running straight down her back.

“Thank you very much,” Janeway smiled, as she took the mug, her senses calming ingtinctively as she
took in the aroma of the steam rising from the dark liquid.

Definitdy coffee.
“Nedix...” Naomi began, but then paused asif unsure asto whether or not she should continue.

“Y ou have just made my morning, MissWildman,” Janeway offered gracioudy, placing agentle hand on
the child' s shoulder. “ Please speek fredy.”

Naomi relaxed alittle as she drew a deep breath and continued. “Nedix was helping me finish this star
chart over breskfast when he saw that you had left your quarters and were going straight to the
bridge...” She paused before adding, “...without stopping to est.”

Janeway threw aplayful glance at Chakotay, who was obvioudy enjoying this exchange tremendoudly.
“Am | to understand that Nedlix monitors my every move?’ Janeway asked with mock seriousness.

Naomi appeared to redlize her error immediately.

“No!” she blurted out before she noticed that the captain was fill smiling. “It’sjudt...he' s programmed
the computer to tell him when you get up in the morning. . .so that he can make sure your coffeeishot.”

Janeway stood upright and took a sip, thankful that the morning’ s brew was replicated and not one of
Nedix’susudly interesting and completely undrinkable variations on the coffee theme.

“Youmay tell Mr. Nedlix that | am very pleased with hiswork,” Janeway said, as Naomi’ s smile grew
bright enough to light the entire room. “ And thank you for delivering thisto me.”

“Will there be anything else, ma an?’ Naomi asked, apparently oblivious of Janeway’s unwritten rule
that she be addressed as“ma am” only in acrunch.

“May | seeyour drawing?’ Janeway asked.
“Sure! | mean, yes, ma am,” Naomi answered, pleased.

Examining the broad strokes of deep purple and blue that filled the page, Janeway was impressed to see
that Naomi had actually created avery fair gpproximation of the stars of the Monorhan system.

“What do you think, Chakotay?’ Janeway turned to the commander.
“I think Seven of Nine might want to add thisto our astrometric database,” Chakotay replied.

“High praise, indeed,” Janeway acknowledged, “dthough, | wonder...” she mused, taking the drawing
and placing it on the wall next to the door in aposition where she could have an unobstructed view of it



from her desk.

“What do you think?’" she asked Naomi. “Would you mind very much if | wereto hang this here, for the
timebeing?’

The child' s sweet, prideful smilewasdl the gratitude Janeway needed.
“l wouldn't mind at al, ma am.”

“Thank you for thislovely addition to my ready room, Naomi.”

“Y ou'rewelcome, Captain,” Naomi grinned.

“Y ou are dismissed, Miss Wildman.”

With acurt nod, and abounce in her step, Naomi took three long strides toward the exit before
breaking into afull skip asthe door opened to the corridor that would lead her back to Nedlix and her

day of study and play.

As Chakotay watched Naomi’ s braid dance in rhythm behind her, Janeway noted the deep lines of
worry etched in histattooed brow. Hewas till smiling faintly, but the smile no longer touched his eyes.

Nothing about humansirked Seven of Nine quite asintensdly astheir frequent inability to retain even the
amplest series of ingructions and perform them to her specifications without demanding infinitely morein
the way of explanation and justification than she was ever of amind to give. In a colleague who had
earned her respect, B’ Elanna Torres, for example, she had learned to restrain her irritation because she
findly understood, largely owing to their recent away mission on Monorha, where they had been forced
to functionin a“mini-collective’ state, that B’ Elanna s questions were not meant to irritate, or to imply
any ignorance on Seven' s part, but instead were part of a process of intelligent debate that often resulted
in a better solution than Seven might have arrived at on her own. Naturaly, she was confident that she
would have eventualy seen the sameissues B’ Elannawould raise, but that was because B’ Elannahad a
natura gift for thinking ten or deven steps ahead of any problem. Thishad earned her theright, in
Seven’sopinion, to interrupt her course of action, and consider at least afew other possibilities before
fully committing hersdf.

The same could not be said for Ensign Brooks. He was one of ateam of engineers who had been
assigned to assist her in evaduating the viability of adding quantum dipstream technology toVoyager’ s
arsend of not-quite-by-the-book modifications. Though to Seven’s mind, there were infinitely more
pressing matters beforeVoyager’ screw at the moment, Commander Chakotay had inssted that all
senior staff wereto provide him with regularly scheduled updates of dl current projects now that things
had returned to something vaguely resembling “normal.” She had every intention of obeying Chakotay’s
request, despite the unpleasant fact that it would throw her into Brooks s path first thing after completing
her regeneration cycle.

Brooks was obvioudy highly regarded by Commander Chakotay. Seven was certain, however, that
should he everbe asked to engage in activities that went beyond the theoretica and more toward the
practical applications, he would have made Harry Kim’ s frequent tendency to come within aninch of his
lifelook like textbook procedure rather than innocent excess.



Ensign Brooks was speaking. Reluctantly she forced hersdlf to focus on his question.

“But if the housing of the cail isreinforced with agtatic forcefied, won't that limit the distribution of the
reaction and reduce capacity?’ he asked.

Resisting the urge to extend her assimilation tubules and smply spoon-feed him the data he required, she
began again, in the most patient voice she could muster.

“Theforcefield isanecessary defensive measure. The limited vulnerability iswelghted higher than the
.0075 capacity reduction that you refer to, and would result in an inggnificant reaction increase.”

“Inyour opinion,” he continued.
Seven paused.

“In the opinion of acollective of millions of beings who assimilated and then perfected quantum
dipstream technology before finding transwarp travel more efficient.” She made amenta note to review
Starfleet Academy entrance requirements, and determine, if possible, who had felt it was prudent to
make Ensign Brooks an enginesr.

“Right. The Borg are obsessed with efficiency. But no matter how you look at it, the atic field is not the
most efficient option,” Brooks observed.

“Enggn, if you were to engage the dipstream coil and begin flying at that speed, should the coil be
transported from its station by ahogtile party, it would result in theimmediate disintegration of your
vessd. Inggnificantly decreased reaction potentid isasmall priceto pay for the safety the satic field
provides. | can assure you that in the unlikely event you should ever fly that fast, finding away to move at
ahigher velocity will not be aprimary or even secondary concern.”

“l wasjust saying...” he began, but her level gaze told him he might be taking hislifein hishandsif he
choseto continue.

The next sound that Seven heard was the chirping of her combadge.

“Torresto Seven of Nine.”

“Go ahead,” shereplied.

“Meet mein astrometrics.”

“I’'monmy way.” Shetoyed with theidea of asking Brooksto realign the coil-locking dampers, but
opted to complete the procedure hersalf when she returned. “ Ensign Brooks, please review the coil
distribution parameters using the following three antineutrino variances. | will expect your report when |
return.”

“Yes, maam,” he sammered, obvioudy still unsure how one addressed aformer Borg, now human,
who had spent more time aboard a starship than he had, if you counted the various Borg cubes she had
served on, but had never officially accepted arank aboardVoyager.

Seven had amost reached the door when she remembered to turn and say, “Thank you, Ensign.” It was
an unnecessary nicety asfar as she was concerned, but she had redlized in the last e even months how



much more efficient working conditions could be when one observed these smple pleasantries.

“When was the last time you dept, Chakotay?’ Janeway began, as soon as the door was closed.

“| could ask you the same question,” he replied smply. Chakotay was not at al surprised to seethat in
the space of a bresth, the jovia woman who had just lingered lovingly over achild’s drawing was gone
and in her place stood the most determined leader ever to ride point on a Federation vessal. Sometimes
he thought they had survived thislong in the Delta Quadrant only through the sheer force of her will. And
now she had her game face on.

“Y ou left the bridge less than two hours ago. It' snot asif standing over the conn will get usto Tuvok
any fagter. Aslong aswe rein Monorhan space...” he began.

“I' know. Impulse enginesonly,” shefinished bitterly. “And he' sgot agood head start. At thisrate he'll
probably reach the singularity at least afew hours ahead of us.”

“I am pleased to report that we' re becoming much more proficient at navigating the unusua space and
subspace curvatures of the Monorhan system. It should cut some time off our pursuit course,” Chakotay
sad.

“And we shouldn’t have to worry about any more ships suddenly popping up right in front of us?’
Janeway asked.

“Seven has assured me that we should not,” hereplied.

“Wadll, that’ s something,” Janeway acknowledged. With afrustrated sigh, she settled into the chair
behind her desk, placed Naomi’ s drawing on her credenza, and pulled the most recent operations
reports up on her monitor.

“What could Tuvok possibly bethinking?’ she asked rhetoricaly. “There are severad crew membersi
could easily see charging off on somefoolish errand if they felt there was no aternative course of action,
even some of our bridge officers, cometo think of it. But we' re talking about Tuvok. He spent the better
part of our early yearstogether making sure | lived up to every comma, semicolon, and period, never
mind letter of Starfleet regulations. Tuvok does’t leave this ship without reporting to at least one of us
where he/ sgoing and why.”

“There wasthat incident with the Sikarians,” Chakotay reminded her.

“I haven’t forgotten,” she replied, sadness and anger warring for dominance on her face. “But he wasn't
the only one who tried to bend the Prime Directive that day. Hurt as| was by hischoice, | understood
why hedidit.”

“And you’ ve been absolutely certain, since then, that he would never disgppoint you likethat again,” he
finished her thought.

Janeway nodded in silent assent.

“Then you might be alittle relieved to hear that the Doctor has completed hisreport,” Chakotay
continued, placing apadd in front of the captain, before crossing to the replicator and ordering a cup of



orange juice while he waited for her to read its contents. “ That’ swhy | stopped by this morning on my
way to the bridge.”

Janeway scanned the Doctor’ sfindings related to Tuvok’ s stay in sickbay just prior to the time he | eft
Voyager for reasons unknown. “A neurochemica imbaance in the mesiofronta cortex?”’

“That' sthe part of the Vulcan brain that regulates their ability to suppresstheir emotions.”

Janeway cast a suspicious eye toward her firgt officer. “ Studying up on Vulcan physiology in our copious
aretime?’

Chakotay cleared histhroat before offering, without a hint of defensiveness, “1 know things.”

“This made as much senseto you thefirst time you read it asit doesto me, right?’ she asked.

“Right. | asked the Doctor for some clarification.”

“What' sthis about music?’ she continued.

“When Tuvok went missing | accessed his persona logsfor the past few days. Shortly after we
destabilized the Blue Eye, Tuvok noted that he was hearing something he could only describe as music.
The Doctor couldn’t explain it, though its occurrence seemed to correspond to the decreasein
neuropeptide production in the limbic system. He was particularly darmed by this specific neurochemica

imbal ance because he'sonly seenitin Tuvok once before.”

“When wasthat?’ Janeway asked in away that suggested she was not certain she realy wanted to
know the answer.

“A little over two years ago, when Tuvok initiated his series of mind-meldswith Ensign Lon Suder.”
“Wdll, terrific,” Janeway said, tossing the padd to her desk and taking an extra-large sip of coffee before
risng to her feet. “1 mean aside from turning Tuvok into a homicidal maniac, that worked out okay, 0|

guess there sredly nothing to worry about.”

“The Doctor believesthe ‘music’ Tuvok wasreferring to might have been some sort of telepathic
communication.”

“Fromwhom?’

“He snot willing to speculate & thistime.”

“ Anyone who could force Tuvok to ignore his dutiesto this ship, never mind dtering hisnormal brain
functions...” Janeway said before pausing long enough for Chakotay to see at least adozen possible
scenarios and their probable outcomes play out across her face. “If the circumstances were different, I'd
just as soon give them anice wide berth. In any event, I’ ve seen enough of the peculiarities of Monorhan
gpace and subspace to last me agood long while.”

“I agree,” replied Chakotay. “But sincethat’s not really an option.”

“Taketheshiptoydlow dert.”



Chakotay assented with adight nod, and started toward the door that accessed the bridge, pausing at
the threshold to say, “Don’t worry, Kathryn, we'll find him.”

Janeway replied with awan amile as heleft her to her thoughts.

“Good morning, B’ Elanna,” Seven said as she waked briskly into astrometrics, amost faltering in her
apparent attempt to establish a conversationd tone.

B’ Elannaforced hersalf not to smile too broadly as she félt...no, she corrected herself,remembered. ..
what it wasliketo live within Seven's conflicted consciousness. Although the residua effects of their
linked state had finally passed, the experience of sharing Seven’ s mind had given B’ Elannaan entirely
new perspective on her own interna struggles. “I thought | had arough time of it, balancing my human
and Klingon natures,” she had recorded in her first persona log once the Doctor had separated them.
But Seven'sbattle to refrain from constantly acting on her own, usudly superior impulses, and instead
interacting within the limitations of verba communication amongVoyager’ s crew until aconsensus had
been reached, made her own occasiond bouts of temper seem pae in comparison. At least she' strying,
B’ Elannathought, surprised at the sengitivity and genuine warmth she now felt from timeto time when she
looked at Seven.

“Don’t worry,” shesaid doud. “I'm not much of amorning person myslf.”

“You require my assistance?’ Seven asked as she joined B’ Elanna at the astrometric display control
console and added softly, “Perhaps for the next four or five hours?’

Thistime B’ Elannadidn’t bother to repress her smile.
“Y ou' ve been working with Ensign Brooks again this morning, haven't you?’ she teased.
Seven' sreply was uncharacterigtic, due more to the heat than the speed with which it was ddlivered.

“I have, and if | am forced to return therein lesstime than | have suggested it ismy belief that at least
one of uswill end up reassigned or on temporary medicd leave.”

B’ Elannaknew the feding al too well. The only shocking thing was to see evidence of it or any other
decidedly emotiona response in the former Borg. Facing Seven with ahand on her hip, B’ Elanna asked,
with feigned seriousness, “ Areyou certain that al of the resdua effects of our linked state have
disspated?’

“Why do you ask, Lieutenant?’

“Because | don't think physical violence was ever on your short list of interpersona problem-solving
dternatives before,” B’ Elannasaid, turning back to her workstation.

Seven managed to resist the temptation to rise to B’ Elannd s bait. “How may | assst you, Lieutenant?’
“By taking alook at thisfor me,” B’ Elannareplied, increasng the magnification of their most recent

sensor sweep of the singularity and its surrounding environs. Fun asit was to tease Seven of Nine, there
were definitely more pressing matters at hand.



“Doesthisremind you of anything?’ B’ Elanna asked, stepping aside and crossing her ams at her chest
as Seven andyzed the sensor data and added the readings to her visua scan of the magnified sector.

Finaly she confirmed B’ Elanna s suspicions. “ Thereisacongruct of dmogt fifty billion cubic meters
revolving around the quantum singularity.”

“I can seethat,” B’ Elannaresponded tersaly, “but that’s not what | asked. Look at the power
digtribution sgnatures. What do they remind you of 7’

Seven studied the readings in question again and to B’ Elanna s annoyance amost immediately tapped
her combadge.

“Seven of Nineto Captain Janeway.”
“Go ahead, Seven.”

“Please report to astrometricsimmediately,” Seven stated smply, in atone that was more an order than
arequest before closing the comm channd.

B’ Elanna shook her head and sighed deeply.

“What?" Seven asked in amanner that B’ Elanna could have sworn dropped the temperature in the room
by at least afew degrees.

“Nothing,” B’ Elannareplied, turning again to the andysis.

“I have offended you,” Seven continued, obvioudy oblivious of B’ Elanna s attempt to drop the subject.
“No, not me.”

“Lieutenant Torres,” Seven began in her most condescending voice.

“Look, Seven, she' sthe captain. She doesn't take orders, she givesthem. Would it kill you to ask her to
join us, rather than making it sound like you' re the one who' sredly in charge around here?’

“I didn't meantoimply...”

“No, Seven...you never mean to imply anything. But you just...never mind. We re not having this
argument again. You'll just sand there, apicture of frigid inflexibility, and I’ [l end up wanting to bresk
your nose, and at the end of the day, we veredly got much bigger problems than your unbearably
inflated ego!” B’ Elanna spat hotly, unsureif she was more annoyed with Seven, or herself for once again
alowing Seven’ simplacable demeanor to destroy every good feding she had ever had about the woman.

The Key to Gremadia, a gift that had been presented to Janeway by Kaytok, one of the scientistsswho
had aidedV oyager in their recent successful attempt to destroy the Blue Eye and escape from a subspace
fold, sat infront of itsintricately carved casein the captain’s cabin, precisely where she had left it less
than twenty-four hours earlier. It shared a place of honor among some of the other persona souvenirs
that Janeway had collected duringVoyager’ slong journey in the Delta Quadrant, among them a
coin—actual currency used on Earth in the mid-twentieth century—given to her by Amelia Earhart before



they had |eft her and the other 37’ s on the planet that had been settled by their descendants; a necklace
that had bel onged to the wife of an Alsaurian resstance fighter named Caylem, who had mistaken
Janeway for his daughter in the last tortured days of hislife; and arock that had played an integra partin
her journey on the Nechani homeworld to find the ancestra spiritsin order to save Kes slife. Once she
had completed the ritud, her Nechisti guide had suggested she keep the rock as areminder that
oftentimes our experiences are limited rather than enhanced by our expectations.

To the naked eye, the Key was roughly the same size as the Nechani rock, though it had formed or been
carved into aperfect circle. Janeway fully intended at some point to analyze the extremely hard yet
porous spherefor any scientific or archaeological datait might reveal. But Since Tuvok’ s strange
departure had forced them to leave Monorha abruptly, she had scarcely given the gift athought. Nor had
she noticed that dmost as soon as she removed it from its ornately carved case and placed it on asmall
glasstable beside her door, it had begun to vibrate a most imperceptibly.

By thetimethefirst intruder had entered her cabin, emerging from the bulkhead in the form of dozens of
plasmatic energy tentacles that oozed down the walls, seeking the strange vibrating sphere, the Key to
Gremadiahad begun to glow asif lit by an internd pinkish gray light. The second intruder barely arrived
intimeto activate an energy barrier around the Key, protecting it from the one who it knew ingtinctively
had come to destroy the Key, and anyone who got in itsway .

“Bigger problems than inching through a section of space that seemsto defy every law of physicsin
search of our head of security, who has gone absent without leave?’ Janeway asked, entering the
astrometricslab and thefray at the sametime.

B’ Elannaand Seven turned to face the captain smultaneoudy, and Janeway couldn’t help but think that
at this particular moment these two eminently capable women resembled nothing so much as errant
children who had been caught with their handsin one of her mother’ santique cookiejars.

B’ Elannalooked to Seven, who nodded with only dightly condescending grace to indicate that she
should begin their explanation to the captain.

“Wel...?" Janeway demanded.

“I"ve been scanning the singularity, Captain. So far the gravimetric interference has made it difficult to get
any clear readings, but in the last hour or so, I ve managed to clean up enough of the Sgnd to seethis”

Janeway spent afew moments studying the readings, but quickly turned her attention to the large display
screen beyond the workgtations that bordered the room. Walking calmly up to the staging areajust in
front of the display, she dlowed her mind to integrate both the visua image and the numeric data scrolling
besde theimage a the sametime.

Findly she spoke, dmost reverently. “It’ s a space station, orbiting ablack hole.”

“Not just orbiting, Captain,” Seven chimed in.

“No,” Janeway continued, examining the readings more closdly, “you’ reright. It's powered by the
sngularity. Amazing, in'tit?’

“Ceptain,” B'Elannasaid quietly, “it'salittle soon to say definitively, but even from this distance, the



power signatures appear to be similar to those we saw when we encountered the dien relay stationsthat
had been coopted by the Hirogen.”

Janeway turned abruptly. “Have we detected any Hirogen vessels?’

“No, Captain,” she answered, “but with the interference, we might not detect them until we wereright on
top of them.”

Janeway considered for amoment before resolving, “I’ m confident that theunderstanding we reached
with the Hirogen after our last encounter will hold for the time being. And even if they have somehow
discovered this, | don’t see how or why they would want to make use of it. The relay stations alowed
them to stalk prey over much wider areas of space while maintaining communications. Unlessthis station
isfilled with beings the Hirogen would find chalenging to hunt, | doubt we' Il get any trouble from them,”
Janeway said as she turned back to the display. Finaly she asked, “ Can we date this technology ?’

Seven quickly ran the data through a dozen different agorithms before replying, “The stationis at least
eighty thousand yearsold.”

Janeway shook her head, awed. “ So we have another mystery to add to those we' ve aready
encountered in the Monorhan system. It' s possible that whatever ancient civilization managed to safely
harness the energy of microscopic singularities and build the communications arrays we discovered
several months ago didn't stop there.”

“Y ou're saying the next step was stabilizing a singularity large enough to power a space sation?”
B’ Elannaasked, clearly ready to rethink her earlier suppositionin light of thisintriguing hypothesis.

“Therday sationswere at least ahundred thousand years old. And the smilarity in the power Sgnatures
is more than the complex mechanics of harnessing the energy of asingularity. | don’t think it' sahuge legp
to suggest that both the arrays and this Sation were built by smilar, if not, the same hands. Thesize of it,
though,” Janeway continued, her eyes glued to the viewscreen image, “1t' s o much larger than any space
gtation the Federation would ever consider building. It smorelike...”

“A city,” Seven finished.

All threewomen stared silently at the image of the massive circular construct that orbited dowly around
asingularity large enough, by dl rights, to have sucked it into oblivion ages ago. Though none of them
posed the question aloud, Janeway knew that both Seven and B’ Elanna were as curious as she to know
exactly what kind of stabilization field would be necessary to keep a piece of engineering that Sizeintact
around the densest and one of the most powerful gravitationa forces known to the universe.

Finaly Janeway broke the silence with asmple order. “1 want continuous scans running on every sensor
array we have until we reach this. Reroute internd sensorsif you have to. We need to know everything
we possibly can about it before we get there.”

“I wonder if anybody’ s home, and how they’ 1l fed about our stopping by?’ B’ Elanna mused aoud.

“WEe re about to find out,” Janeway sighed, resigned. “ Because Tuvok’ s headed right for it.”

Chapter 2



Lieutenant Tom Paris,Voyager’ s senior conn officer, had been ordered by Commander Chakotay to
get somerest. He' d pulled more than hisfair share of extraduty shifts sncethey had arrived in
Monorhan space, and under normal circumstances would have been grateful for the brief respite. He
knew that, even at impulse,Voyager would overtake Tuvok’ s shuttlein afew hours, and he would
certainly be cdled to the bridge when their mission became, as hisgut told him it would, more than a
smple shuttle recovery. But right now only B’ Elanna sfirm warm presence nestled againgt him and her
soft rhythmic snores could have guaranteed him a decent chance at deep. Since B’ Elannawas aready on
duty, hetossed and turned, grateful that at least her musky scent remained on the pillow beside him,
arousing pleasant memories of the last night they had shared when she returned from Monorha and was
given aclean hill of hedth by the Doctor. Findly he accepted that any pursuit of rest was probably alost
cause.

“That'sit...” heresolved, dlowing the mischievous demons that had ruled so much of hislifeto once
again wrestle his better angelsinto submission, “ .. .therewill be plenty of timeto deep when I’'m dead.”

Rising from his bed, he considered dressing and heading down to the mess hall to see what frightening
dish Nedix had managed to concoct from hydroponic vegetables and his favorite staple, leolaroots. But
his stomach rebelled at the thought. He had been saving replicator rations for days, planning to surprise
B’ Elanna the next chance he had with bregkfast in bed: banana pancakes for two, adish she had told him
was one of her childhood favorites, but which she had been strangely reluctant to order for hersdlf lately.
Doing alittle quick math in his head, he rationdized that if he waswilling to forgo breskfast for himsdlf for
the next few days, he could still surprise B’ Elannaand manage to indulge himsdf alittle right now.

Standing over the replicator, he opted for one of hisguiltiest pleasures, “ Two dices of pepperoni
pizza...cold.” Moments later, seated comfortably in an armchair and savoring every single bite, he
searched through his persond padds until he found the one that had most recently captured his
imagination.

The padd in question contained everything in the ship’ s database concerning a series of stories created
on Earth in the twentieth century. They wereknown as*“ serids,” and were usudly long and involved
action-adventure piecesthat chronicled in brief ingtalments the exploits of larger-than-life heroes, their
fathful sidekicks, and maniaca madmen bent on destroying the world. Each segment, or “chapter,”
invariably ended with the hero and his friends trapped in circumstances that could result only in certain
death. But week after week, the heroes managed to survive, rescue the beautiful girl, and fail the evil
villan.

Tom had spent most of what little free time he' d had of late searching for the perfect serid to adapt into
his next holodeck program. He had aready received assurances from Harry that he would grudgingly
participate, and if he could drag B’ Elannaaway from the Klingon martid-arts programs that she had
recently begun to fill her free time with, he was certain his efforts would be rewarded with hours of fun for
al three of them.

But which one, he wondered to himsdlf, until his gaze fdll upon onefileonthelist he hadn't had timeto
open yet. Smiling to himself, he read aloud, “ Captain Proton, Space Man Firgt Class, Protector of Earth,
and Scourge of Intergdlactic Evil.”

His amusement turned to full-blown glee as he began the firgt ingalment of the series, Captain Proton
and Chaotica s Ray of Doom. Captain Proton was, of course, the hero, his best friend areporter called
Buster Kincaid. But hisjoy was not complete until he had seen the description of Proton’s secretary, the
voluptuous Congtance Goodheart, who often found hersaf embroiled in the direst of circumstances while
wesaring little more than a cocktall dress,



“It'sperfect,” he said, risng to changeinto his uniform. The moment he reached his combadge he
activated it: “Paristo Kim.”

He hardly noticed as he was dressing that he got no response.

The sensors aboard Tuvok’ s shuttle were nowhere near as sophisticated as those aboardV oyager, but
al he needed was his bare eyesto know that the object he was approaching as quickly asfull impulse
would alow was both extraordinary and unique. The massve ring that spun dowly around the sngularity
he had used to set his course was so much larger than any space station ever constructed by the
Federation. Even at this distance, the sensors were dso reading densay woven layers of energy fields
that, he could only assume, kept the station from being crushed by the gravity of the sngularity. The
computer could not make any substantive analysis of the molecular structure of the metals or dloys of
which the station was composed. Life-form readings were unintelligible.

Nonetheless, Tuvok was absolutely certain that whomever or whatever he had been in contact with was
aboard the station. When he allowed the music to break the surface of his conscious mind, he could hear
adidtinctive change in texture and complexity. It was asif astring quartet had suddenly been overrun by
afull symphony orchestra. The delicate harmony lilting above the urgent bass, which continued to pound
with the force of its constant voracious need, had become scattered, dissonant...asif the various
musicians could no longer agree upon apiece to play and instead opted to throw out their sheet music
atogether in favor of individua variations. For thefirst time since this journey had begun, Tuvok found
himsdlf wondering whether he might be facing one telepathic entity, or hundreds.

Forcing asde the intensity that commanded him to abandon al restraint, he dowed the shuttle’ simpulse
engines to stationkeeping and began to cal culate the safest approach to the station.

“Computer,” he ordered, “begin transmitting friendship messages on dl subspace bands.”

The computer complied with achirp as Tuvok turned his attention to the navigational controls and began
to plot his course.

Hewas briefly sartled—
best, beat, beat
—when the computer announced,“ Incoming transmission, audio only.”

Hetook amoment to focus again on his breathing in order to dow his suddenly unruly heart rate, waiting
until he was once again in absolute control of hisfaculties before he ordered, “ Compuiter, play
trangmisson.”

A sharp burgt of gtatic echoed through the shuttle, though Tuvok noted with satisfaction that his heart
rate remained steady as he lowered the volume afew decibels. Tuvok could faintly make out some
semblance of avoice through the shrieking of €ectromagnetic interference, and he set about methodicaly
weeding out the unnecessary sgnasthat were garbling the message.

A few minutes later, he had three words, only one of which had any meaning to him.
“Assylia...Monorhan... Betasis. ” Ashe put the message on continuous low playback, hoping that the



computer might find another word or two, he considered the possibility that he was picking up the
transmission from another vessd in the area. Although he was well outside the range that Monorhan ships
were thought to have traveled, it was not inconceivable that one of their ill-fated transport vessdl's had
wandered into the region and found itsdlf trapped, or unable to return home. But after he compensated
for the gravimetric interference of the sngularity, aquick sensor sweep told him that hiswasthe only ship
intheimmediate vicinity.

Returning his attention to the conn, he entered a new heading, one that would take the shuttle dowly
toward the gation on aline that followed the curve of the singularity’ s gravimetric displacement. He
believed that this course would alow him to come close enough to the Sation to find a point of ingress
while using the station’ s own magnetic sabilization field to keep him from faling into the event horizon of
the sngularity.

The shuttle began to buck and rattle as he neared the station. Inertial dampers held him relatively steedy,
though the power drain required to maintain course was unacceptably high. As he methodicaly began
powering down unnecessary Systems to compensate, he saw that what had appeared from adistance to
be one large ring was actualy two ringsthat turned at the same rate in opposite directions, one on top of
the other. Aninvisble magnetic fidd held theringsin their orbit, their motion obvioudy part of the
Sabilization design. Extending from therings at regular intervals toward the singularity were dozens of
long metal struts. Though he couldn’t be certain, it seemed logica that these spokes of the wheels might
channd the stabilization field to and from the rings, maintaining its motion and delicate baance.

Power reserves were holding steady, and his course seemed to be leading him toward a series of what
could be docking bays, when the shuttle’ s darm klaxon began to wall.

Despite hisrigorous efforts, Tuvok had migudged his course. Sensorsindicated that he had stumbled
upon the edge of the sngularity’ s event horizon, but that seemed impossible. Every calculation dictated
that the event horizon should exist within the magnetic fields that bordered the interior of the gation’'s
rings. Otherwise the rings should logically have been crushed by the gravity of the sngularity. Ashewas
gtill severa hundred kilometers from the outer edge of the rings, he should have been at asafe distance,
Nonetheless, the abrupt change in the gravitationd pull on the shuttle told Tuvok in no uncertain terms
that within moments, he would pass through the singularity’ s outermost fringe, exposing himself to the
mercy of itsinexorable pull.

Hisfirgt ingtinct was to increase the shuttl€’ simpul se engines to maximum and dter coursein astraight
line away from the ation. It was atug-of-war he was amost certain to lose, but the only logica optionin
the moment.

“Warning, shiddsat fifty percent,” the computer caled. A second later,“Warning, shiddsat thirty

The engines protested loudly as every ounce of power a the shuttle' s disposa was engaged in tearing it
free of the singularity’ sintense pull.

Moments ater, his shilds were gone. Tuvok tried to route dl remaining power to structurd integrity,
even as consoles began exploding dl around him.

In the midst of the chaos, the barrier Tuvok had erected between his mind and the music shattered like
glass. For thefirg time, the fedings were more overwheming than the sounds. The aching need Tuvok
had associated with asingle powerful being came rushing forth in awave of intengity that made him fedl
asif he had just entered into amind-meld with athousand people at the sametime.



A few seconds more...and he would lose control of more than his shuittle.

Thelast thing Tuvok heard ditinctly through the chaos of sound and light that now enveloped him was
thefina word of the tranamission that the computer had managed to trandate before it automatically
rerouted all power to inertial dampers, structurd integrity, and life-support.

“Gremadia”

“Computer,” he choked.

There was no response. The main console erupted in abrilliant flash of light, and Tuvok released himsdlf
to the blackness and knew no more.

It wasn't that Harry hadn’t heard Tom cdling over the comm system.Voyager’ sops officer wasa
notorioudy light deeper who had endured no end of ribbing for his nightly use of an eye mask to ensure
the darkest darkness possible when he dept. He had, in fact, started awake at the sound of his name. He
just hadn’t been particularly inclined to answer. He knew Tom. Whatever he wanted could certainly wait
until they were on duty, and if it couldn’t, surely the next voice he' d hear would be Chakotay’ s or the
captain’s.

“Paristo Kim.”
Harry loved Tom like the older brother he' d never had, but sometimesthe guy just couldn’t take a hint.

Confirmation of that thought arrived afew secondslater when aloud pounding on his door began to
reverberate through his cabin.

“Comeon, Harry, | know you'rein there!” Tom caled.

Harry managed to muffle the curses that escaped hislips when his shin impacted something quite heavy,
possibly achair or table leg, en route to answer his door.

“Isthe ship in danger?’ Harry asked groggily when the doors did open, adight spark of indignation
lighting in his stomach as Tom' s eyes managed to silently mock the pgjamas he was weering, navy flannel
plaid that had been agift from his mother, and, of course, the eye mask hanging around his neck.

“Of course not,” Tom answered cheerily. “ Although we are a yellow dert, and that’ s never agreat
sgn”

Harry perked up momentarily at this. “Have senior officers been ordered to the bridge?’

“No. Not yet. And unless I’ m mistaken, we won't be for at least another three hours, or until our next
duty shift begins, whichever comesfirg.”

“Then, go away,” Harry replied, turning back toward hisroom in an attempt to preempt any further
discusson.

Tom managed to dide into the darkened room before the doors did shut behind him and immediately



cdled, “ Computer, increaseillumination.”

Asthe computer responded and the lightsin the cabin rose to standard work settings, he continued,
“Y ou know it’ s not agood ideato walk around in the dark, Harry. Y ou might break something.”

Harry was aready back in bed. And just in case Tom intended to be exceptionally obtuse, he had reset
his eye mask and placed two pillowsfirmly over his head.

Perching himsdlf on the edge of Harry’ s bed, Tom checked the computer’ s chronometer before saying,
“Come on, Harry, you' ve been off duty for six hours dready.”

Through the muffling of the pillows Tom probably barely made out Harry’s“And | have two moreto go,
S0 get out!”

But Tom was never this easily deterred.

“Harry, do you remember that time you were trapped in aparale universe or dternatetimelineor,
whatever, back on Earth and only an incredible act of salf-sacrifice, that resulted in my death | might add,
alowed you to return to your proper...”

“That wasn't even you!” Harry screamed into his pillows.

“Yes, but it wasaversion of me, and theway | seeit, | pretty much saved your life, so...”

Unwilling to giveinto the inevitable, but sill determined to make his point, Harry sat up, scattering the
pillows, and removed his mask.

“You know, | didn’'t even haveto tell you that story. Y ou would never have known...” he began.

“Butisn’t it greet to think that that’ sthe kind of friendship we have? I’ll bet that in dmost every
conceivabletime line out there, we ve dways got each other’ sbacks,” Tom continued.

Harry had successfully deluded himsdlf for dmost two minutes that he would be able to snesk in another
hour of deep, but the twinklein Tom’s eye made it perfectly clear that whatever scheme Parishad in
mind, Harry was dready an integral part of it.

“Thisisone of those ‘resstanceisfutile moments, isn't it?’ Harry asked.

“I'mafraditis” Tom replied.

“Where arewe going?’

“To build arocket ship and save the galaxy!”

Harry smiled in spite of himself.

“Could befun.”

Thefirst intruder isolated the dissonant €l ectromagnetic dischargesit encountered on contact with the



energy barrier that had been erected around the Key and dispersed them into harmless static. The atomic
particles suspended in the atmaosphere of the cabin snapped with a sudden charge before the static began
to dissipate. Although this process was temporarily unbaancing and therefore. ..panful.. . theintruder did
not concern itself with the unpleasantness of the experience. Instead, it threw the entirety of itsbeing
agang the energy barrier and endured until it recognized the futility of this approach.

A part of it retained an ethered imprint of sensations that the organic beings who inhabited this dimension
referred to as“fedings” It had briefly inhabited this space-time redlity in an dternative form once before.
It knew al too well that the longer it spent here, the more vulnerable it would become to mistaking those
sensationsfor “fedings’ of itsown.

It identified the“fedling” washing over it at the moment as rage. Soon, the angry tumultuous energy
gpasmsthat resulted in these “fedings’ would overwhelm it, and decrease its ability to counteract the
forcefidd.

Asit re-formed itself into a sharp directed-energy beam that might puncture the barrier, the hostile and
disturbing misplaced energy “fedings’ were heightened dramaticaly when yet another series of vibrations
were detected in the mix.

It could not remember why these vibrations were so unsettling. Countless moments had passed since it
had last encountered them. Turning its attention to the source of the vibrations, it sensed that the one who
had erected the forcefield was still present. 1t had taken aform that mimicked the other types of sentient
lifethat had erupted in thisdimension. A lesser being.

The form was alittle less than two meters high. A soft, flowing, brightly patterned fabric composed of a
combination of organic and synthetic polymers covered its four appendages, two that rooted it to the
floor for balance and two that extended from its upper torso for the purpose of crudely manipulating solid
matter. A round formation with severa vulnerable openings sat atop the torso, and it was from one of
these openings that the disturbing vibrations were emanating.

Finaly, it found the distant memory it was seeking.
Sheislaughing a me.

“I know why you' ve come,” the being that was so like itself and yet so different said. *'Y ou may aswell
go back, because you won't succeed.”

Every moment brought fresh reorienting memoriesto the surface of its awareness. Human. She hastaken
human form. Though it could easily manipul ate the matter of the fragile humanoid brain that regulated the
functioning of itsbody’ s systems, it knew that such tactics would have no effect on the other, despite
appearances.

“That' sright,” she said, answering itsthoughts. “And | do not wish to hurt you ether.”

It gathered all of the distasteful “fedlings’ that had percolated ingde it from the moment it had crossed
into thisredlity, and directed them toward the other, engulfing her inthe vise grip of itsfluid tentacles asif
it could force a more appropriate response from her.

She had been ready for just such an attack. She did not resist, conserving her energy and using it instead
to send her own flow of powerful intentionsinto its consciousness. Where the two forces met, itsrage
and her acceptance, there was, for an instant, a delicate balance of energy.



Peace.

It knew this place too. But there could be no peace aslong as she protected the object that was
vibrating and glowing behind the energy fidd.

She was struggling to continue speaking. Bound by some of the laws of her form, she could not easily
continue making the vibrations she was using to communicate aslong as she was held in its powerful

grasp.

It knew that if it perssted in this manner, she would defend hersdlf. She was more than capable of
repelling any “physica” attack presented.

“Release...me...” shewas struggling to say.
Findly, athin protective barrier closed over two of her facid openings, soft watery organsthat some
humanoids used to interpret visua stimuli. This action seemed to dlow her to focus more sharply on her

own intentions.

She did not speak again; nonetheless, it knew in aflash of insght that she wanted it to remember how to
take human form, so that they could communicate more easlly.

Therewasno time.

“Thereisdwaystime,” she struggled.

It dightly released the pressure of itstentacles, and alowed them to explore the humanoid form.
Moments later, it had achieved afair gpproximation of a human woman, amirror image of the other that
stood before her.

“Thank you,” she said, as her respiration returned to normal.

“| do not want your gratitude,” it replied, amazed at how quickly it wasfaling back into certain
knowledge of every aspect of theform it now inhabited.

Thiswasfollowed by an uncomfortable silence. Long ago, countless others had stood in precisely this
place of opposition. It was pointlessto begin the old arguments again, knowing al possible outcomes.

“You arean individua for the moment,” she began. “Would you like aname?’

“I am not alesser being,” it replied scornfully. “I do not gppreciate or require individuaity. Y ou forget
us, and yoursdlf.”

The edges of her mouth curved dightly upward in the beginnings of more laughter. Laughter wasasign
of amusement or pleasure. What positive fedings she could possbly be taking from this encounter were
beyond it, but to argue over such atrifle seemed wasteful .

“I havelearned morein my time here than | have forgotten,” she countered, “and if you will not choose a
namefor yoursdlf, | will choose onefor you. | wasawaysfond of Vivia. And you may cal me Phoebe.”

“This designation serves no purpose,” Vivia snapped.



“| assure you, my designation is essentia to my purpose, and to yours, unlessthisisapurey socid vist,”
Phoebe replied placidly.

Viviawas momentarily disoriented by the reference. Findlly sheredlized that this* sarcasm” wasaform
of pointed laughter. As much as shelonged for thistemporary captivity to end, she understood that to
show anger at Phoebe' s game was to empower her further and to divert her attention from more
ggnificant issuesat hand.

“Very wdl, Phoebe,” Viviabegan. “Y ou have broken our agreement. We are aware of the breach and
areworking, even now, to repair it. Nor will this crude device you have fashioned aid you in your quest
to return to the existence you forswore long ago. Y ou will destroy it now, or you will alow usto do so.”

Phoebe retorted sharply. “For atransdimensional sentience, you are surprisingly obtuse.”
“Y ou cannot insult me, Phoebe,” Viviareplied. “1 have no fedingsto be hurt.”

“I was not trying to hurt you. | was merely pointing out that you have come here with assumptionswhich
areincorrect. But this has always been so, hasn't it?” Phoebe did not pause for Vivia simminent
contradiction. “We did not create the breach. Y our precious artificia construct had obvious deficiencies.
Y ou were warned that this would be the case, but you chose to ignore those warnings. Life has emerged
inthis system. Lifewill not be contained, nor will it hesitate to defend and preserveitself. Those who
created the rupture did so in an honest effort to sustain their existence and are unaware of the
consequences of thelr actions.”

Phoebe’ swords were disconcerting for two reasons. Thefirst wasthat aslong asthey maintained their
restrictive human forms, they were incgpable of mingling their essences as was more gppropriate to their
natura state. In that state subterfuge wasimpossible. Viviaslently wondered if thiswas not the precise
reason that Phoebe had ins sted they communicate in this manner. More troubling was the possibility,
however, that Phoebe was spesking the truth.

“If lesser beings are responsible, they must be diminated. Their ignorance does not mitigate the threat
they obvioudy pose,” Viviareplied. “But no lesser being could have created the resonance focusing
object you are attempting to protect. It isof us.”

Phoebe bowed her head. “ Of courseitis. But it poses no threat to you.”

“Then destroy it, and | will dedl with thelesser beings.”

“I cannot,” Phoebe replied smply. “ All things here are more complicated than you are accustomed to.
No resolution can be achieved by force done.”

Viviatook amoment to consder her surroundings. The smplistic and fundamenta atomic compounds
that resulted in solid matter of varying hues, shapes, and densities were no match for her manipulative
abilities

“| could destroy this primitive vessel with athought,” she warned.

“Ascould |,” Phoebereplied. “Since | have not, you should consider the possibility that | might have a
good reason for not doing s0.”



“1 do not carefor your reasons.”
“But you should!” Phoebe shouted. “They concern usall.”

“Y ou have only ever been concerned with yoursdf,” Viviaargued. “Y our presence hereis evidence of
that. Prove that you are also of us by asssting me.”

“Y ou would destroy what you do not understand,” Phoebe reasoned. “I cannot alow that.”
“You carefor these lesser beings?’ Viviashot back. “Y ou have been tainted by your exposure to them.”

“I have been expanded by my dealings with these beings and others like them. | have gained knowledge
and experience that is beyond you because you choose to be adave. | will honor your choice, but you
must aso honor mine. And you must believe mewhen | tell you that destroying this vessdl and the Key
that | am protecting will only hasten that which you have spent your entire existence trying to prevent,”
Phoebe replied.

“That isnot possible” Viviasad. “Why areyou lying to me?’

“I’'mnot,” Phoebe said carefully. “ Y ou are well aware that our interaction with all matter and energy in
this dimension has consequences,” she continued. “ The Key is cgpable of focusng energy acrossthe
barrier that divides us, but the power to useit isnow imprinted upon one of the beingswho inhabitsthis
ship. It was an unforeseen effect. | take no more pleasurein it than you do.”

“Which one of these beingsisit, and where are they now?’ Viviaasked.

Viviawatched the wave of disconcertion rumble across Phoebe s face. Phoebe had obvioudly betrayed
something she had not intended. Viviaredized in an ingtant that Phoebe was weaker than she appeared
and this knowledge gave her .. .pleasure. Then she remembered how to laugh.

The Doctor was, once again, serioudy considering taking aname. Infour years of amost continua
operation, he had toyed with and for a short time adopted more than

one—Sak...Schwaltzer... Shmullus.. . Mozart—but these were other men. Great men, to be sure. Their
individua accomplishments had lent glory to their namesin the eyes of their respective worlds, or those
who loved them. But they just weren't...him.And so, they had been abandoned.

Thiswas hardly the first time he had wrestled with theWho Am 1? question. Each time the subroutines
that ordered his cognitive processes worked through the equations involved in answering such aquestion,
the results were either black and white or nonexistent. The “black and white” option was, Emergency
Medica Hologram Mark One, AK 1 Diagnostic and Surgica Subroutine Omega 323, operating aboard
the Federation StarshipV oyager. The nonexistent option was a bit more disturbing, if ahologram could
even be“disturbed.” He was programmed to display lifeike human emotionsin conjunction with his
practice of medicine. But neither he nor anyone else could say definitively whether or not in displaying
those emotions he was actudlyfeding them.

Thefact was, however, that what lay beyond the officid designation for his program, adefinition of self
he had long ago determined was insufficient, was an emptiness that sometimes created an unsettling
processing loop. It left him wondering whether or not, without such a definition, he could even be said to
actudly exist. Often as not, the selection of aname seemed thefirst and most important step infilling that



emptiness. But he didn’t want somebody el se's name, however lauded. He wanted his own.

It had never really occurred to him that none of Voyager’ screw had ever faced his dilemma. Most
humanoid species did not dlow their offspring to choose their own names. Their names were given to
them by those who spawned them. Early on he had redlized that aslong asVVoyager wasinthe Delta
Quadrant, he was going to have to think of himself as more than a supplementa program, but asthe
ship’schief medica officer. At Kes surging, he had asked the captain for aname. There were many
subsequent days when he serioudly wished that she had taken him up on that request, rather than leaving
him to make the determination on his own.

Maybe Jm.It was short and smple, shouldn’t be too hard for the crew to remember. But Jim was short
for James, and there were few Starfleet officers as highly regarded as James Tiberius Kirk.

Adam?It had anicering to it. Long ago, certain sects of humans on Earth had believed that Adam was
the first man created. Asthefirgt continuoudy functioning and self-aware EMH Mark One, hefound a
synchronicity in the choice that appeded to him.

But if hewas going for smple, why not Matt, or David, or Paul? Having been madein theimage of his
human creator, Dr. Lewis Zimmerman, he hesitated to move too far beyond the relm of human names.
Some of the Klingon and Romulan names contained in his databases also had a certain gpped, though
they often sounded asif they were missing afew vowelswhen they rolled off his smulated tongue.

He had been processing the question for seventy-nine uninterrupted minutes when his aurd subroutine
derted him to afaint high-pitched hum emanating from one of the storage cabinetsin sickbay.

Crossing to the row of cabinets, he pinpointed the sound. It came from storage unit dphaone. The
mediumsized drawer contained thefirst dien artifact he had ever catalogued and stored, the sporocystian
remains of an entity known as the Caretaker.

Though most of the crew thought of the Caretaker asthe lessthan caring aien being who had stranded
them in the Delta Quadrant, this was not, strictly speaking, true. The Caretaker had used coherent
tetryon technology to transportV oyager adistance of seventy thousand light-years from the Alpha
Quadrant to the Delta Quadrant, but it was Captain Janeway who had made the decision that left them
there. She had intentiondly sacrificedVoyager’ sway hometo savethelives of an entire species.
Knowing Janeway aswell as he did now, the Doctor redlized that faced with the alternatives, he could
never have expected her to make another choice. The convenience of 146 Starfleet officersand Maquis
crewmen did not tip the scalesin their favor when welghed againgt tens of thousands of innocent
Ocampa. Though the chalenges posed in attempting to cross the seventy thousand light-years that
separated them from their homesin the Alpha Quadrant had been arduous, it wasto this exact set of
circumstances that the Doctor owed what he consdered “hislife” He, for one, didn’t blame the captain.
Deep indde hismatrix rested asmple subroutine he had labeled “ gratitude,” which he recaled whenever
he consderedVoyager’ sunique circumstances and the opportunities those circumstances had given him.

Nonethel ess, he was more than alittle disturbed by the vibrating sound that was growing louder every
second in storage cabinet aphaone. The last time the Caretaker’ s remains had done anything other than
gt there like theinert, irregularly shaped formation of bioremnantsthat it was had been Stardate 49164.8.
Herecalled the day vividly.

Voyagerhad encountered the only other “Caretaker” they had known of, the origina’ s mate, who called
hersdlf Suspiria. She was tending to her own flock of Ocampa, on an array severd thousand light-years
from that of the original Caretaker. When the ship had come within a certain proximity to her presence,



the Caretaker’ s remains had begun to vibrate, much as they were doing now, and Lieutenant Torres had
used readings of those vibrations to accurately pinpoint Suspiria slocation.

If the benign and somewhat befuddied creature described inVoyager' slogs asthe Caretaker was one
extreme of hisrace’ stemperament, Suspiriawas the other. Hostile and deranged, she had dmost
succeeded in destroying the ship in her rage to revenge hersalf on those she believed had killed her mate,
Although the captain had managed to thwart Suspiria’ s murderous rampage, Janeway was never certain
whether or not she had convinced Suspiriathat no one aboardVoyager could be held accountable for the
Caretaker’ s death. He had died of whatever passed for natural causes among his people, the Nacene.

Suspiria had ultimately |eft the ship and returned to the subspace layer she inhabited when she did not
exist in norma space. When Kes had described the dark and bloody range of emotions she had
experienced when in brief communication with Suspiria, the Doctor had silently recorded his hope that
Voyager never cross her path again.

So it waswith no small amount of trepidation that the Doctor dowly opened the cabinet labeled apha
one, and removed the spherical transparent container that now shook with the strange vibrations
emanating from the Caretaker’ sremains.

He was about to activate the shipwide Emergency Medica Hologram override channd to dert the
captain to thisfrightening devel opment when theirregularly shaped rock began to glow with afaint
pinkish light. In the space of afew seconds, the light burned furioudy bright. He didn’t even have a
chance to set the container on his desk and activate an emergency forcefield before the Caretaker’s
remains exploded violently, ripping through the storage container and covering the Doctor’ s photonic

body with sporocystian dust.

It wasn't that Phoebe was unaware of the identity of the Key’ s new owner.VVoyager' scaptain, Kathryn
Janeway, had been presented with the Key alittle over aday earlier, and with typical human arrogance
and stupidity, the firgt thing she had done was removeit from its ceremonid case and giveit acursory
visua examination. One touch was dl that was required for the Key to senseits new owner and imprint
itself upon her.

The emotiona spasms she was struggling to contain came from the certainty that Viviahad neither the
patience nor the wisdom to do anything other than threaten the owner of the Key with oblivion should she
refuse arequest. But Phoebe had been watching this Captain Janeway and her crew since the transfer of
the Key had taken place. She dready knew everything that could be known about these humanoids and
theirV oyager, and she had no doubt that Janeway would willingly die before being coerced into anything.

“You must leavethisto me,” Phoebe replied, refusing to answer Vivia squestion. “1 will sever her
connection to the Key, but it will taketime. Only then will | be able to destroy it.”

“And what of the rupture?’ Viviademanded.

“You have said you are already working to sedl it. | trust you will succeed, and the peace and balance
between uswill be maintained.”

“You havethree days,” Viviareplied as she began to release herself from the restrictive and distasteful
human form. “If you fail, the Otherswill return with me, and wewill ded with these beings aswe seefit.”



Phoebe knew thiswas possible. It was ahuge risk, but one she could easily see Viviaand the Others
accepting.

As she watched her mirror image disspate in amass of flowing, undulating plasmétic energy, shewas
abruptly thrown to the ground by the unexpected release of highly charged particlesthat were displaced
by Vivid stransformation.

“Dammit,” she hissed, picking hersdlf up.VVoyager possessed highly refined internal sensors. There was
only so much she could hide from them. Vivid s unnecessary show of force had surely dertedVoyager’ s
crew to her presence by now.

Although Phoebe had dready formed her plan and done much to put that plan into effect, there was il
more to do, more than could be donein three short days.

But three dayswas all she had. Either the captain would do exactly as she said, or they would soon be
on acollison course with the unimaginable,

War.

Phoebe took some small comfort in the knowledge that Viviahad, for the present, accepted her less
than thorough accounting of the problems at hand. Phoebe did not liketolie. It was usualy an
unnecessary complication. But in this case, the whole truth had been arisk she was not willing to take.

Turning to examine one of the many crude matter-generation devices that were common on the ship, she
paused for amoment over an image that rested on the captain’s desk. It was aframed photograph of
three women, one obvioudy older than the other two. All shared the same bright blue eyes and auburn
hair. The face of the eldest was marked with dight furrows, particularly around the eyes and mouth, and
her hair was streaked with gray, but the physica resemblance among the three was till striking.

“Gretchen,” Phoebe said, tracing the older woman’ sface with afinger. “Mother of Kathryn, and
Phoebe,” shefinished. As she replaced the photo and set to work on the captain’ sreplicator, she
decided that of the three, Phoebe Janeway definitely looked the happiest. Perhaps that was agood sign.

Chapter 3

Chakotay had been less than pleased when he called to Tom'’ s quarters and found that he was not, as he
had been ordered, getting some extrarest. Chakotay was decidedly uneasy about how the next several
hours were going to develop, and he wanted his helmsman in top form. The captain’ s urgent cdl for him
to gather the senior staff and meet in astrometrics had done nothing to alay his sense of foreboding, but
he tried to put it asde as he entered the holographic research lab and found Tom and Ensign Kim
conferring with Ensign Brooks. Chakotay suspected that Seven had been pulled from the quantum
dipstream drive project earlier to consult with whatever had been found in astrometrics, so perhaps
Tom's presence there wasn't evidence of willful disobedience, he reasoned. He was able to sustain that
hopeful delusion until he stepped close enough to overhear the subject of their discussion without derting
any of the other three men to his presence.

“Tom thinksthere should be multiple settings increasing in intensity, but I'm thinking...hey, thisisaray
gun. It'sonly got one purpose—to blow up a planet. Do you see where I’ m going with this?” Harry was

sying.



“But more settings would alow for abroader range of uses,” Brooks replied tentatively, then dmost
swallowed histongue when he caught sight of Chakotay standing directly behind Tom and Harry.

“Redly, Ensggn Brooks?’ Chakotay said tersdy. “ And which part of our quantum dipstream drive will
the ray gun in question be attached to?’

Tom and Harry turned in unison to face their first officer. Harry immediately attempted to ssammer out
some excuse but Tom, as usual, was quicker on hisfeet.

“I’m sorry, Chakotay. Brooks here was doing a great job on the new drive. | asked him to set it aside
foraminuteto help us...l meanme...” hefdtered.

“Imagine my surprise,” Chakotay replied.

“Anditisn't ared ray gun,” Brooks added in an attempt to be helpful, “It' sfor Chaotica’s mountain

“And Chaoticais...?’ Chakotay asked.
“A character in aholonove,” Brooks replied, chagrined.

“Right,” Chakotay snapped, certain that al three were now sufficiently apprised of hisdispleasure. “As
you were, Ensign. Lieutenant Paris, Engign Kim, you' re with me. WEe re needed in astrometrics.”

Tom and Harry moved quickly to keep pace with Chakotay as he strode briskly out of the lab. A few
steps from the door to astrometrics, Tom's stomach let out agrowl of protest loud enough for dl to hear.
Without missing astep Chakotay inquired, “ Areyou fedling dl right, Mr. Paris?’

“Absolutely, gr,” Tom replied. “I wasjust making amental note to rethink cold pepperoni pizzaduring
ydlow derts”

“I’'ve heard worseideas,” Chakotay said asthe door to astrometrics did open and he caught the first
glimpse on the large viewscreen of the technologica marvel VVoyager was approaching.

B’ Elanna, Seven, and the captain were conferring quietly over one of the display panels. Chakotay
overheard B’ Elannasaying, “...at full impulse we |l reach the array in approximately two hours,
twenty-eight minutes,” before the captain turned and acknowledged his presence with anod.

“Wel, Commander, Lieutenant, Ensign,” she asked, gesturing to the main viewscreen, “what do you
think?’

Chakotay didn't get a chance to formulate a response. Suddenly the image of the amazing construct
circling the sngularity was replaced by the Doctor’ sface looming large on the main display.

Asthe Doctor was authorized to override main channels only in the event of a serious emergency,
Chakotay didn't expect that he was contacting them with pleasant news. But what redlly piqued his
interest was the sight of the Doctor covered head to toe in athick white powder.

“Sickbay to the captain,” the Doctor said.

“Go ahead, Doctor,” Janeway replied, as her eyes grew involuntarily large at the sght of him. Before he



could continue, she asked, “ Doctor, isthere a problem with your holographic imagers?’

The Doctor replied with the world-weary tone that Chakotay had come to know and occasiondly love.
“No, Captain, but thank you for asking. | am, asyou can see, covered in aforeign substance.”

“How can we assist you, Doctor?’ the captain asked impatiently.

“By sending someone, preferably Lieutenant Torres or Seven of Nine, to sickbay,” hereplied
acerbicdly. “ A few moments ago the remains of the entity known as the Caretaker began to vibrate.
Within seconds they had exploded. | stand here, just as| am, so as not to disrupt any of the evidence
that might lead to a better understanding of just what might have caused thisunusua and, dare | sugges!,
unsettling event.”

As soon asthewords* Caretaker” and “exploded” had falen from the Doctor’ s lips, Chakotay’s mind
began to automaticaly render and prioritize possible scenarios that could account for such athing. As
usud, the captain and B’ Elannawere so immediately in the hunt. The moment their eyeslocked they
began to speak in the fragments and clipped sentences that Chakotay had grown accustomed to between
these two women whose passion for science was surpassed only by the apparent effortlessness with
which they dug their teeth into acomplex problem.

“B’Elanna...” Janeway began.

“I"’m checking the sensor logs now,” B’ Elannasaid. After abrief pause, she went on, “The explosion
was the result of an interna change in the resonance of the molecular structure of the Caretaker’s
remains. Thelast time we saw something smilar to this, the vibrations were created when subspace
dissonance waves impacted the molecular bonds, temporarily destabilizing them. We were ableto
cdculae theintengity of the wave force to guide usto the Caretaker’ s mate. But even when Suspiriawas
on boardVoyager the vibrations weren’t sufficient to completely break down those bonds.”

The captain studied the display of Voyager' s sensor grid as she added, “None of our sensorsare
detecting any subspace dissonance waves now.”

“Could the gravimetric interference generated by the singularity be impacting subspace?’ B’ Elanna
posited.

“It'spossible, but you would think whoever designed the stabilization field around the array would have
compensated for that,” Janeway replied. “How ese would they maintain structurd integrity?’

“Maybethey did,” B’ Elannacontinued, “but only in ahighly localized area. The Sabilization fied
surrounding the construct must be strong enough to dampen the intensity of the force generated by the
sngularity, but only initsimmediate vicinity.”

“So at this distance, both space and subspace might be affected, but our sensors wouldn't be able to
distinguish between the effects on each of them,” the captain finished.

There was abrief pause as Chakotay worked diligently to wrap his brain around the nuances of the
discussion. Asusua, however, Seven wasway ahead of him and did not hesitate to join the
conversaion.

“What you are suggesting could aso account for theirregular collgpse of the white dwarf,” she said.



Janeway immediately picked up the thread.

“She'sright. Sincewe didn't consider any excess gravitationa flux in our calculations, we weren't
prepared to see the formation of the microsingularity. The white dwarf acted as anatural barrier between
our sensorsand thisarray.”

“It would aso explain why the microsingularity isgrowing at an unexpected rate,” Seven added.

“What?’ B’ Elannaand Janeway snapped in unison.

“The microsingularity has grown to gpproximately one hundred timesitsorigind szeinthelast twelve
hours,” Seven replied serenely.

Chakotay studied the readouts that Seven had pulled up on her display screen. “It should have taken at
least two hundred yearsfor it to reach its current Size, and it is continuing to expand at an accelerated
rate” hesad tensdly. “Captain...”

“I know,” Janeway said wearily. “For the time being, Monorhais safe, but if it continuesto expand at
the rate we' re seeing that will change in amatter of months.”

“Oh, Captain...” the Doctor interjected.

“I’'m on my way, Doctor,” B’ Elanna said, receiving adight nod of approva from the captain. “I want to
andyze the debris and confirm our hypothesis”

“Captain...” Chakotay began.

But before he could continue, the ship buckled beneath their feet. Everyone quickly placed a secure
hand on whatever was closest and firmly attached to the deck to avoid landing on the floor.

Naomi sat up straight in her chair as Nedlix placed the grilled cheese sandwich garnished with two dices
of pickled leolaroot in front of her.

“And what would you like to drink, my dear?’ Nedlix asked warmly.
“May | please have acup of coffee?’ she asked.

Thefaint brown spotsthat covered her Talaxian godfather’ s head and neck darkened alittle ashe
replied, “Not under any circumstances, young lady. Y ou’ re much too young to drink coffee.”

“But Nedlix,” shewhined, “the captain drinks coffee dl day long.”

“And when you' re the captain, you can have anything you like. But aslong asyou'realittlegirl and I'm
in charge of the messhdll, your choices are water, juice, or milk.”

Naomi wrinkled her nosein faint disgust as she decided that thiswas probably not a battle she was
goingtowin.

“Milk, please,” shesaid.



Nedlix returned moments later with atall glass of cold milk, and seated himself acrossfrom her. She
took adutiful sp before digging into her sandwich with real gusto. Her mother loved grilled cheese
sandwiches. There were other human foods that Naomi had no stomach for, strawberries, broccoli, and
scrambled eggs among them. The Doctor had told her that it was probably the Ktarian haf of her that
didn't like these foods—the half of her she had inherited from the father she had never known.

Shewanted to bejust like her beautiful, kind mother. So she had forced hersdlf to try and eat everything
her mother ate, even when she ended up in sickbay for two whole hours once when she couldn’t stop
throwing up after inhaling a dessert called “ strawberry shortcake.” She had been thrilled to discover that
melted cheese on toasted, buttered bread was something she and her mother could enjoy together. Even
though her mother wouldn't be ableto join her and Nedlix for lunch today, she had intentionally
requested grilled cheese. She would save hdf to share with her mother when her duty shift was done.

But there was a problem.

Half the sandwich was dready gone and Naomi was ill hungry. As she considered the half she had
mentally reserved for her mother, athird option sorang to mind.

“Nedix?’ Naomi asked.
“Yes, my dear?’ hereplied.
“Do you think you could make me another haf asandwich?’

He amiled. “Of course,” he answered, risng to go to the kitchen. “1I’ [l wrap it up for you. Y our momwill
be pretty hungry when she gets off duty. It will make a perfect snack.”

Naomi grinned broadly as she took ahuge bite of therest of her lunch. It was nice having a godfather
who could read her mind.

She was glad she had picked up her sandwich when she did. Moments later, her seat shook violently
benegath her, sailling the still mostly full glassof milk al over her plate.

Once the disturbance had passed, Janeway quickly tapped her combadge.

“Janeway to the bridge. What was that?’ she snapped.

“We don’t know, Captain,” Rallinsreplied.“We re reading some kind of €l ectromagnetic discharge.”
“Isit coming from the sngularity?” was Janeway’ s next question.

“Negative, Captain. It originated within the ship. It might have been an overload in the power relays.
Give me one moment.”

Janeway could fed her anxiety risng to afever pitch.

“Lieutenant Rollins?’ shefindly asked, unableto contain hersdf any longer.



“Captain, the discharge originated in your cabin.”

Janeway started immediately for the door as she called out, “ Send a security team to meet me at my
cabin. I’'m on my way there now.”

“Understood,” Rallinsreplied.

“Commander,” she said as Chakotay moved to join her, “I need dl available personnel monitoring the
array and the microsingularity.”

“I'll seetoit,” hereplied.

Lessthan two minutes later, Janeway turned the corner to find three security officers anding outside her
cabin, both their phasers and their tricorders at the ready.

“Report,” she ordered when she reached them.
All three of them seemed puzzled by the readings they were getting. Ensign Maplethorpe wasthefirst to
offer, “There salife-form in there, Captain. For aminute, it looked like more than one, but our tricorders

don’t seem to be calibrated properly. I’ ve never seen interferencelike this.”

Janeway grabbed her phaser as she called to the computer, “ Computer, can you identify thelife-formin
my cabin?’

She was momentarily stunned at the computer’ sreply.
“Phoebe Janeway.”

With her free hand Janeway entered the code to unlock her cabin door. When the door did open,
Ensign Maplethorpe and the others fell into formation behind her as she entered.

Phoebe sat cross-legged on the floor in front of Janeway’ sreplicator. The front panel had been removed
and placed beside her. She was pulling adamaged piece of conduit from an exposed, sparking wire.

Janeway shook her head in disbelief.

“Phoebe,” she asked. “What are you doing here?’

Tuvok stood bathed in abright white light. The source of the light was directly over hishead at a
distance of severad meters, if the diameter of the circle on the floor around his feet could be used as any
indication. Beyond the circle was an inky darkness. But it was not empty.

They'rewaiting for meto begin.

Hedidn’t know how he knew this. But he was absolutely certain that afew arms-lengths beyond the
circleof light, hundred. .. maybe thousands. . .were waiting in rapt attention for his next move.

Andthenit hit him.



He could no longer hear the music.

It should have been ardlief. But somehow the strange symphony that had first called to him hours ago
had carved out aspace of its own within hismind. Its absence | eft him feeling more than empty. He was
suddenly incomplete.

His continuing sense of the presence was asmall comfort. He consoled himsdlf with the thought that
perhaps thiswas the next logical step in establishing communication with those that had called him here.

“I have come,” he said quietly. “What do you want with me?’

Each moment of silence that followed added exponentidly to the agony of hisexquisite londliness. He
wanted to step beyond the circle of light, but somehow he knew that he would not reach them physicaly.
A deep chasm separated him from those he had come to find.

He closed his eyes and attempted to reach out to them with his mind.

Nothingness enveloped him.

The next thing that rose to his consciousness was the 289th verse of Falor’ s Journey. Tuvok had sung the
epic poem to his children when they were young. Hewasn't certain if thisfragment of his past seemed
suddenly important because of its haunting melody, or because of this verse' s subject.

Falor entered the temple of Kir

Certanthat at last hisjourney

Had brought him to this place of peace

So that his burdens and sorrows

Could belifted from hisweary mind

But al that greeted his newfound hope

Wasslence, only silence.

Tuvok began to sing. The words pulled from his distant past were difficult to find at first. Helet the

melody lead him forward, until the story of Falor’ s encounter with the monks of Kir and the lesson Falor

had learned from their silence poured forth as easily asit had when he had sat beside hiseldest son's
bed, and used thetale to [ull theinfant Sek to deep.

A faint hum of recognition seemed to thrill hisaudience. He wanted to stop singing, so that he could
focus more clearly on their response. But he was afraid to break the subtle connection he was beginning
toforge.

He continued, noting with relief that as he did so, the circle of light grew brighter, itsrange wider, giving
powerful support to hisrich baritone voice. A little more, he believed, and the light would extend to a
range that would illuminate those he was trying desperately to reach.

Hisright eye began to burn. There had been an uncomfortable stinging sensation present there since the



moment he had awakened within the circle, but it was becoming more difficult to ignore. Determined to
continue, he wiped his eye, attempting to remove any foreign substance that would account for his
discomfort. When he touched his eye, he redized that it was caked amost completely shut by some
hardened substance. A warm liquid oozed from the area above his eye, pouring into the small opening
that remained, causing the unpleasant burn. He pulled his hand away to examine hisfingersand
discovered that they were covered with blood. ..green blood. .. his blood. He gently allowed hisfingersto
explore hisforehead above his eye, and hisdarm was intensified when he discovered alarge gaping gash
that was the source of the blood pooling into hiseye. He was ingtantly alerted to adull throbbing that
intengfied as hefocused on it, making it impossible for him to continue singing.

Suddenly, the pain was everywhere.

Hisright arm was on fire. Tuvok had suffered hisfair share of plasmaand radiation burnsin the yearshe
hed served in Starfleet. He estimated that the burn on hisright arm was probably third-degree, while the
onethat covered much of his chest was second-degree. Mentally cataloguing the rest of his body, he
redlized that he couldn’t fed hisleft leg. Hisfirst thought was nerve damage. A sharp blow to hiscervical
spine could account for the lack of sensation, but as he turned to focus his one good eye on hisleft leg,
he redized that he smply could not seeit.

What he could see was that the circle of light, which had begun its tentative expansion, had snapped
back to the smal spot surrounding hisfest.

And then, the light was extinguished.

Tuvok lay onthefloor of hisshuttle. It was cold in the cabin. It waslogica to assume that his body had
not been the only thing ripped gpart in the explosion, which wasthe last thing he could remember. But he
could bresthe. Whatever the damage to the shuttle, wherever he was, he was grateful that he had not yet
been exposed to the vacuum of space.

He gingerly raised hisleft arm and again began to explore hisface. Wherever he had just been—ina
dream, or in an dternate redlity created by the presence that had drawn him here—he had not imagined
the severity of hisinjuries.

Hetried to St up. The shock of sengitivity in the exposed nerve endings of his abdomen that had been
flayed by the plasma explosion benesth the main console of the shuttle almost caused himto lose
consciousness again.

Taking as deep abregth asthe pain would alow, he attempted to dowly turn his head dightly down and
toward the left. He could move his neck. That was agood thing. Perhaps the lack of feding in hislower
left extremity was not the result of cervicd damage after all.

Though the shuttle’ s standard and emergency lighting systems were obvioudy damaged beyond repair,
therewas afaint bluish glow present in the cabin. Allowing his eye amoment to adjust to what little light
there was, he peered into the dimness around him, hoping to assess the injury to hisleg. He was not
gtartled, more disappointed when he made out hisleft leg bent at an impossble angle at the knee, jutting
up toward histhigh. Obvioudy it was broken, dmost in half.

Hetried to calcul ate the odds that from his present position he would be able to pull himsdlf through the
cabin and find the emergency medica kit that came standard with every Starfleet shuttle. They were
dismdly low. But even thiswas not enough to completely shetter hisresolve.



He had managed to grab hold of arandom piece of solid meta within range of hisleft hand and forcethe
resulting wave of nauseato asection of hismind that could ignoreit before he redized that the physical
injuries he had just sustained were not the only part of the vision he had just experienced that wasred.

The music that had become as much apart of hismind and body asthe air he breathed and the blood
that flowed in hisveins had left him. The presence that had become his constant companion was gone.
Hetried to focusonit, willing it to appear again in hismind. But the torrent of pain overwhelmed every
other aspect of his consciousness, leaving no room for such exertions.

For thefirgt timein hisentirelife, Tuvok felt the londinessthat hisV ulcan discipline had never before
alowed him to experience. He didn’t know why he could no longer sense or hear the presence. Perhaps
theinjuriesto hisbody actualy paed in comparison to the physical injuries of hisbrain. It waslikdy that
the music was till present. He had felt a tentative connection forming only moments ago. But if the
centersof hisbrain that linked him to the aien presence had been damaged, that would more than
account for hisinability to hear them now.

All he knew for sure wasthat he might still be able to survive hisphysica pain. He retained enough of
himsdf to force hismind beyond it. But he could not survive the londiness. He could not imagine how
anyone suffering asimilar sense of loss could ever surviveit.

Tuvok’ s hand released the meta support he had grasped, and he felt the wind knocked from hislungs as
his upper body dapped back to the floor. Alone in the cold blue darkness, he began to weep.

Ashetidied up Naomi’ s spilled milk, Nedlix affectionately consdered his beautiful and good-natured
charge. He couldn’t believe how quickly she was growing up. It seemed like only yesterday she had been
cradled in hisarms, awriggling cooing dice of purejoy. Mogt of the time, he counted Naomi as one of
the greatest blessings he had ever received. But as part of hisbrain fretted over the disruption that had
overturned her milk, hefet apit of concern tighten in his ssomach again.

Much as he loved Naomi, and much as he could no longer imagine hislife without her, he had to
acknowledge that no starship, even one as marvelous asV oyager, was any place for achild.

Before Naomi was born, he' d never understood the affection others had for children. He had long ago
resgned himsdlf to asolitary existence, which had changed only when he met Kes. He had even
summoned the courage to agree to have a child with Kes when thedogium had come upon her
prematurely. But he hadn’t been able to hide from Kes or himself the niggling doubts that shrouded that
difficult decison. To thisday he believed that they had both been relieved when thedogium had passed,
and the Doctor had assured them that she would probably be able to concelvein afew years, aswas
norma for an Ocampa.

But Keswas gone. Thelifethat he had imagined for both of them was a distant memory. Naomi hadn'’t
replaced Kesin hisheart. That would have been impossible. But the love he had found in nurturing
Voyager' sonly child had been a soothing balm in the dark days after Kes had departed.

He watched her eat, satisfied that she was obtaining asleast most of the nutrients her growing body
needed from her lunch, and thumbed through the drawings she had worked on throughout the morning.

The one she had obvioudy spent the most time on was a copy of the starfield she had given to Captain
Janeway that morning. He had barely been able to contain the deep pride that welled in his heart when



Naomi had recounted in every detail her meeting with the captain and her request to hang Naomi’s
drawing in her ready room. But Naomi had intended that drawing for her mother. She had been
momentarily alarmed when sheredlized that by giving it to the captain, she would be denying this specia
gift for Ensgign Wildman, and Nedlix had tactfully resolved her dilemma by suggesting that she had plenty
of time to make her mother another one before her duty shift ended late that afternoon.

Nedlix had an eyefor detail. It had been developed in hisyearsasa*“junk” trader, one of many
occupations he had attempted before his fortuitous encounter withVoyager. One man’sjunk was another
man’ streasure, if you knew what to look for. As he cast his eye over Naomi’s new drawing, he puzzled
over alarge empty black area near the center. He couldn’t say for sure, but he believed that thiswas
different from thefirst drawing he had so carefully helped her begin the night before and finish up that
morning. Of course it was possible that Naomi had smply chosen to draw the stars of the Monorhan
system from another vantage point, but the rest of the drawing was so closeto the original that he
doubted this was the case. And despite Naomi’ s age, she had aready shown hersdlf to be an intensely
detail-oriented child. He didn’t believe she had made amistake. But he dso had ahard time believing
that astar that had been so prominent only afew hours earlier was smply no longer present.

Heturned to look out one of the mess hal’ slarge windows, carefully studying the area of space Naomi
had duplicated. Comparing her drawing with the stars, he redlized that she had, once again, drawn the
view from the window quite precisely. There was, infact, alarge area, devoid of stars, right where her
drawing indicated.

And thenit hit him.

The small void in question was either the exact areaor very near the spot where, only afew days ago,
the Blue Eye, one of Monorha s two suns, had been. He had read the reports without dwelling on the
detail s that recounted the workVoyager’ s engineers had proposed to collapse the star to Sow the
outpouring of radiation that was poisoning Monorha. Since their emergence from the subspace field
where they had been trapped for severd harrowing hours, he had spent more than afair amount of time
gazing out upon the area, both because he’ d had anice view of it from the messhdl, and also because it
had inspired such a sense of awe and wonder to consider the miracles his crew was capable of achieving.

Maybe he was imagining things. But part of him felt certain that apart from the Blue Eye, which he knew
was gone, there should have been another gtar there.

Shaking off thetiny voicein his head ingsting that this was not agood thing, he made amenta noteto

mention the matter to the captain or Commander Chakotay the next chance he had. Surdly they would
know what was to be done about it.

As Janeway gazed curioudy at her sster, Phoebe rose from her position on the floor, straightening the
foldsof her flora tunic so that it fell gracefully from the sash that gethered it around her wais.

“Since when do you need a security detachment to accompany you to your quarters?’ she asked
sarcadticdly.

“Since when do you enter my quarters without asking permission?’ Janeway snapped back. “Thisisn't
our house back in Indiana. But | guess some things never change.”

Phoebe cast adisparaging glance at Ensign Maplethorpe and the other officerswho still had their



phasersaimed in her generd direction. Janeway noted this, and calmly nodded, indicating that the others
could go, before she holstered her own phaser and assumed the position Phoebe guessed was the one
she usudly found hersdlf in when confronting her Sister about anything: hands on her hips, jaw s&t, and
eyes saring determinedly into those that could have been amirror image of her own.

Asthe security officers retreated, Phoebe decided it would be best not to antagonize Janeway too much
at this point. She had armed hersdf with every memory stored in Janeway’ s conscious and unconscious
mind about her sister, but she lacked the data that could be gained only by actua experience or
interaction with the captain. She opted to tread carefully for the moment.

“I thought you always said | made the best coffee of anyonein thefamily,” shesaid smply.
Janeway shook her head in disbelief.

“You do,” Janeway acknowledged. “But you don’t know the difference between a power conduit and
aniso-linear chip. Did you honestly think you could come up with a better cup of coffee by trying to
rebuild the replicator?’

“I thought it might be worth atry,” Phoebe offered.

In fact, she had been searching for aplausible cause for the €l ectromagnetic discharge that she knew
would eventud|ly attract someone' s attention. Mucking around in a primitive system that she supposedly
had very little knowledge of had been the best she could come up with on amoment’ s notice.

“I don't have timefor this, Phoebe. Go back to your quarters and stay there.”

“But Kath,” Phoebe pleaded, hoping to unearth some of the sisterly affection she knew was present in
Janeway’ s heart.

“No, ‘but’'s,” Janeway commanded. “ The ship isat yellow dert right now. It isn't safefor you to be
roaming around. You'll just cause moretrouble.”

In some ways, thiswas going well. For the time being, Janeway obviousy accepted the fabricated
memories that Phoebe had implanted in her mind and the minds of the crew so that they would accept
her presence on board the ship. The aterations she had made to their computer were aso functioning
perfectly. It took agreat ded of energy to maintain thisillusion, but Phoebe knew shedidn’t haveto do it
for long.

She had chosen to assume aform that Janeway would find comforting and familiar. Having never had a
“gdter,” she had not anticipated that the depth of affection she knew that Janeway and the real Phoebe
shared would be mitigated by so many other powerful conflicting emotions. Seeing Kathryn through
Phoebe s eyes, sheredized that despite the smilarity in their outward appearances, their respective
temperaments were markedly different.

Searching through the catal ogue of memories she had lifted from Janeway’ s mind, she found atactic that
might be more suited to her immediate needs.

“Why don’'t you let me help you?’ Phoebe asked.

Janeway |ooked puzzled.



“Helpme?’ she said dowly, overenunciating each vowe and consonant sound. Crossing her ams
defiantly she asked, “How do you propose to do that?’

“I don't know. Tel mewhat’sgoing on and maybel could...”

“Paint me apicture?’ Janeway chided.

Phoebe dlowed her faceto fal, and smiled inwardly as she heard Janeway slently curse hersdf. It wasa
definite advantage that even while wearing a human form, she possessed the ability to understand all that
Janeway sad, whether doud or in the privacy of her mind.

I”’m sngpping a everyone this morning, Janeway was thinking. Patience has never been one of my many
virtues, but there’ s no reason to take my frustrations out on the artist of the family.

Phoebe mused at how different two women who shared so much genetic history could be. Although
Phoebe was afew years younger then Kathryn, the older they got the less noticeable thisfact was. She
knew from Janeway’ s memoriesthat others had often remarked at the Striking smilaritiesin their features:
the deep blue eyes that turned a stormy gray when they were angry, the high forehead crowned by fine
flowing auburn hair. But Phoebe had their mother’ sfull lips, and like Gretchen Janeway, smiled often.
Thetwo most significant women in Kathryn'’slife shared the innate ability to find the humor in most of

life' s chalenges, whereas Kathryn, like her father, spent lesstime laughing about life than she did trying to
conquer it.

“I'm sorry, Phoebe,” she sighed. “Tuvok |eft the ship several hours ago and he' s headed for some kind
of dien gpace station that orbits and is powered by asingularity.”

“Tuvok?Y our tacticd officer? The Vulcan?’
“You're asking like you' ve never met the man,” Janeway said.

“Of course,” Phoebe covered quickly. “1 don’'t meanwhich Tuvok. | mean, | can’t believe he would do
something likethat.”

“Nether can|,” Janeway replied.

“Y ou'reworried about him, aren’t you?’
“Of coursel am.”

“I'm sorry, Kath.”

Phoebe opened her arms and saw Janeway’ s eyes glistening with tears as she fell into the comfort of her
Sster’ sembrace.

Much better, Phoebe thought.
Timeto change the subject.

“Y ou know | wastaking to Master da Vinci, and he suggested | might go back to redism for awhile,”
Phoebe offered quietly.



“Y ou couldn’t ask for abetter mentor, Phoebe, even if heisahologram,” Janeway said genuinely,
disentangling hersdf from Phoebe' sarms while continuing to clagp her handswarmly.

“It was very thoughtful of you to create him for me,” Phoebe added.

| didn’t,Phoebe heard Kathryn think.

Phoebe paused. Janeway should be accepting everything she suggested without resistance. But to her
relief, the captain didn’t dwell on it. Instead, she mentally chalked it up to the length of time since her last
cup of coffee. She couldn’t imagine where this abrupt and ungenerous thought had come from and was

only too relieved she hadn’'t said it loud.

“I actually came by looking for someinspiration,” Phoebe continued. Crossing to the smal glasstable
where the Key rested, she paused over it.

“What' sthis?’ she asked asinnocently as she could.

“That was agift from the Monorhans. They cdled it the Key to...” Janeway’ s brow furrowed as she
tried to remember. “...something or other.”

“It doesn't look like akey.”

“I know,” Janeway smiled, crossing to Phoebe. “I don’t think they meant it literaly. | assumed it was
symbolic...likethe key to acity being given to avisting dignitary.”

“Can | haveit?’ Phoebe asked.

Janeway was obvioudy taken aback. The real Phoebe wasn't oneto think before she spoke, but even
30, thismight have seemed unusudly blunt.

“No,” Janeway replied, with ahaf-smile. “Phoebe, it'sasphere. If daVinci wantsyou to explore
redism, | think he'd be alittle disappointed with such asimple subject. Don’'t you want something alittle

more chdlenging?’

“I suppose,” Phoebe shrugged. “I didn’t think it was that important to you. | mean, you can't even
remember what it' scaled.”

Janeway considered the Key. “It’ s not the object, Phoebe,” she said gently. “It'swhat it
represents—the gratitude of an entire planet.”

“I understand, Kath,” Phoebe replied.

“But if you serioudy want to useit...if it ingpiresyou...go ahead. Takeit to Master daVinci and see
what he says.”

Phoebe considered for amoment. Borrowing the Key would not suit her purposes.
“I'll think about it,” shefindly answered. “Can we have dinner tonight?’

Janeway gave her Sster’ s hand awarm squeeze. “| certainly hope so...but | wouldn’t count on it.”



The Key was barely an arm’ slength away from Phoebe, but it might aswell have been buried beneath a
frozen ocean on the other side of the galaxy. It was till vibrating, but at arate so dow that the human eye
would not normally detect it.

Once Janeway had |€ft, she placed her hands around the sphere, absorbing some of the energy it was
displacing. The effort cost her more than she had anticipated. Casting hersaf beyond the limited
subatomic particles that were organized to form the substance of the ship and its crew, she searched for
the source of the disruption the Key was responding to.

It didn't take her long to discover the abominations. Trapped between this dimension and the existence
Phoebe had forsworn long ago, they waited patiently for someone or something to guide them home.
Somehow Tuvok had aso been derted to their presence. He could not have grasped the faintest
fragment of their truth, but nonethel ess she sensed the rapidly unraveing tether that bound hismind to
theirs

Their existence changed everything. She set out immediately for the array that she and so many others
had devoted much of their existence to building and was determined to spend the remainder protecting.

For the moment, Janeway and the Key would have to wait.

Chapter 4

Seven of Ninerarely found anything shocking. Every sgnificant fact of time, space, and quantum redity
that could be cal culated was contained within her mind. AsaBorg, she had been privy to the experience
of billions of others, and added their knowledge to her own. Though she was now severed from the hive
mind, she had retained every facet of their collective knowledge, culled from the millions of sentientswho
had been assmilated into the Borg collective.

But there was no other word to adequately contain the disbelief with which she viewed the latest sensor
logsVoyager had compiled asit neared the array. Although she no longer sympathized with the Borg
imperative that perfection was attainable through assmilating unwilling individud life-forms, shetook a
moment to consider the fact that had the Borg ever encountered the array she was studying, and been
ableto successfully assmilateit, they not only might have achieved perfection, but would certainly have
become aforce againgt which no civilization in the gdaxy including the Federation could have stood for

long.

Scrolling through the data summarized on the padd she had brought with her to the captain’ s ready
room, she was dmogt at aloss to determine where exactly to begin her report.

“Seven?’ the captain asked, her tone clearly communicating the concern awakened by the hesitant
confusion plain on Seven' sface.

“I was able to compensate for the gravimetric interference that was blinding our sensorsto thearray’s
interior,” Seven began, “and have compiled a complete schematic.”

“Goon,” Janeway encouraged.

“Itisdifficult to know whereto begin. Thearray isunlike anything | have ever seen,” Seven continued.
“To bemore precisg, it isunlike anything | would ever have believed possible”



Janeway rose from the seat behind her desk and gently took the padd from Seven’ s hand, perching
herself on the desk’ s edge as she began to examineits contents.

“Thishasto beamistake,” Janeway said dowly.
“| assure you, there are no errors,” Seven replied.

“Y ou expect meto believe that thisarray is capable of manufacturing and storing every singleeement in
the known universe...even afew we ve never seen...and refining them into pure energy sources?’
Janeway asked.

“Bdief isirrdevant,” Seven said smply. “One of the two ringsthat comprise the array is dedicated
completdly to the accumulation, storage, and processing of atomic particles ranging from the smplest to
the most complex. There are hundreds of power transfer conduits which branch out from the central
refinery so that energy can be distributed throughout the array’ s various systems. In addition, there are
forty-seven docking bays equipped with storage tanks and fueling systems which would appear to be
compatible with al known starship propulsion engines and power grids.”

“This doesn't make any sense,” Janeway said, shaking her head.

“The gngularity that the array orbits, like many singularities of itssze, would theoreticdly contain dl of
the elements we are reading in some form. Though | cannot speculate asto how they are able to gather,
stabilize, and process those elements...”

“That’snot what | mean,” Janeway cut her off. “ Consider the point of view, or the godsand amsof a
species of sentient beings who would construct such athing. Set asde the *‘How did they do this?
question for the moment. Typicaly, once acivilization becomes cgpable of interstellar travel, they utilize
the elements that are accessible when they develop their propulsion and power systems. In the case of
Starfleet, for example, our matter-antimatter reactors require dilithium to harnesstheir energy, which is
relaively common within the Federation. Our scientists are constantly seeking new and more efficient
energy systems, and as breakthroughs are made, Starfleet vessals are upgraded to incorporate new
developments and the others are discarded. What we are seeing here suggests that the array’ s builders
anticipated the fact that multiple vessals using hundreds of different propulsion and power systemswould,
a some point, need to usethe array for fuding.”

“Perhaps many different pecies participated in the construction of the array,” Seven offered.

“Perhaps,” Janeway mused, “but that does't change the fact that while thisisamarvel ous and brilliant
system, itisaso incredibly impractica.”

Seven could not argue the point, nor did she wish to. The energy systems she had discovered were only
one of the many marvelsthe sensorstold her were present aboard the array.

“At thistime we do not possess enough data to form any compl ete hypothesis as to the motivations of
thearray’ sdesigners,” Seven said. “However, | believe there is evidence to support the position that the
array was intended to be used by multiple species.”

“What makes you say that?’ Janeway asked.

“The second ring that comprises the array contains life-support systemsfor every species contained in
the Federation database, aswell as every race the Borg ever encountered.”



Janeway tried and failed miserably to hide thelevel of shock generated within her by Seven's
characterigtically stark and smple description of atechnological miracle as Seven continued her report.

“In addition, the array’ s computer core containstrillions of gigaquads of data stored in densely
compacted information retrieval buffers. | calculated the system requirements for acore that could

contain dataincluding planetary composition, interstellar phenomena, compl ete astrometric mapping, and
life-form anadysisfor our galaxy aone. This system exceeds those requirements by afactor of ten.”

“Whereto begin, indeed,” Janeway said, asif findly understanding Seven’ sinitid inability to begin her
report. “ Y ou said there are life-support systems present,” she continued. “ Does that include human life?’

“There are many areaswithin the array that currently contain an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere which
would alow usto explore without environmental suits,” Seven replied. “In addition, thereis evidence that
the environmental systems aboard the array are adaptive.”

“Adaptive?’ Janeway asked.

“There are sensor gridsin the airlocks which connect the docking baysto the rest of the array that are
st to detect the precise life-support requirements of any individual who comes on board and adjust the
internal amosphere accordingly.”

“How thoughtful,” Janeway quipped, before asking the obvious question. “What about life Ssgns?’

Seven’sbrow furrowed. “It isdifficult to say.”

HWr'y?l

“Voyager' ssensors are cdlibrated to detect consstent life signs. Even when those signs are faint, they
are detectable aslong as they remain constant for one second or more. Within the array, there are
indications of life, but they fluctuate too rapidly for definitive andyds”

“Y ou mean in less than a second, alife-form may be dive, and then dead?’ Janeway asked.

“A more accurate explanation, based on the readings | have collected, would bethat in lessthan a
second the potentia life-forms| am reading exist, and then ceaseto exist.”

“It might be asensor glitch,” Janeway suggested.

“It might. The sensors have been operating at maximum since we encountered the array and our systems
could be overloading, though every diagnostic | have run suggests otherwise.”

“Soit'spossblethe array isdevoid of life, at least humanoid life...” Janeway began.

“Or it ispossble that there are thousands of different life-forms currently occupying the array,” Seven
finished.

“What about Tuvok?’ Janeway asked.

“We have pinpointed Lieutenant Tuvok’ s shuttle and life Sgnswithin one of the docking bays. Hislife
sgnsare growing wesker.”



“Dammit!” Janeway vented.

“Wewill bewithin transporter range within the next fifty minutes,” Seven said, softening the blow as best
she could. “Evenif the lieutenant has sustained seriousinjuries, we should be able to transport him to
sckbay intimefor the Doctor to...” She hestated to finish the statement with the words “revive him.”
Janeway nodded, eiminating the need for her to find amore comforting phrase.

“Thereisone morething, Captain,” Seven said.

“What' sthat?’

“One of the other docking baysis currently occupied.”
“Can you identify the vessd?’
“ItisMonorhan...but...”

“Goon,” Janeway sad.

“Itstechnology does not conform to the specifications of the Monorhan vesselswe have aready
encountered in severa significant respects. There are organic componentsto the design which are
unusua, and their propulsion system is somewhat primitive by current standards.”

“An early transport vessdl perhaps?’ Janeway suggested.

“One of the Monorhans | worked with while Lieutenant Torres and | were on the surface told me of a
group of Monorhans who left the planet dmogt fifty years ago. They were members of the planet’s
Fourteenth Tribe. They were seeking something known as Gremadia, acity built by their god.”
“TheKey to Gremadial” Janeway said, apropos of nothing that Seven could see.

Asthe ocular implant that dmost surrounded Seven'’ sleft eyerose quizzicaly Janeway explained,
“Phoebe was asking me about the Key alittlewhile ago and | couldn’t remember what it was called.”

“What isyour sster’ sinterest in the Key?” Seven asked.
“She’ s bhored and looking for a new subject to paint, or sculpt.”
“TheKey isaperfect sphere” Seven said asif no further information were required.

For Janeway, none was.

“I suggested she find something more challenging,” shereplied, before returning to the more interesting
and intriguing topic of the array. Findly she said, “If the Monorhans were looking for acity built by a
god, based on these readings anyway, it looks like they might have found it.”

Seven' sfacefdl skepticaly. Surely the captain did not serioudy believe that the array was constructed
by andien dety.



“If thistribe was searching for Gremadia, why didn’t they take the Key with them when they |eft?”’

“I believe there was a dispute among members of thehara who had the Key. Not al of the members of
the Fourteenth Tribe left the planet. Nor do | believe that the Key was required to gain accessto
Gremadia. Its sgnificance was primarily as an artifact which imparted visons of the true nature of their
godsto the ancient Monorhans.”

“Torresto Captain Janeway,” B’ Elannacaled over the comm.
Janeway sighed heavily before tapping her combadgeto reply, “ Go ahead, B’ Elanna”

“Areyou availableto cometo engineering, Captain?’ B’ Elanna asked. " We found something you need to

“I'll beright there,” Janeway said, closing the connection and returning the padd to Seven. “For the
moment the religious beliefs of the Monorhanswill have to be set aside. | want you to show thisto
Commander Chakotay. | want teams organized before we reach the array to board it and gather as much
dataaswe can.”

Seven nodded in acknowledgment.

“And Seven,” she continued. “Aslong aswe re stopping at the biggest fueling station in the quadrant, we
should determine whether or not we can use this technology to replenish our own systems.”

“Agreed,” Seven replied.

Only after Janeway had |eft, en route to engineering, did Seven redlize that the captain did not require
heragreement. As B’ Elannawould no doubt have pointed out to her, asmple“Y es, Captain” would
have sufficed.

Tuvok wasfloating.

He moved through the air, held doft by invisble hands. The pain was till present, but somehow, his
mind was no longer engaged in the struggle to overcomeit. He hadn’t accepted it. He hadn’t been able
to lock it securely behind adoor in his mind where it could be ignored. Logic dictated that the severity of
hisinjuries should have rendered him unconscious long before now.

But he was awake; at |least, he felt awake. He could fed hisleft leg dangling useless, though the hands
were careful to hold it in place and prevent it from impacting anything that might cause it further damage
as hewas carried dong. The sensation of movement in the absence of afixed perspective caused his
gorgeto rise, so from timeto time, he opened his|eft eye. Bright white light assaulted him thefirst time he
made the attempt but after that he did catch periodic glimpses of aregular pattern of archways. He
believed he was moving farther into the structure, but had no sense of direction to indicate where he was
in reference to where his shuttle had entered the station. His mouth was filled with a pungent
metallic-flavored liquid, which he associated with the taste of hisown blood. A dull clanking sound met
hisear a fairly regular intervals, possibly the result of amisdignment of some mechanism withinthe
dructure.

With so many of his sensory organs responding to stimuli that related specifically to what he knew of his



present circumstances, he had to conclude that he was conscious. This made the fact that he could not
see anything of the handsthat carried him, or their owners, faintly disturbing. From what he could see,
they didn’t even cast a shadow on the walls as they moved slently through the structure.

Finaly, their journey cameto an end. Tuvok felt asolid, dightly cushioned surface meet with his back.
Sowly, hefelt the ambient temperature begin to rise. Thissmall comfort added immeasurably to asense
of peace within him. Unlessthe owners of the invisible hands possessed advanced medica technology, it
was unlikely that they would be able to repair the damage to hisbody. But their efforts to make the last
moments of hislife as pleasant as possible seemed generous and well intentioned.

Thisbelief in their benevolent nature was confirmed when afew momentslater alight blanket was
thrown over him, adding to hiswarmth.

He had not forgotten about the music. And the silencein his mind was as deafening asit had been the
first moment he had become aware of its absence. But there was something else. It could not be
compared in intengity to the haunting sounds that he had first called “themusic,” but nonetheless he felt
certain that someone or something was moving through his mind. The connection wasnot a dl akinto a
mind-meld. Nor wasiit atelepathic attack. Rather, it seemed that some external force was gently
searching hismind for the clusters of cdllswhich, when activated, produced powerful feelings of
well-being. There was no sound associated with their ministrations, but from time to time, aword or short
phrase would wash over him.

Be at peace.

He could not be certain if he was meant to construe the intentions of those who were tending to himin
these words, or if they were aproduct of their work within his damaged mind and body. Ultimately he
did not care. They seemed to be doing dl they could for him, and for this, at least, he was grateful.

Too much damage.

Growing wesker.

A gentle hum washed over him. He had never been so near dying that he could say for certain, but this

seemed to be the beginning of the release he believed could only end in death. There was no fear. He
was no longer troubled by the loneliness. What he was experiencing was both gentle and somehow

appropriate.

He did not believe he would be capable of speaking, or producing any sound that his caregiverswould
understand. But he did not wish to die without trying.

Parting hisdry and cracked lips, he willed enough air to flow from hislungs over hisvoca chordsto say
al that hecould.

“Thank...you.”

He surrendered himsdlf to the inevitable long before the next wave of knowledge burst through thefailing
pathways of hismind.

Danger.



The captain entered engineering to find B’ Elanna hovering around the diagnostic station where the Key
to Gremadia had been encased in alevel-ten forcefield.

Janeway was more than alittle dismayed.

“Thisthing has been gtting in my cabin for amost two days. Why isit behind aforcefidd in engineering?’
she demanded.

“It’ s resonating on a subspace frequency that is barely detectable,” B’ Elannareplied evenly. “Our
interna sensorsdidn’t even pick up onit until | calibrated them to a precise resonance frequency.”

Janeway shuddered dightly asthe significance of the frequency rose vividly to her mind.
“Would that be the same frequency that disrupted the Caretaker’ s remains?’ she asked.

“Yes, Captain. | completed athorough investigation of sickbay with the Doctor’ s assistance. When |
analyzed the debris from the explosion | discovered that even though the particles had been disrupted,
the molecular bonds of the powder that remained were still highly resonant. | tested the resonance
frequencies of dl gravimetric distortion waves present within the system, those emanating from the
singularity around the array, and those generated from the microsingularity closer to Monorha. None of
them are distorting subspace in the way we anticipated. Of course, there are dozens of anomalous factors
which utterly defy analysis, but until | began to search for the precise frequency gill emanating from the
remains, | couldn’t find anything to account for their sudden disruption.”

“And now...?

“Thereisasmall subspace dissonance field emanating from this sphere. | recdibrated the sensors and
was able to seethat for gpproximately fifteen secondsin the last three hoursthat field expanded to
include the entire area of your cabin. That time period corresponds exactly to the moment when the
Caretaker’ sremains disintegrated.”

“What caused thefidd' s expanson?’

B’ Elannadammed her pam down on the diagnostic table and replied wrathfully, “I don't know! The
two events are linked. They haveto be. But I'm missing something.” B’ Elannamassaged her forehead
ridgeswith the pam of her hand asif willing the answer to form itsalf in her mind. After amoment she
sad, “There was an eectromagnetic dischargein your cabin afew minutes|ater...”

“That was Phoebe doing some work on my replicator,” Janeway informed her.

“S0 the sensor logs showed me. But it doesn’t make any sense. We're closer to the array now than we
were then, s0 it doesn’'t seem likely that our proximity caused the sudden expansion. Phoebe wasin your
cabin the entire time, and she didn’t report anything unusud. But this... thing,” she spat venomoudy, “sent
out adissonance field more powerful than any I’ ve ever seen given its Size and composition, and | can't
tell you how or why.”

“All right,” Janeway replied camly, “let’ slook at what we do know. | assume you' ve andyzed its
sructure. What isit made of ? Isit organic to Monorha?’

“Itisn't Monorhan,” B’ Elannareplied. “Its molecular structure doesn’t correspond with any known



elementsin the planet’s composition, or any other eements we' ve detected in the system.”
“Isit sporocystian?” Janeway asked.

“Thereare smilaritiesin the molecular structure of the Caretaker’ sremains and the Key, but the Key is
sgnificantly more dense”

“Computer,” Janeway cdled, turning to the diagnostic control pand, “display analysis of the Careteker’s
remains from stardate 48398.”

When it came up on the screen before them, she saw that B’ Elannawas correct. There were properties
that suggested a sporocystian origin, but there were aso significant variances that defied definitive
comparison.

“Waitaminute...” B’ Elannasaid, tapping the diagnostic pand. The display of the Caretaker’ sremains
was reorganized as B’ Elannainstructed the computer to extrapol ate the molecular structure of more than
one sporocydtian life-form integrated into a solid form similar to the Key.

Janeway watched, fascinated as the molecular composition of a single sporocystian remnant reacted in
the hypothetica presence of another. But even after the process had been duplicated over fifty times, the
smulated results bore only acursory resemblance to the Key.

Asthe smulation continued, B’ Elanna crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Maybe |’ m just
ignoring the obvious because | don't like to even consider the possibility.”

“What do you mean?’ Janeway asked.

“Maybe we encountered another Nacene,” B’ Elanna suggested. “We know their presence disrupts
subspace. The Key might just be reacting to the dissonance field a Nacene would have created, but its
density prevented its destruction.”

“Unlikethe Caretaker’ sremains,” Janeway finished.

“And thefact that it still vibrating might mean that aNaceneis ill nearby.”

Janeway didn't like that possibility. But it was hard to dismiss.

“| assume you're aware of the Key’s cultura significance to the Monorhans?” Janeway asked.

“Of course” B’Elannareplied. “Everything Seven of Nine learned while we were linked on the planet is
aso...part of menow,” B’Elannaadded. “In somewaysit was one of the few high points of the

‘ collective experience’ for me.”

“Why isthat?’ the captain asked sincerely.

“Becausethe more | knew, thelesswe had to discuss,” B’ Elannareplied tersely.

Janeway smiled faintly and continued, “ So how does an object that at least shares some smilaritieswith

Nacene bioremnants end up thousands of light-years from the only other areas of the quadrant where
we' ve seen Nacene activity?’



“And how doesit get folded into the culture of the Monorhans?” B’ Elanna added. “ The Key has been
on the planet since before their recorded history. It was discovered by afarmer who touched it and
became some kind of prophet.”

“Wadl | touched it too,” Janeway said smply, “and if anything, | know less about the future now than
before”

“Of course, you're not telepathic,” B’ Elannasaid. “ All of the Monorhans share low-level psionic
capabilities, but among the Fourteenth Tribe, those abilities were uniquely strong.” She shook her head as
she continued ruefully, “It'sashame that tribe never returned from their search. | imagine they reached
the edge of the system and disintegrated like the first transport we encountered.”

“They didn’t,” Janeway corrected her. “We ve dready found their ship. It's docked on the array.”
Torres stared at her. “Captain, I’d like to get alook at that ship.”

“Sowould1,” Janeway replied. “Meet with Seven as soon as you can. Retrieving Tuvok isour first
priority, but | have afegling we' re going to spend at least afew days on board the array. The sensor data
we've collected so far isoverwheming.”

B’ Elanna nodded.

Before she could enquire further asto the nature of the sensor’ s findings the computer chirped, indicating
that the smulation it had been running was complete. As both women turned ingtinctively to check the
results, however unpromising they would surely be, they shared amoment of breathless awe when they
saw that the computer had been able to create an exact duplicate of the Key by following B’Elanna' s
hypothetical parameters. What was amazing and disturbing was the estimation of the number of
sporocydtian life-formsthat would have to be integrated in order to produce the Key.

“That’ snot good,” Janeway commented.

“No, itisn't,” B'Elannaagreed. “If thisisright, the Key is comprised entirely of sporocystian
remains...amost ahundred thousand of them.”

The thought was intriguing. Everyone who had actualy met the Caretaker had grown used to thinking of
him asahighly unique life-form. True, they had also met his mate, but the idea that & some point intime
there had been enough Nacene within the galaxy to result in the formation of the Key with no other
record or evidence of their activities seemed incomprehensible,

“No wonder it wasn't destroyed,” B’ Elannasaid. “1 can’t even imagine how many Naceneit would take
to disrupt subspace enough to completely destabilize this.”

Janeway was absorbed in an analysis of the subatomic aterations of the fusion processthat were
required to stabilize the bond between the remains. It suggested something even more disturbing.

“Thisoccurred naturaly,” shefindly said.
“Captain?’ B’ Elannaasked, studying the same andysis.

“No externd force short of dozens of suns going supernovaat the same time could have forced the kind
of fuson we re seeing here”



“You're saying that tens of thousands of Nacene somehow fused together of their own accord asthey
weredying?’ B’ Elannaasked.

“Possibly,” Janeway sad. “Or maybe...” she said, choosing her words extremely carefully.
“What?’

“Maybe the reason they are still resonating is because they aren’t dead.”

Thiswas afringe hypothess, even for B’ Elanna.

“We know the Caretaker died. That’swhy he brought us here, along with Kahless only knows how
many others. That' swhy Suspiriatried to kill us. Hisremains were only resonant in the presence of

another Nacene, but their molecular structure was constant.”

“But if thousands of Nacene were dso near desth, this might be the only form they could survivein,”
Janeway posited.

B’ Elanna seemed anxious to disprove this possibility. Sheingtructed the computer to scan the Key for
anything remotely resembling life, saying, “Thisisthe one scan | didn't bother to initiate from the
beginning because it smply hadn’t occurred to meto do so. Thefirst timethe Caretaker’ sremains
started to vibrate we mistook that for life signstoo. | didn’t want to make the same mistake twice. At any
rate, | fill think it's much more likely we smply encountered another Nacene.”

“Phoebe wasin my cabin the entiretime,” Janeway argued. “ She' s not the most observant person I’ ve
ever met, but | don't think she would have missed an intruder boarding the ship right in front of her.”

“She' s pretty focused when she’ sworking,” B’ Elanna teased. “ She kept me waiting outside holodeck
three for over an hour last week while she was working on something in your daVinci program. She
swore shedidn’t hear me, but...”

“Point taken,” Janeway smiled. “| suppose we could just ask her. Captain Janeway to Phoebe,” she
caled, tapping her combadge.

There was no response.

“Computer, locate Phoebe Janeway.”

The computer’ sreply wasinconceivable.
“Phoebe Janeway is not on boardVoyager.”

Therewasn't time to address thisimpossibility, as, amoment later, the diagnostic display confirmed
Janeway’ s hypothesis.

TheKey wasdive,

Phoebe hid hersalf between the second and third e ectrons orbiting the phosphate atom contained within



amolecule of ioxicyllic phosphatase in aremote deck plate within the array. Though the abominations
could theoreticdly find her here, she did not believe they would do s0. They were ill such smple
cregtures. For al the potentia that lay within their grasp, they had been unprepared to receive the spores
and consequently behaved like the infants of primitive races. They had barely scratched the surface of
their new existence and remained bound to perverse and irrelevant notions. Their call to Tuvok had been
idiotic. He was incapable of grasping the nature of their existence and therefore incapable of rendering
ad. Their desireto returnhome, asthey put it, indicated that much of their humanoid existence and values
were dtill thoroughly enmeshed with their evolved essence.

All of thismight have been forgivable. Therewas atimewhen it might aso have been interesting to
witnesstharr firgt hating stlepsinto alarger existence. But in their rashness, they had taken something that
did not belong to them, and by doing so, had damned countless othersto a haf-life within a space-time
redity that was not theirs.

Had she been capable of weeping in her disembodied state, she would have cried fierce hot tears. The
work, the planning, the purposefulness with which the array had been constructed and the spores had
been created were now for naught. How could this have happened? She tortured hersdf with guilt. The
last time she had returned to the array for rgjuvenation had been so recently. True, it had been dmost six
hundred years, but that was the blink of agod’ seye.

She dlowed therage a this sensdless waste to move through her. If she was going to salvage anything
from this desperate turn of events, she would have to think beyond her anger. She had learned long ago
that however unpleasant an emotiona state was, it could be released only if it was first accepted and
experienced. Denid, though often easier, was ultimately counterproductive.

Theywere arguing with one another. Tuvok’ sfragile brain would never have been ableto trandate thelr
communication. He would have sensed the constant pounding need that was the sum totd of their
collective desirefor release. But hismind would have interpreted their discussion in the same way that he
had first understood their call. 1t happened in the space of ahuman breath. His mind would have
perceived the sound, but no mind, bound by matter, would have been capable of deconstructing the
sound in away that would have communicated its truth beyond avague sensation of gratitude, doubt, and
fear of the unknown.

But to Phoebe, their words were perfectly clear.

His people are coming for him.

They will betoo late.

Not with our aid.

What can we do?

Show them the way.

They are not our kind.

Neither was he.

Hewas part of them.



Not aswe are part of one another.

He camefor us.

Heisdying.

Perhaps not.

We cannot protect him.

We shouldn't try. Let the unknowing one come.
Will he become our kind?

Itishisonly hope.

Phoebe was intrigued. It ishisonly hope. At first, she could not imagine what they might be referring to.
What hope was there for Tuvok? His body wasinjured, quite possibly beyond his own peopl€e s abilities
to repair it. With each fraction of a second that passed, his tenuous connection to the abominations grew
thinner as hismind began to shut down, afew neura pathwaysat atime.

Wheat did they know that she didn’t?

Opening herself beyond the scope of their conversation, she searched for their hope, and was instantly
flooded with relief when shefound it.

She sensed itsfrenzied approach...and knew peace. She watched in ddlight asthe one.. . the unknowing
onethey cdledit...found Tuvok, gragped him roughly around historso, and bending itsfaceto his,
implanted the spore that it carried within it into Tuvok’s mouth.

The convulsions that marked the first stage of transference of a sporeinto ahumanoid body began
instantly. Tuvok writhed in apparent agony, as his muscles contracted, seeking to dispd the foreign body
from his esophagus.

Phoebe shared their overwheming joy when, afew moments|ater, Tuvok ceased to struggle...and
opened his eyes.

Burning with the hope that this unforeseen possibility presented, Phoebe returned, undetected, to
Voyager. Shefound aquiet corner of the deserted mess hdl and immediately began reorganizing her
thoughts.

The sporeswere gone. They had been awakened from their dormant state by the M onorhans who had
stumbled upon the array they called Gremadia. But the new life-form generated in the process of the
transformation was capable of creating the spores anew. The abominations would bow to her will, and
the will of those for whom the spores had been intended. Even if they did not, there was at least
one...the unknowing one...who would suit Phoebe' s purposes perfectly. Now al that remained wasto
keep Janeway ignorant of the Key’ strue purpose until she was able to contact the full number of her
companions and bring them to the array.

She had stood donein her dark corner of the mess hdl for severa minutes, pondering the view of the
array that loomed large through the windows, when her tranquil reflection was shattered by apiercing



screech.

Turning to the door, she saw asmal humanoid standing in the entrance. A child. Shewasfemale, a
hybrid of some kind, and her tiny fistswere baled at her sides as she continued to scream.

Obvioudy the girl wasterrified, but this shouldn’t be the case. Phoebe had resumed her human form the
moment she returned to the ship. Every member of the crew should be seeing her exactly as Janeway
did. They should accept her presence as norma. The memories of “Phoebe’ and her interaction with the
crew that had been implanted were not threatening in the least. In fact, she had made hersdf truly liked
by the crew, to limit any conflicting interaction.

But the girl was il screaming.
Something was obvioudy wrong.

Shedidn't take thetimeto consider al of her options. She knew the aarm that the girl was sounding
would not go unnoticed for long. With athought, she entered the girl’ smind, searching for away to cam
her. The moment she had done o, she redlized her error.

Thisoneisdifferent.

Her next action was uncharacteritically rash, though she decided later that it had been her only choice at
the moment, and probably aresult of her inability to reason without emotion while she assumed a human
form.

Crushing the neurologicd pathways that supplied the impulsesthat directed oxygen to the girl’sbrain,
she slently hoped that there were no otherslike her aboard the ship. Though Phoebe saw nointrinsic
vaueinthelives of Kathryn's crew, the only hesitation she felt as shetook the girl’ slife sprung from the
certainty that Kathryn did.

She couldn’t afford to kill them dll.

Yet.

Chapter 5

N edix was multitasking. He had spent the last few minutes gathering gear for hisimpending away
mission. En route to the mess hall to lock down the supplies he had aready prepped for lunch and dinner,
he walked with his nose buried in apadd, reviewing the section of the array he and Crewman Daby
would be analyzing within the hour.

Heliked Daby. The somewhat distant Maquis who' d had such a difficult adjustment to life aboard
Voyager wasgone. In his place was a capable and disciplined officer in the making. That had earned him
Nedix’ srespect. More important, Nedlix trusted Daby for one smple reason. Dalby was unflinching in
his honest estimation of Nedlix’ sfood. Although taste was ultimatdly less sgnificant than nutritiona value,
Nedix strove daily to serve the crew the most ddlicious and satisfying food available. Tom Paris's
colorful jests asde, most of the Starfleet personnd accepted their medls Soicaly, asif eating, no matter
how unpleasant, was aduty. He knew they were appreciative of his efforts. But aso knew that without
honest evaluations of hiswork, there waslittle he could do to improve their culinary experience and with
it their morae. On more than one occasion, Daby had quietly pulled him aside to offer suggestions



ranging from “alittle more spice’ to “ never again, please.”
Yes, Nedix liked Dalby.

At the sametime, he was a so considering the arrangement of supplies stored in cargo bay three. Most
of the expansive space had been reserved for some of the crew’ s personal possessions and
nonperishable food. The mgjority of those contents could be divided between bays one and two, leaving
bay three as a potentia space for raw matter storage they were sure to find aboard the array.

Cometo think of it, there were anumber of emergency ration packsin bay three which should probably
be brought to the messhall right now. He was running alittle low, and with much of the crew assigned to
the upcoming away mission, it was probably a good ideato have plenty on hand. If he diverted his steps
to the nearest turbolift, it would take only afew moments...

“Aaaghhhhhhh!”

The shill, piercing scream that echoed through the hal was temporarily disorienting. It sounded like it
was coming from the turbolift, behind him. The second scream caused the blood to drain instantaneoudy
from hisextremities, but it also madeit easier for him to determine where it was coming from.

Naomi!

Nedix ran for hislife. He found strength and speed he hadn’t known since he was ayoung boy, chasing
hissigter, Alixia, through the forest that ran behind their home.

Hiswors fears were confirmed when heturned thefina corner that led to the mess hall entrance and
saw Naomi crumpled on the floor.

Before he had even reached her, he tapped his combadge.

“Nedix to sckbay. Medica emergency.”

Naomi was curled on her right side. She didn’t appear to be breathing and her face and hands had a
faint purplish bluetinge. As Nedlix gently touched her left hand, and fdlt, ashe had expected to, its
horrifying chill, he called out again over the comm.

“Thisis Nedix. Something has happened to Naomi. Request emergency site-to-Site transport. Get usto
sickbay...NOW!”

Seconds later, Nedlix and Naomi materidized in Sckbay. The Doctor immediatdly lifted the child from
the floor and placed her on a biobed.

Nedlix was at the Doctor’ s Sde instantly. He was shaking with fear, but the Doctor moved quickly and
efficiently around him to render the necessary aid. He didn't take timeto calm the terrified Taaxian, or to
force him out of theway.

“Sheisn't breathing. Her airway is probably obstructed,” the Doctor diagnosed immediately. “Naomi is
an otherwise hedlthy child. Since she was found near the mess hal, the most likely scenario isthat she ate
something and began to choke.”

But as he passed his medicdl tricorder over her upper torso and neck, Nedlix noted the flat series of



beeps emanating from the device, which indicated a negative result.

His darm was heightened when the Doctor tossed the tricorder aside, adecidedly disgruntled scowl on
his face, raised the biobed’ s medica arch over Naomi’ s upper body, and initiated an immediate infuson
of oxygen into her system.

“What...what...what'swrong with her?’ Nedlix sammered.

“As| said before,” the Doctor replied evenly, “ sheisn't breathing.”

“Why not?’

The Doctor turned his attention to the scans of the child's central nervous syslem ashe sad, “I don't
know.”

“Is something wrong with her lungs?’ Nedlix asked, “ Because she can have my lung if she needsit.”
“No, shecan't, Mr. Nedlix. Y ou only have one lung left and that is a transplanted Ocampan lung. Her
body would rgect such atransplant, even if my ethica subroutines did not preclude the possibility of
taking your lifeto save hers”

“But the Vidiiansdid it!” Nedix shouted.

“Doyou seeany Vidiiansin sickbay at the moment?’ the Doctor asked sarcagtically. “Though | am well
versed in the procedure you are describing, | do not possess the resources they had at their disposal to

perform the transplant.”

“But...there hasto be something...” Nedlix offered, at aloss. The prospect of his own death was not
nearly asterrifying asthe idea of standing by, helpless, watching Naomi die.

“If thereis, I will find it, Mr. Nedlix.”
“Can| help?’
“Yes” the Doctor said camly. *Y ou can move out of my way.”

Nedlix quickly repositioned himself on the other Sde of the biobed, noting with faint relief that Naomi’s
gmall face was returning to amore norma color thanks to the oxygen infusion she was receiving.

“Aha” the Doctor said asthe final results of the neural scan appeared on the monitor before him.
Without another word he moved quickly to a storage cabinet and removed asmall neura stimulator.

“It' sagood thing | equipped sickbay with emergency medical equipment specific to the needs of a
human and Ktarian child shortly after Naomi was born,” he said as he returned to the child’ sside.

He then placed the neural stimulator on the left side of Naomi’ s forehead and began carefully resetting
the small componentsthat controlled the stimulator’ s programming.

“What are you doing to her?” Nedlix asked quietly.

“I am repairing the damage to her brain.”



“Her brain?’ Nedlix asked, asif thiswasthe last thing he had expected to hear.

“Yes, Mr. Nedix. Naomi has suffered a series of collapsesin her neurd pathways. | am attempting to
gimulate new pathways that will restore the normal functioning of her respiratory system.”

1] Bljt Why?’
“Becauseit isthe only way to save her life.”
“Of course,” Nedlix said, “but what could have caused such athing?’

“At the moment, | have noidea,” the Doctor replied, “athough as soon as Naomi’ s condition is
dabilized, | do not intend to deactivate mysdlf until | find out.”

“Isthere anything | can do?’ Nedlix asked.
“Yes” the Doctor answered. “ Please contact Naomi’ s mother.”

Nedlix nodded and made his way on shaking legs toward the door. News such as this had to be
delivered in person.

Chakotay was faced with a complicated task. According to the schematics provided by Seven of Nine,
the array they were approaching contained hundreds of kilometers of corridors and other spacesto be
searched on foot. Had all of Voyager’ sroughly 150 crewmen been at his disposa, athorough search of
the array would take weeks. Given the fact that at least one-third of those crew memberswould be
required to maintainVVoyager’ ssystems, rotating duty shiftswith the other two-thirdsto alow minima
time for them to eat and deep, gpart from the senior officersthat left less than forty people at his disposa
at any given timeto form his search teams. This meant that they might easily spend at |east three months
aboard the array and still not see everything there wasto see.

Hewas every hit asintrigued by the possibilities of the array as the captain and Seven of Ninewere. The
power reserves aone were worth athorough examination. At no time sinceVoyager had left the Alpha
Quadrant had al of their reserve systems been completely replenished. A few months of lessredtrictive
replicator rationing would go along way toward boosting crew morale. He even let himsdlf hope that
some of the technology they were sureto find could be adapted toVoyager’ s. Obvioudy they would not
have access to the primary source of power, the dementsfound in the singularity at the center of the
array. But most of those elements had existed in normal space before they had been sucked in by the
immense gravity of the black hole. The array’ s most va uable asset would be the converters used to
transform smple dementsinto complex fuel sources. With that a their disposd,Voyager' sreturnto the
Alpha Quadrant might still take decades, but they would be comfortable decades.

Thedifficulty in assigning and scheduling the away teamslay not in prioritizing their gods. First they
would find Tuvok, and then they would begin athorough exploration of the array’ s power systems.

The problem would be Kathryn.

They had been faced in the past with opportunities to settle on hospitable and welcoming ClassM
planets. Invariably the consensus was that returning home outweighed the comfort and ease of thelife



they could easily have built for themselves anywhere in the Delta Quadrant. Time and again the crew had
pushed themsdlves to the brink of oblivion rather than avert their gaze from the shining beacon of the
AlphaQuadrant.

But the array offered them something that no Class-M planet ever had. The possibilitiesfor advancing
their scientific knowledge well beyond current Federation standards might just be the siren call that
Janeway would find mogt difficult to resist. Colonizing a safe planet in an uninhabited region would have
been chdlenging, but at the end of the day would aso have been settling for less than they were capable
of asindividuas and a Starfleet crew. But the challenges and promise of the array were more difficult to
weigh on an objective scae. Chakotay intuitively sensed that until Kathryn had pried every last secret
from the array’ sgrasp, shewould find it amoral imperative to continue their research. And hefirmly
believed such atask would take decades.

He saw the good in both sides. He was, for the most part, content with the life he had found onV oyager.
Spending therest of hislife working by Kathryn’s sde, whether traveling through space or plumbing a
mystery asvast asthe array, was dl he redlly wanted anymore. But the same could not be said for the
rest of the crew. Many of them had left family and friends behind. Though they would certainly be
intrigued by the mysteries of the array, their enthusiasm was sure to wane as the weeks wore on.

Rumbling beneath the surface of these contemplations was another disturbing thought. Though they had
located Tuvok’ slife Sgns, the readings clearly showed that he was serioudy injured. He was not
atogether certain that boarding the array would be a smple matter. Though the bulk of the shuttle Tuvok
had taken was now on board the array, fragments of debris had been detected within a hundred
kilometers of it, and Chakotay wondered what price Tuvok had paid to gain entrance. Further, there was
the redlity that Tuvok had not been drawn here of his own free will. Chakotay agreed with Kathryn that
the Doctor’ sfindings, coupled with Tuvok’ s uncharacteristic behavior, pointed to an external force
exerting itself on Tuvok’ s better judgment. If that force and the mysterious hands that had built the array
were one and the same, there was no way to know whether or not it would look favorably on their
arrival. If Tuvok had been “invited” and barely survived, he shuddered to think how such aforce might
react to unwel come trespassers.

For the moment, these musing had to be set aside. Once he had entered hisinitia search-team
assgnmentsinto the interface console that was embedded in the arm of his chair on the bridge, he turned
to Ensgn Kim at ops. Kim and Paris had reported directly to the bridge from their truncated briefing in
astrometrics and had quietly and efficiently begun to plot the safest course for entering the array. Seven
asssted them from the bridge’ stactical sation.

“Enggn Kim,” Chakotay asked, “do we have a heading yet?’
“I suggest we alter course to two five seven mark four, Commander,” Harry replied.
“Isthat were the shuttle’ simpulsetrall leads?’

“Itis. It appears Tuvok followed the trgectory of the graviton flow to maximize his distance from the
theoretical event horizon,” Harry replied.

“Theoretica event horizon?’ Chakotay asked.
Seven interjected before Harry could continue, “ Because the array is drawing power from the

sngularity, it isdifficult to precisdy calculate the absolute edge of the singularity. Based on the
sngularity’ ssze, it should extend far beyond the space occupied by the structure.”



“But if that were the case, the structure would be crushed in the gravity well,” Chakotay finished for her.

“Precisaly,” Seven affirmed. “ Therefore we must assume that the actual event horizon begins somewhere
near the inner sde of therings. As our sensors cannot pinpoint that exact location, our caculations must
include the ‘theoretical’ variable which we refer to asthe theoretical event horizon.”

“WEe' ve picked up signs of debris,” Chakotay said, “which suggeststhat Tuvok’ s shuttle took a begting
along that course. Are we making the same mistake he did?’

“Our shidlds and the size of our ship will makeit much easier for usto compensate for the gravitationd
density than Tuvok’ s shuttle,” Harry advised. “It might be arough ride, but we should be fine.”

Chakotay stared for amoment into the tumultuous swirling mass of matter and energy that wasthe
singularity. Somehow, “should be fing’” wasn't as comforting as he would have liked when he considered
the sheer and overwheming force they were approaching.

Harry adjusted the display on the main viewscreen so that asmall section of the upper ring wasvisiblein
greater detail. “ These are the docking bays, Commander.”

“Will our present course take usinto one of those bays?’” Chakotay asked.

“Yes, dr,” Harry answered.

“Arewe within trangporter range yet?’ Chakotay asked hopefully.

“Yes, gr,” Harry replied, “but...”

“I would not advise using the trangporters, Commander,” Seven interrupted him evenly.

“Why not?"

“At thisdistance, the gravimetric interference could easily destabilize the annular confinement beams. We
could compensate by moving into position closer to the structure, but at that distance it would no longer

be advisable to drop our shields.”

Chakotay was accustomed to making quick decisions. His consideration of the available optionswas
brief. “Mr. Paris, adjust course to two five seven mark four, and take usin.”

Paris shands flew gracefully over his controls as he made the course adjustment. “Courselaidiin,” he
sad.

“Nice and easy, Mr. Paris,” Chakotay added.

Paris nodded in acknowledgment, falling into seamless, dmost symbictic harmony with the hem.
Chakotay was comforted in the knowledge that their odds of safely reaching their destination were
increased exponentidly with Paris at the helm. Chakotay had piloted hisfair share of vessds. Technique
could be mastered. Skills could be practiced. But the delicate touch, the subtle, sometimes prescient
adjusmentsthat could mean the difference between successfully navigating such a precarious patch of
space and oblivion, were beyond the ken of any manua or smulation. The minuscule movements Paris
made asV oyager approached the structure came from a subconscious place inside him, aplace where he



and his ship became one. Chakotay knew that the helm of a ship was the one place where Tom Paris
knew certainty. And no pilot had ever known aship aswell as Tom knewVoyager.

“Commander,” Harry caled from ops, “incoming transmission, audio only.”
“Incoming from where?” Chakotay asked.

“It'scoming from the array.”

“1 guess somebody’ shome after dl. Let’ s hear it, Mr. Kim,” Chakotay ordered.

Harry muted the initial burst of static that spiked his readingsinto the red and compensated for al
interference until hisdisplay showed the clean, narrow band of aclear comm signd.

“...Asyyligrih-haratan...Monorhan. .. Betass”
“Isthat dl of it?" Chakotay demanded.
“The signa has degraded, Commander. I'll seeif | can reconstruct any more of it,” Harry replied.

In the tense seconds that followed, Chakotay noted with gpprova that though Seven seemed inclined to
assist Ensign Kim, she remained rooted to her station, allowing him to complete the task rather than doing
aquicker and more efficient job of it herself. Chakotay couldn’t help but marvel at the vast positive
changes he had observed in the newest addition to their crew over the past eeven months. In the early
days, Seven wouldn’t have thought twice about bucking Kim out of the way and finishing the job hersdlf.

“Thereisn’'t much more, Commander,” Harry findly sighed, resigned. “The signd has been transmitting
continuoudly for fifty years, and its proximity to the sngularity...”

“Just give mewhat you have, Ensign,” Chakotay interrupted.

“l am Assyliarih-hara-tanof the...Monorhan...vessd... Betass...array...in search of Gremadia...turn
back.”

Chakotay leaned back in his chair, gently massaging his tattooed brow. The fragmentary transmission
could easlly beread in two ways: either as aroutine message to other Monorhan vessals who might pass
thisway or asawarning.

Chakotay knew that a Monorhan vessel had been |located aboard the array. The age of the transmission
tracked with what little he knew of Monorhan history and the mission of their Fourteenth Tribe. But
without more information, it was difficult to say with any degree of certainty how to best construe the
garbled transmission. The words lost between “Gremadia’ and “turn back” were dl important. Hesaid a
slent prayer that the rest of the message was a benign recounting of their course and journey, despite the
lingering foreboding that it probably wasn't.

“Chakotay to Captain Janeway,” he caled over the comm system.
“Go ahead, Commander.” Her voice resonated through the bridge.

“We veladin our course for our gpproach to the array, and we' ve discovered atransmission, possibly
from the Monorhan ship,” heinformed her.



“I'll beright there,” she replied briskly, ending the communication.

As Janeway closed the comm channd she cursed silently at the war raging within her between family and
duty. She was needed on the bridge, but Phoebe was missing. For the moment, her sister took priority.
She was momentarily shocked at the computer’ s announcement indicating that Phoebe was not on

board, but she refused to alow hersef the luxury of panic. She couldn’t count the number of timesin the
past four years she had imagined returning to Earth, only to have her most joyful reunion, the one she
anticipated with her mother, tainted by the newsthat whileV oyager had been logt, she had failed to
protect thelife of her Sster.

Wait aminute.

Her sister was supposed to be on Earth.

No, Phoebe had been on Earth, but at the last moment asked to join Janeway on what was supposed to
be abrief rescue misson in the Badlands. She had been commissioned to do a painting of the unusual
and beautiful plasmaeruptionsin the Badlands and had begged her sister to give her the opportunity to
see them firgthand.

Setting the disquieting thoughts aside for the moment, she was about to dispatch asecurity team ona
deck-by-deck search for Phoebe when her mingled fear and anger were dissipated by therelief of seeing
Phoebe walking camly toward her.

“Where have you been?’ Janeway demanded savagely.

“What do you mean?’ Phoebe replied, obvioudy dightly annoyed by Janeway’ stone.

“| asked the ship’ s computer to locate you afew moments ago and you weren’t on board.”

“Yesl wes”

“Phoebe...” Janeway began fiercely.

“Wherewould | go, Kath? I’ ve been in my quarters since the last time | saw you. The computer made a
misteke.”

Janeway considered this. Her sster was aggravating, self-centered, and occasiondlly irresponsible, but
shewasn't aliar. On the other hand, the ship’s computer was incapable of lying.

It doesn't matter.

The thought, like the vibrant memory of Phoebe' s face the day she pleaded with her Sister to take her on
Voyager' smaiden trek, didn’t feel organic. Of courseit mattered.

As shewrestled with hersalf, wondering at her reticence to call Phoebe to task for her improbable
explanation, she saw that Phoebe' s gaze was fixed on the Key.

“Kath, what have you done to the Key?" Phoebe demanded.



“That isn't your concern,” Janeway snapped. A dight wave of nausearose abruptly from her ssomach.
Grasping the edge of the diagnostic display table, she willed the nauseato pass, aong with the dizzying
sensation that now accompanied it.

Yesitis

She heard thewords clearly in her mind, but could not imagine where they were coming from. The next
wave of nausea that assaulted her amost brought her to her knees.

“I'm sorry, Phoebe,” Janeway murmured softly.
“It'sdl right,” Phoebe soothed. “Tell mewhat you have doneto the Key.”

“Nothing, for the moment. We re keeping it behind aforcefield to contain the subspace dissonance
waves emanating fromit. It appearsto bedive”

Janeway was suddenly conscious of afirm hand grasping her arm. It was B’ Elanna.
“Captain, areyou dl right?’
Get rid of her.

Janeway didn’t know how she knew, but nonethel ess she was certain that aslong as she obeyed that
strange voice, the crippling sensations coursing through her would cease.

“I'mfine, Lieutenant,” she said. “Continue your work.”

B’ Elannauttered afaint, “Aye, Captain,” and moved away, leaving Janeway and Phoebe somewhat
aone.

“If the Key posesadanger, giveit to me, and I’ ll remove it from the ship,” Phoebe offered.
“I can't dothat,” Janeway replied, fill hazy, “and neither can you. | need to know...”
“What?" Phoebe asked.

“When you werein my cabin earlier...did you see anything unusua ?’

“Of course not,” Phoebe lied.

“Phoebe, thisisimportant...” Janeway perssted.

No...thevoiceindged...itian't.

It was obvious that Kathryn was strong. Her resistance, even now, was impressve. But that resistance
wasinflicting subtle and potentialy serious damage to the tissue of her brain. Phoebe knew that she could
force the captain’ s mind to accept her words. But the more she shrouded the captain’ s actua thoughts
and inserted those required to meet her ends, the greater the risk she ran of damaging Janeway beyond
repair. Though saving Janeway’ s lifewas not of any ultimate importance, she had to keep the captain



dive and functioning for thetime being.

For the moment, however, the priority wasto divert Kathryn’ s attention from the Key. They had
detected the disruption. Thiswas frustrating, but not completely unexpected. It was unacceptable,
however, that they had aso learned that the Key was, asthey crudely understood it, “dive.”

Intheinterest of getting Janeway as far from the Key as possible, Phoebe suggested, “Kathryn, you
don't look well. Perhaps you should see your doctor.”

“Thereign'ttime...” Janeway said with forced deliberateness. “Have to get to the bridge.”

“Kathryn,” Phoebe said softly, “you are under atremendous amount of pressure. Y ou haven't had a
good med or agood night’s deep in days. Let me take you to the Doctor, on your way to the bridge. It
won't tekeany timeat al.”

Of course the moment they arrived in sickbay Phoebe fully intended to incapacitate the captain in such a
way that she would remain confined in the ship’smedica bay for a least the next forty-eight hours. That
should bejust enough time.

“Will you comewith me?’ Phoebe asked, demanding internaly that Kathryn comply.
“Of course,” the captain nodded.

As Phoebe helped Janeway to sickbay, afirm arm circling her waist, she gently began to remove some
of the manipulative threads she had been using to exert her will over the captain.

Shewas a first shocked, then enraged when they arrived and found Naomi Wildman sleeping quietly on
abiobed, her mother and Nedlix standing tensaly on either side of her, each holding one of her hands and
taking turns patting her head lovingly.

She seethed within as dl thoughts of further incapacitating the captain fled from her consciousness.

Thiswasimpossible. The hybrid girl had obvioudy survived. Though Phoebe s powers were vast, there
were only so many battles she could fight at once. Releasing Janeway’ s mind completely, she moved
closer to Naomi. Though the child posed no immediate danger while she was unconscious, Phoebe
would have to find an gppropriate time to finish what she had sarted. For the moment, however, she
would have to bide her precioustime.

Once Janeway’ s mind was again her own, the captain stood for a startled moment wondering how she
had ended up in sickbay. It was asif athick mist had lifted before her eyes, and to her vast relief, her
stomach too seemed much calmer. She wanted very much to know what had just happened and how she
had gotten here, but at the first sight of Naomi’ sfrail figure resting on the biobed before her, dl concerns
for her own well-being evaporated. She approached Naomi and asked of no onein particular, “What

happened?”

Enggn Samantha Wildman' sface turned to hers, her milky skin awash with bright red blotches, her eyes
rimmed with tears. “We don’t know.”

“Where sthe Doctor?”



Nedlix gestured with anod to indicate that the Doctor wasin his office. As Janeway turned toward the
partition that divided sickbay from hisworkspace, she saw through the window the Doctor bent over his
workgtation sudying adisplay.

She barely heard Phoebe' s faint murmurs of concern directed toward Nedlix and Samantha as she
turned briskly and went to confront the EMH, who did her the courtesy of risng when she entered his
office

“What happened, Doctor?’ Janeway asked with pal pable concern.
“I believe Naomi was attacked,” the Doctor replied.

Though Janeway’ s brow shot up in dishelief, he continued, “ Someone, or something, intentionally
disrupted the neural pathwaysin her brain that coordinate her respiratory system. In the hands of alesser
hologram, shewould certainly have died.”

The captain reached for the Doctor’ s desk, perching on its edge. Raising ahand to her head, she gently
massaged her templesto relieve the dull throbbing that usudly indicated the onset of amgor tension
headache.

“Areyou certain shedidn’t fal, or hit her head on something?’ Janeway asked, adding, “ She'savery
activelittlegirl.”

“Her skull was not fractured. There was no edema or localized damage to adistinct areaof her brain, as
would betypicd in atraumatic percussive head injury. There are no pathogens present in her system.
There are no genetic causes, nor are there any known disease processes that could produce the effects
I’ve seen. Specific neura pathways were targeted and disrupted. It' s asif something reached into her
mind and forced her to stop breathing.”

“Could this have anything to do with whatever drove Tuvok to leave the ship?’ Janeway wondered
aoud.

“There are certainly telepaths who would be capable of damaging the minds of others. But Tuvok’s
brain wasn't injured, despite the neurochemica imbalances. | won't be able to make amore definitive
andydsuntil | am ableto examinehim again.”

“I understand, Doctor,” the captain replied. “1s Naomi going to be dl right?’

“After afew days of bed rest, she should befine. I'll keep her here under observation for the next few
hoursat least.”

The captain nodded, thoughtful. “It' s possble we ve had an intruder on board,” she said. “ B’ Elanna
discovered that the artifact given to me by the Monorhans when we | eft their planet, the Key to
Gremadia, isactudly made up of living sporocystian remnants. They are currently resonating, smilar to
the way the Caretaker’ s remains did when we encountered Suspiria. We haven't ruled out the possibility
that another Nacene might be nearby.”

“That adds adecidedly unsavory pieceto the puzzle,” the Doctor observed.

“Exactly. Y ou should replicate supplies of the toxin we devel oped to counter a Nacene attack and keep



some on hand, just in case.”
“I agree,” he said, moving toward the door.
“Keep meinformed. I'll be on the bridge,” she said, following him out of his office.

The Doctor hated in their approach to Naomi’ s biobed. Turning to Janeway, he asked, “ Captain, who
isthiswoman?’

“Isthat supposed to be ajoke, Doctor? Y ou knew my sister,” Janeway replied, gesturing toward
Phoebe.

“Captain...l...” the Doctor sammered, and blinked out of existence.

Phoebe heard the soft footfals of Janeway’ s approach, but did not face her directly until she and the
photonic being were aimost standing beside her. She had spent the last severd moments studying the
atomic structure of the hybrid girl, al the while whispering soft comforting words and thoughts to the two
humanoids who obvioudy fdt the greatest attachment to her. She had discovered the difference that
made the girl immune to the memories she had implanted in the minds of the rest of Voyager’ s crew and
to her darm found hersdf powerlessto correct the dight phase variation in the girl’ smolecular structure.
She was cons dering more invasive options when she heard the Doctor’ s unnerving question directed
toward Kathryn.

Alerted immediately to the possibility that there might be more like the hybrid girl, it took her lessthan a
second to completely analyze the atomic structure of the being known as*the Doctor” and conclude that
here, too, was an unforeseen threst.

Inthe anayssof Voyager’ ssystemsand crew that preceded her choice to assume the role of * Phoebe”
she had, of course, discovered the holographic generators. They were regulated discreetly from the
primary ship's systems and computer memory, and since she had no intention of interacting with any
recreationa holograms during what she hoped would be her brief stay aboard the vessel—she found
particularly distasteful the loud and garish smulation of some kind of outdoor, tropica club—she had
elected not to adjust those systems to accept her presence. It would have been smple enough, now, to
add to the Doctor’ s program a subroutine Smilar to one that she had dready inserted in the main
computer to acknowledge her existence and fabricated history. But acloser look at this“Doctor” told
her that in this case, nothing Smple was going to be effective.

Though he was composed of photonic particles, generated by the primitive holographic imagers, there
was a'so something more to him, something amost ineffable. It was small, just burgeoning into existence,
but it was unmistakably there. Phoebe had never encountered such athing, even in the most complex
atificidly created life-forms, and sheredized in an ingtant that she could not manipulate this“Doctor” as
eadly as she manipulated the minds of the rest of the crew.

Searching the hol ographic database for an dternative, she quickly stumbled upon afew other versions of
the Doctor’ s program. Mot of them had been created fairly recently, automatic backup systems, she
speculated. There was only one that might suit her purposes. So it was with athought that, as the Doctor
and Janeway approached the biobed where Naomi lay, Phoebe chose the path of |least resistance and
samply overloaded sickbay’ s holomatrix long enough to destabilize the Doctor’ s program and activate an
earlier verson of the Emergency Medical Hologram, the only one she could find that was not yet tainted



by theintrusveineffable qudlity.

Asthe Doctor dissolved out of existence, and was replaced by this earlier version, Phoebe added
severa comforting thoughts to the minds of those present so as not to alarm them in any way. Shewas
relieved when no one reacted to the momentary destabilization of the Doctor.

“Please state the nature of the medica emergency,” the Doctor intoned when he rematerialized.

She was further relieved when as the Doctor regppeared only Nedlix was troubled by the fact that the
Doctor rardly, if ever, used this particular greeting anymore. Forcing that thought out of the Tdlaxian's
mind, she had al but begun congratulating hersalf on her work when she was thrown to the floor asthe
ship turned abruptly at asharp angle and sickbay was plunged into darkness.

Chapter 6

Janeway made her way to the bridge with difficulty. Thered dert ordered the moment the gravimetric
interference generated by the singularity began to buffet\VVoyager about like a sailboat caught in atyphoon
|eft the corridors bathed in a degp crimson glow.

When shefindly arrived at deck one and immediately caled “Report!” she noted with small satisfaction
that at least the ship’ sfire-suppression systems were operating at pesk efficiency. With afirm hand
placed first on therail that separated tactical and ops from the step that led down to her chair, she
gingerly took her seat amid the waning vapors of smoke most likely triggered by the explosion of the
tactical pand to her right, which now gurgled and sputtered. ..atangled mass of plasmareaysand
condluit.

“Shiddsare holding, Captain,” Chakotay said tensdly. “Inertid dampersare at maximum. It'sgoing to
be alittle rough until we reach the docking bay.”

Turning her attention to the main viewscreen, she could see their destination. One-third of the array’s
upper ring now occupied the full screen, and severd active force fidds dong the exterior gleamed like
tiny blue beacons. Anxious as she was to enter the array and explore the promise of its unique
technology, she silently wondered whether or not this was the most appropriate course of action. At the
end of every day,Voyager' ssafety had to comefirst.

Turning to Chakotay who sat at her |eft hand, she saw the firm set of hisjaw and knew he shared her
concerns.

“Commander,” she asked, “isit possibleto retrieve Tuvok without boarding the array?’

“Seven of Nineassuresmeitisnot,” hereplied evenly. “But don’'t worry. Harry thinks we should be
fine”

Janeway caught the faint flicker of asmile. She trusted Chakotay as she had never trusted another first
officer, and she had served with her fair share of fine and eminently capable ones. She did not doubt for a
moment that in her absence, he had evauated every possible course of action at their disposal. If he had
chosen this path for them, odds were it was the safest and quickest way to accomplish their goal.

“That’ s good enough for me,” she replied with awry smile as the ship continued to rock and buck.



Scanning her readouts of the array, she asked, “No shidlds...no weapons?’

“Apparently not,” Chakotay replied. “ There are anumber of unusua aloys present in the hull and
interior of the array. It' s possible that they provide sufficient defense against conventiona weapon

“But anyone who wished to destroy the array wouldn't have to target the construct itself. A properly
targeted photon torpedo would destabilize the singularity and their structura containment systems,”
Janeway theorized. “Y ou would think at the least they would have created a countermeasure for that.”

“Sdf preservation, perhaps,” Chakotay suggested.

“What do you mean?’

“If you were willing to destroy the array by targeting the sngularity, you would aso have to be willing to
dieinthe attempt,” he said.

“No you wouldn’t,” sheargued. “Y ou’ d just launch the torpedo and go to warp...oh,” she said, asthe
ample brilliance dawned. “Y ou can't go to warp within the systlem.”

They both paused as Janeway added new information to the fragmented picture she had created in her
head of the dien or diens capable of creating the array and, for al she knew, the entire Monorhan

system.

“That'sone anomaly of the sysem we ve yet to explain,” Chakotay said findly. “If we' reright...if the
entire system was created by some dien design, and if part of the purpose wasto protect the array...”

Janeway picked up thethread. “ The evolution of life on Monorhawas unexpected. Since it shouldn’t
have happened, we' ve been operating on the premise that it was aflaw in the design. But if the designers
knew that lifewould evolve...if, in fact, they intended it. . .then the placement of the white dwarf which

kept the Monorhans from detecting the array might only have been thefirst level of defense. Making
warp travel within the system impossible could be the second.”

“We picked up atransmission from the array sent by therih-hara-tan of aMonorhan tribe. Her name
was Assylia” Chakotay informed her.

“Do we know anything else about her?” Janeway asked.

1] NO-”

“But the ship carrying the Fourteenth Tribe only left Monorhafifty years ago, right?’

“Y es, and the message has been tranamitting for amost that long.”

“Soit'spossiblethey’re till there,” Janeway hoped. Whatever ese they were about to find on the array,
Janeway’ s limited experience of the Monorhanstold her that they could be rationa, when they wanted to
be. At this point, they could use dl the dliesthey could get.

Findly she asked, “What was the message?”’

“It' shard to say definitively, but the suggestion is that they believed the array to be Gremadia,” he



continued.

“Their mythologica holy land,” Janeway added pensively.

“Therest of the message was alittle disturbing,” Chakotay findly said.
“Goon.”

“Thelast words were ‘turn back.” ”

Janeway watched asthe view of the array’ s docking bays engulfed the entire viewscreen. Within
moments, they would be on board.

“It' salittlelate for that now, don't you think?’ she offered.
“1 do,” he agreed.

“B’ Elannafound the cause for the explosion in sickbay. The Key to Gremadia, the gift Kaytok gave me
before we lft, is made up of sporocystian remnants,” Janeway told him. 1t sliterdly the remnants of
thousands of Nacene, and we have reason to believe they may ill bedive.”

Chakotay shook his head. “We don’t know much about the Nacene. We do know that their technology
was far beyond ours. And both the Caretaker and Suspiria built arrays from which they carried out their
experiments”

“But those arrays were nothing like this. The only thing we' ve found in the Delta Quadrant that even
resembles this technol ogy were the communications arrays that the Hirogen were using powered by
microsgngularities”

“The Caretaker called Suspiriahismate,” Chakotay said, “but neither of them ever said they werethe
only Naceneto enter our galaxy. They were explorers. Maybe they weren't dlone.”

“That’ swhat I’'m afraid of,” Janeway said findly.

“May | make asuggestion, Captain?’ Chakotay asked.

Janeway replied with asharp nod.

“I know thistechnology is fascinating. We could spend weeks studying it and barely scratch the surface.
But given the fact that Assylia' s message could be construed asawarning, that it's possble that the
Nacene have had either ahand or an interest in creating this system and the array, | think it would be
wiseto smply find Tuvok and get out of here as soon as possible.”

Janeway considered this carefully. The array was dluring. But she shared Chakotay’ s concerns. Finaly
she said, “Once we' re on board we'll transport Tuvok directly to sickbay, and we' |l send an away team
to the Monorhan ship. Otherwise, we'll hold off on any purely exploratory missonsfor thetimebeing.”

Chakotay relaxed alittle. “ Yes, Captain,” he said, and set about sending revised orders out to the teams
he had already assembled.

The ship suddenly rocked forty-five degrees on its axis, throwing Janeway from her seat. Through the



explosion of severd plasmarelays, she saw Lieutenant Paris clawing hisway from the floor back to the
conn. The bridge was bathed only in the red-black darkness of the emergency lighting system.

Pulling hersdf up on her hands and knees, Janeway shouted, “ Report!”

Ensign Kim'swas the first voice she heard through the confusion of dlarms.

“WEe ve encountered the singularity’ s event horizon, Captain,” he shouted.

Shefdt thefirm grasp of Chakotay’s hand on her arm, helping her to her feet. In the space of afew
seconds, Paris had regained his seat a the conn and the bridge had been returned to an angle that made
gtanding, or a the very least staying in your seat, possible.

Tossing aglance toward the main viewscreen, she saw that her relaively placid view of thearray’s
docking bays had been replaced by the swirling vortex of the singularity.

“We're ill outsde the array. How isthis possible?” Janeway demanded.
Harry’ s hands were flying over the controls.

“I don’t know Captain. According to our caculations, the existence of the horizon at any point outside
the area of thearray’ srings was theoreticaly possible, but highly unlikely.”

Voyagerrocked again, but Janeway noted with some satisfaction that most of the bridge crew was
prepared to hang on thistime.

“Mr. Paris, adjust our heading to take us away from the array and go to full impulse.”

“Yes, ma am,” Tom managed through clenched teeth as he willed the ship to hold together long enough
for himtolay in the new course.

Harry’ svoice was strained, but controlled as he informed the bridge, “ Shields at Sixty percent.”

“Mr. Paris?’ Janeway asked.

“Going tofull impulse...now.”

The ship shuddered violently benesth them.

“Shiddsat forty percent.”

“Thenew courseislaid in, Captain, but our impulse engines can't pull usfree of the gravity well.”
Janeway cursed slently asVoyager dipped inexorably toward the center of the singularity.

“B’Elanna,” Janeway shouted over the comm, “reroute dl available power systemsto the impulse drive.”

“It' saready done, Captain! Impulse engines are running at forty percent over maximum capacity now!”
B’ Elanna screamed over the chaos.

Janeway was running out of options.



The loneliness was gone. The pain was gone. Tuvok stood on the ridge of avast, barren plain. Below
him, hundreds of thousands of beings were dancing. They moved in couples, and smal groups. They
cametogether, and flew apart, asif compelled by the rhythm and harmony that sounded al around him.

The sadness of the spectacle he was witnessing was as overwhelming as it was inexplicable. The chaos
of their movement shuddered through him, as the song began to lose its coherence. He could make out
the shapes of those who had falen. The others danced on, oblivious of the carnage.

Findly the truth hit him. Thiswas not adance. Thiswas a battle. There were no directed-energy
wegpons. The forms he had earlier thought to be people did not actually possessarmsor legsfor
punching or kicking. Nonetheless, the violent frenetic masses swarming the plain were obvioudy capable
of inflicting mortal wounds upon one another. Their rage and hatred of one another was papable.

“Thiswasthe beginning of the end,” asoft voice whispered beside him.

Turning, he saw aMonorhan mae standing beside him on the ridge. Although he had never met him,
Tuvok knew him in an ingtant. His name was Naviim.

“Areyou the one who brought me here?’ he asked.
Naviim’'sdark gray eyes clouded over momentarily.

“Inaway. You heard our call...sensed the urgency...but you would not have been capable of helping
LB”

For thefirgt time since the music had taken hold of hismind in sickbay, Tuvok found it relaively easy to
focus. It seemed that his mind was, once again, his own.

“Themusc...istha the cal you refer to?

Naviim’'slong jaw dropped dightly asthe edges of his mouth crept upward and his ears flattened against
his skull. Tuvok recognized the Monorhan smile.

“What you experienced as music contained much of our truth. Y our mind interpreted the call in away
that brought order to the dissonance. There are mathematical propertiesto music that underpin some of
our truth. Y ou are fortunate that your exposure to complicated musical patterns gave you this context.
Our telepathic gifts were different. When we came and the first of us were exposed to the gift, our sense
of the emergence came not in sound, but overwhelming feglings of fear and danger.”

“Wheream 1?7’

“Y our body ison Gremadia. But you are no longer merely the sum totd of your biologica processesand
smple matter. Y our body isno longer relevant. What you are becoming...isdl.”

“I do not understand,” Tuvok replied smply.

“Nor will you, for atime. But surely you sense that you are no longer what you once were?’” Naviim
asked.



Tuvok took adeep breath, bathing in the cool clear peace that the ability to separate thought from
emotion gave him. Searching deeper, he was suddenly aware of the truth of Naviim’ swords. He was no
longer londly. . .because dthough the music was gone, he was not done. Blossoming within him was
something new. He did not fear it, though its alien presence was faintly disconcerting. Insteed, he
considered it digpassonately, not as something that should not be there. But as athing that in some
impossibleway. .. by taking the place of the music...completed him.

“You are Monorhan,” Tuvok observed. “ Areyou aso on Gremadia?’

“I was, and am, though not as you see me now. | wasthe |ast taken. As such, it fallsto me to welcome
you to your new life. Y ou see me now in the only form that your limited mind can still accept. It will not
awaysbe so.”

Tuvok wasintensely curious. Y et somehow he grasped intuitively that the answers he would have of
Naviim were aready within him...that in time...hewould know dl. For the moment, he was content to
dlow the mystery to unfold.

“What isthisplace?’ hefinaly asked.

“Y ou are experiencing amemory of us. | have not vidted thisplacein avery long time,” Naviim replied.
A split second later Tuvok felt awhite-hot searing pain diceinto his head.

Do not resist.

He heard the words clearly, though the largest portion of his mind denied their truth. That which caused
pain must be resisted. Logic dictated that if there was something he could do to prevent this, he should.

Theingruction of the voice flew in the face of that logic. And yet, somehow, that voicewasdso his. It
was part of him. And part of something infinitely larger than him.

With no ready aternative, he chose to heed what he hoped was the voice of some sort of higher
reasoning. He accepted the pain, and in that same moment, its power vanished.

“I am sorry,” Naviim said as the pain subsided. “ The trangition before you will be difficult at times. As
you see, acceptance isthe easiest course. We would not have you suffer unnecessarily.”

“What have you done to me?’ Tuvok demanded.

“We have done nothing. Though we are dl capable of sharing the gift with you, we would never forceit
upon you without your consent, asit was forced upon us. But there is one among us who does not share
our ability to make such distinctions. We dlowed it to pass the gift dong, as the only meansto guarantee
the continuation of your existence. We were grateful that you came. It would have been wrong for such a
nobleimpulseto end in oblivion.”

“Will you stay with me?” Tuvok asked.
“Y ou will passinto darkness soon,” Naviim replied. “Asyour body diesit will be difficult for usto

continue this communication. But do not be afraid. Wewill not leave you, and when you awaken to your
new existence, | and the otherswill be hereto greet you. We await that moment with joy.”



With those words, Naviim vanished.

Tuvok turned again to the plain below. The battle was over. Vague, shapeless masses were strewn
about the field. Many appeared to bein thefind throes of death. The light around him beganto fdl. The
field was bathed in deep purple gauze. In the distance, Tuvok saw afigure, rising from among the dead.
A fiercewail, equd parts agony and defiance, rocked the earth beneath Tuvok’ sfeet. The sound was
everywhere, within and around him, searing heet that threstened to pull him apart.

Phoebe | eft sickbay as quickly and unobtrusively as she could, leaving the Talaxian and the hybrid girl’s
mother Sitting their uneasy vigil. As she made her way back to engineering, she redized that she had fallen
into an old habit, underestimating humanoids. Having spent so much time among the life-forms of this
dimension, she had grown used to thinking of them aslesser beings.

It hadn’t started out that way. \When she had made a choice to turn her back on the Others, she had
doneit with afirm sense of the possibilities that this dimension would hold. For thousands of years she
had marveled at the complexity of life, and its seemingly limitless potentid. But their tendency toward
sameness, the mistakes she had seen countless different races make time and again, asif they had no
interest or intention of learning from the wisdom of others, or even their own histories, had gradudly
soured her on the experience.

She had yet to encounter ahumanoid species that even approached the limits of their own abilities. They
evolved &t atorturoudy dow rate, and were hindered, of course, by their mortality. Though it wastrue
that Phoebe and her kind were “mortd” in asense, their life span could be extended amost to infinity if
the proper measures were taken.

She had made the same early mistakes as many of those who had once shared her passion for
exploration. She had intervened in the norma development of countlesslife-forms, helping them enhance
their natura abilities, artificidly extending their life spans, restructuring their environmentsto make them
more hospitableto their evolution.

But time and again, she had been disgppointed.

Perhaps the Others had been right about that much. The consequences of interference could be harsh,
but to smply witness sensdess death and wasted potentia seemed equally inappropriate. Why exidt, if
one' sexistence did not make a difference?

But shewas till along way from accepting the choice of the Others. Every moment till held the
possihility that another solution to their mutua problem might exist. She had no intention of giving up, but
she had long ago concluded that no humanoid life-formswould play any rolein the ultimate solution. If
her current circumstance was any indication, quite the opposite might be true. These humanoidsin
particular, could be the undoing of them dl.

Captain Janeway unknowingly held the literd and metaphorica key to the most devastating possibility
Phoebe had ever faced. The worst part was there was amost no way that Phoebe could even begin to
make her understand what was at stake. Humans like Janeway didn’t even have words to describe the
redlity that hung in the balance. Though they were more evolved than many, they were millions of years
from even arudimentary understanding of the true nature of the space-time construct that they inhabited.

Theonly possibility for communicating the truth to Janeway lay in acourse of action Phoebe ingtinctively



found unacceptable. But if worse came to worst, she wouldn't have achoice. She hadn’t passed dong
knowledge of the sort required to such alesser being in avery long time. But she couldn’t predict what
Janeway would make of the array, or the spores that had been placed there when it was created and
ultimately taken by those that became the abominations. She assumed Janeway would perceive the
abominations as athreat. Anything a humanoid could not understand was often classed as hostile. She
would have preferred to keep Janeway and her ship far from the array until the last possible moment, but
only amassive show of force would stop the captain at this point. She could contain the rest of the crew.
Shewould kill them if necessary to protect the precious cargo contained within the abominations. Their
vaue wasincaculable. But she knew that Janeway would never agreeto help her if she wasresponsible
for the wholesae daughter of the humanoids who were under the captain’s protection.

More troubling were her own mistakes. She had been away from the array for too long. Though it was
not her primary responsibility, she and many others had made periodic visits to ensure the safety of the
gpores and to shed the inevitably wearying fabric of the one or many life-formsthey mimicked while
exploring thisrelm. Some had chosen to enter stasis rather than continue this cycle, content to leave the
difficult work of solving the problem to those with more energy and enthusiasm for it. In the process they
had added whatever new data they had collected to the array’ s systems, evidence in the case they would
ultimately make to the Others of the vaue of their choice.

When she had first encounteredV oyager, her course of action had seemed obvious. The lesser beings
were no match for her abilities. She would deceive them as long as necessary to protect the Key and its
owner. Though she could not have anticipated the anomaly presented in the hybrid girl, she should have
been more thorough in her andysis of the holographic doctor. He could have been her undoing. It wasa
careless mistake and she was unaccustomed to making such mistakes. Her solution would probably
wreak havoc on al she had planned.

Perhaps whenVoyager reached the array there would be time for her to renew herself. There were
dozens of suites designed for this purpose, and she took amoment to antici pate the welcome rel ease and
reinvigoration that would accompany the reorganization of the subatomic fabric of her existence.

Firgt, however, she must protect the Key. Janeway had aready learned too much. The “ sporocystian”
label she had placed on it was predictably smplistic, and atogether too close to the truth. Phoebe knew
full well that once the Key wasin closer proximity to the abominations, the subspace dissonance field
emanating from it would increase exponentidly. Janeway would most certainly misunderstand this, and
might go so far asto destroy it.

When she entered engineering she noted with relief that dl the crewmen present were busy tending to
their respective duties. Their heightened state of darm and dert, given the strain on the ship resulting from
its proximity to the singularity, made her dl but invisble. Nonethel ess, she encouraged them with a
thought to pay no attention to her as she moved toward the Key il stting tranquilly behind itsforcefield.

Even in her true form she would not be able to deconstruct the Key in order to removeit. Itsvery nature
made that impossible. Had this not been the case she would smply have enveloped it and taken it back
to an uninhabited area of Monorha, smilar to the field where it had rested undisturbed for so long. For
now, she could only use the primitive technology atVoyager' sdisposa. Standing before the diagnostic
gtation, she pulled up the ship’ s transporter controls and searched for an appropriate hiding place. 1t did
not take her long to find the only location within the ship where the Key would go unnoticed for atime.
Voyager' swarp core had been deactivated for severa days, since they entered the Monorhan system.
But theresdud antimatter swirling within it would shield the Key temporarily from their sensors. Aslong
asthewarp drive was not active, it would pose no danger to the Key. Phoebe could think of no reason
why the warp engineswould be brought onlinein their present circumstances, and bresthed a sigh of



relief when afew moments later the Key dematerialized behind the forcefield and the transporter log,
deleted as soon as it appeared, indicated that it now rested at the base of the warp core.

Her relief was short-lived. Within seconds of the transport, the ship careened a an impossible angle as
klaxons began to wail.

Static burst across the main viewscreen, briefly distorting the image of the spinning vortex that threatened
to crushVVoyager and her crew.

Through the open channel between the bridge and engineering Janeway was conscious of afierce debate
raging as B’ Elanna and her staff proposed and discarded one potential possibility after another. She
heard Seven’ snormally calm voice raised dmost to the point of shrillness as shejoined their efforts.

Strangdly, the bulk of her mind, however, was calm. This was the difference between a Starfleet captain
and the rest of the crew, no matter how experienced. In such amoment, as the rush of adrendine caused
most people' s bodiesto kick into a hypersengtive yet often unproductive state, a good captain could find
asafe harbor in the eye of the storm, where the ideathat meant the difference between life and death was
invariably to be found. Dipping into the well of experience, Janeway searched for theidea. A moment
later, shehad it.

“B’Elanna,” she shouted over the din asthe rest of the bridge grew silent, “bring the warp core online.”
“But, Captain...” B’ Elannabegan.
“Just doit,” Janeway cut her off. “I'll explain later.”

Janeway knew full well she might never get the chance to explain. But she also knew shewasright. She
had just spent an uncomfortable severa hours trapped in a subspace fold of the Monorhan system.
Severd of the properties of that layer were Smilar to those contained within the singularity. Although it
was impossibleto creste a stable warp field within the layer, it was possible to create an unstable one,
The difficulty lay in determining their exit vector. They had considered but ultimately regjected this course
of action afew daysearlier, unwilling to run the risk of exiting the subspace layer a an indeterminate
point. The sngularity was probably the only other area of Monorhan space where asimilar field could be
created. She was counting on it.

As shewaited for confirmation of the successful execution of her orders, she took a moment to hope
that Tuvok would forgive her choice, assuming hewas il dive. If what she was about to atempt
worked, the odds were dismally low that they would be able to attempt another rescue mission. She
knew that he would have been incapable of feding pain or regret at her choice. She wished she could be
sure that he knew the lengths she had taken to rescue him. Although it wouldn’t have comforted him, she
knew he would have seen her gesture, however futile, as an appropriate testament to the level of respect
and lovethey shared in their many years of friendship.

Assuming they survived, she would have time later to regret her choice and to transform the guilt and
torment into something that at least vaguely resembled acceptance. Like so many others, it would be her
lonely burden to besr.

“Captain,” B’ Elannd svoice interrupted her thoughts, “1 can’t activate the warp engine. I'm locked out
of the control system.”



“What?’ Janeway demanded, attempting to rise from her sedt.

But she didn’t get an answer to her implied question. A moment later the ship was struck hard by an
unknown force, and instantly the viewscreen was bathed in a degp green glow. Smultaneoudy, the
tumultuous jarring ride they had endured since crossing the event horizon ended, and with the help of the
inertial dampers, the ship resumed acam, smooth course.

“Mr. Kim, what happened?’ Janeway asked, certain that he was aready searching for the answer she
was seeking.

“WEe re caught in atractor net, Captain. It's coming from the array. We re being pulled into one of the
docking bays.”

Relief battled with concern as she considered this development. On the one hand, it was an entirely
unexpected reprieve. For dl she knew, it might be the only way to safely enter the array. On the other
hand, sheingtinctively hated turning over control of her vessel to unseen hands.

“Harry, can you show me where we' re headed?’

Instantly the view of adocking bay came up on the screen. Janeway noted with some darm that the
entrance glistened with afaint blue forcefield, but she could only assumethat if the tractor beam had been
automaticaly activated, the station’ s controls would aso drop the force field asthey approached. A
moment later, her suspicion was confirmed, asthefield blinked out of existence.

An eerie cam settled over the bridge. The alarms had been silenced, the smoke had cleared. All they
could do now was wait.

Chapter 7

Thebridge was slent. Janeway watched with an unmistakable sense of foreboding asVoyager cleared
the entrance to the docking bay, and came to rest within its cavernous depths. She was so accustomed to
facing the unknown with stoic faith in her crew’ s ability to overcome any chalenge presented that she
didn’t even flinch a the heavy metdlic clanging of aien docking clamps securingVVoyager to the docking
bay. Shedid, however, involuntarily release afaint sigh of relief asthe bright green web that had drawn
them herefindly flickered out of existence, leaving the main viewscreen lit by only thefaint bluish glow of

the bay.
Shewasthefirst to speak.
“Status, Mr. Kim?’

“The docking clamps are secure and the forcefield has been restored. Damage reports are coming in
now. Impulse engines and shied generators are offline.”

“Chakotay?’
“A few minor injuries, none life-threstening.”

“Enggn Kim, do we havealock on Tuvok’slifesgns?’



“Yes, Captain.”

“Janeway to Tuvok, do you read?’

She hdld her breath, awaiting Tuvok’ sreply.
None came.

“Voyagerto Lieutenant Tuvok...if you are receiving thistransmisson, | order you to respond,” Janeway
sad moreforcefully.

Agan, noreply.

“Janeway to transporter room one,” Janeway called over the comm.

“Trangporter room one reporting.”

“Lock onto Lieutenant Tuvok and transport him directly to sickbay.”

There was a brief moment of silence as she waited for confirmation of the successful transport.
“Trangporter room one to Captain Janeway.”

“Go ahead.”

“Trangport failed. We can't establish alock.”

Janeway rose from her sest.

“What' swrong?’

Throughout this exchange, Seven of Nine had been busy at tacticdl. “1 believe | may have an answer,
Captain,” she sad in her maddeningly cam voice.

Janeway closed the distance between herself and Seven in afew quick steps and examined the readings.
Seven began to speak as Janeway reached her. “Thereisamineral compound of unknown origin
contained within the metal that comprises over ninety percent of the Sation. It actsasanatural barrier to
our transporters. It seems designed to repd any directed energy beams, including those used for the
transfer of matter.”

Fascinating as dl of thiswas, Janeway refused to be sidetracked for long.

“Would pattern enhancers help?’ she asked.

“Itisimpossibletotel,” Seven replied.

“WE |l take them anyway, just in case,” Chakotay said.

“Commander,” Janeway ordered, “assemble your rescue team. I'm sorry we couldn’t make it easier for



you, but at least we know where Tuvok is.”

Chakotay had aready risen to hisfeet, presumably expecting this command as soon as Seven made her
report about the transporters.

“WE Il be back as soon aswe can,” Chakotay nodded assuredly. “Mr. Kim, Mr. Paris, you' re with
rTe”

Asthe doorsto the turbolift did shut behind them, the bridge was suddenly bathed in a bright white
glow.

Seven was the firgt to diagnose the Situation. “ Captain, we are being scanned.”
“By what?" Janeway demanded, shielding her eyesfrom the blinding light.

“A coherent tetryon beam,” shereplied, oblivious of the ingtinctive aarm thisraised in Janeway, and
most likely in every member of the crew who had been aboardV oyager the day they were pulled into the
Ddta Quadrant.

A few seconds later, the beam was extinguished.
“Let’ shope whoever activated that scan liked what they saw,” Janeway observed.

“I believeit isan automated system, Captain,” Seven informed her as she switched the image on the
main viewscreen to amultipicture view of severd areas of the docking bay.

The bay was lined with dozens of power nodes. Long black cableswere wound nestly at the base of
each node. As Janeway |ooked on in awe severd of the cables that had been wound innocuously on the
walls appeared to unwrap themsalves and seek out externa portsaongVoyager' shull. Their movement
was dow but precise. The eerie dance reminded Janeway of the hypnotic movement of acobra, charmed
from awicker basket by an Indian shaman. She had never seen the spectacle in person, but Chakotay
had shown her aholovid of such ascene, research he had collected after a particularly disturbing vison
quest. The only thing missing in the moment was the gentle whistle of the lute that the snake charmer had
used to coax and then regulate the motion of the deadly cobra.

With a series of barely audible clicks and hisses, the cables attached themsel ves to ports dongV oyager’
shull.

Janeway cdlled to engineering. “ B’ Elanna,” she asked, “ are you detecting the activity dong our hull?’

“Yes, Captain” shereplied.” Most of them are power-transfer cables. However, there isaso one
dataport being compromised. | believe the array’ s computer system is attempting to interface and
synchronize with ours. Should we attempt to disengage them?”

Janeway wastorn. Everything she aready knew about the array suggested that this could be an
opportunity they might never have again. It had been years since dl of their reserve systems had been
stocked a maximum levels. But anagging voice of doubt in the back of her mind persistently reminded
her that nothing, even in asociety that had eiminated currency, came without a price. She would have
preferred to initiate and oversee any power transfers from the array. It appeared, however, that she
wouldn't have that chance.



“Monitor thelevels closdly, Lieutenant. At thefirst sgn of an overload, disengage them by forceif
necessary.”

“Understood, Captain,” B’ Elannareplied as Janeway moved toward ops and pulled up the same
readings that B’ Elannawould be seeing in engineering. Within moments the interface procedure
completed its operation, and the green bars on the display that indicatedV oyager’ s reserve supplies
began to climb.

As Seven peered over her shoulder Janeway said softly, “I1t’ samazing, isn't it? While humans were il
wearing anima skinsand living in caves, an dien race designed asystem that could anticipate the needs

of every spacefaring vessd.”
Seven nodded silently.

Once the power transfer was complete, al of the cables with the exception of the datartransfer cable
disengaged themsalves automatically. Janeway pulled up severd different external views of the docking
bay, and her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the power cables negtly wrapping themselves up
dongthewdls.

“B’Elanna,” Janeway cdled, “the power transfer is complete. Why is our dataport <till connected to the
aray?

“The port istill activein order to alow usto send commandsto the array’ s systems.” She paused
before adding,“ Since I’ m assuming we' |l want to leave the array at some point, | don't think we should
disengageit. I’'m seeing limited command controls, including those that control the docking clamps and
forcefidd activein thisbay.”

“Understood,” Janeway replied. “Leaveit active for now.”

Sheturned her attention to the sensor displays. “ Seven, life-form readings are till unclear. Teke
B’ Elannaand go as quickly as you can to the Monorhan ship. If you encounter any of them, contact me
immediatdly.”

“Y ou do not trust mein afirg-contact Situation?” Seven asked innocently.
“It'snot that, Seven,” Janeway chided. “I1t' samatter of protocol.”

Though obvioudy dissatisfied with Janeway’ s curt response, Seven nodded dutifully and directed her
steps toward the turbolift. Once Janeway had given B’ Elanna her orders and set about overseeing repairs
in her absence, she slently wondered whether or not it was agood ideato send B’ Elannaand Seven into
apotentialy hogtile Stuation again, so soon after their misadventures on Monorha. Brilliant asthey both
were, they usualy mixed aswell as matter and antimatter. In controlled amounts, they generated
sgnificant power, but it was a ddlicate baance. Not for thefirst time, she wondered how they had
survived asamini-collective.

Once she had assured hersdlf that repairs were progressing at an appropriate pace, Janeway retreated
to the solitude of her ready room. Replicating a cup of coffee, she took amoment to pause over the
drawing that Naomi had left her. She made a menta note to check in with sickbay as soon as possible,
then turned her attention to the schematics of the array’ s power systems.

Prickling at the back of her mind was the coherent tetryon scan that had preceded the energy transfer.



The Caretaker had used coherent tetryon technology to pull Voyager across seventy thousand light-years
inthewink of an eye. The Key was generating a subspace dissonancefield, possibly in responseto the
presence of another Nacene. All of the evidence at hand certainly pointed to the possibility that the
Monorhans, like the Ocampa, might have been unwitting victims of Nacene manipulation. But any
subgtantive understanding of the Nacene' sintent in designing the system and the miraculous array eluded
her.

Her musings were interrupted by acall over the comm system from Nedlix.
“What isit Nedix?’ she asked.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Captain, but | believe there' s a problem with the Doctor.”

Chakotay, Tom, and Harry stood tensely as the ramp lowered fromVoyager’ slower hull. They walked
quickly down, onceit had settled firmly on the floor of the docking bay. Chakotay and Tom were armed
with compression rifles. They waked on either side of Harry, who carried his phaser in one hand and his
tricorder in the other. Harry couldn’t help but feel an unreasonable sense of vulnerability. If hisbrief
history aboardV oyager was any guide, he was certainly the crewman most likely to suffer apainful and
violent death at the hands of an unknown hostile dien. But he had to acknowledge that this arrangement
was the mogt practical. Chakotay and Tom were better shots than he was, and he would more efficiently
gather as much sensor data as he could along the way. Astense asthe knot in Harry’ s ssomach was
when they stepped onto the solid plating of the docking bay’ s deck, he was a so certain that they were
going to need as much information as possible at their disposd to safely leave the monstrous structure.
Fdling into step beside Tom and Chakotay, both dimly illuminated by the reassuring glow of thebay’s
forcefield separating the atmaosphere within from open space, he struggled to put his fears and doubts
asde. Maybe thistime it would be different.

“Welcometo Black Hole City,” Tom said quietly, asthey started toward aladder which climbed toward
acat-walk into the darkness above them. The only doorway leading to the interior of the station wasa
few meters beyond the top of that ladder.

“Very funny,” Harry replied, to Tom'’ sfeeble attempt to lighten his mood.

At severad points dong the walls of the bay, black power cables were wound and stored in their places.
Asther eyes adjusted to the dim blue lighting, Voyager, suspended by four large docking clamps, cast
large looming shadows al around them. The bay seemed to pulse with energy. It could have been
tenson, the seriousness of their mission combined with the strangeness of their surroundings. Though
Harry didn’t voice his thoughts, he was struck by the almost palpable currents running through the air, as
their boots whispered softly acrossthefloor.

Datawas streaming into Harry’ stricorder faster than his processor could organize it.
“Commander,” Harry murmured, overwhel med.

“Yes Enggn?’

“I’ve pinpointed the location of the tractor net system. There are generators present every hundred

meters or so dong the outside of the array, but they are routed to a central processor located in what
lookslike an engineering center.”



“That’ sfascinating, Harry,” Tom jibed, “but what about the life-form readings?’
“I'vedill got alock on Tuvok. HE s stationary, approximately twenty-five hundred meters from our
present location.”

“So hemight beinjured,” Chakotay offered.

“And there' sanother problem,” Harry added.

“Of coursethereis” Tom said with obvious dismay.

“What isit Harry?" Chakotay asked.

“Tuvok isn't in this section of the array. Hislife-form readings are coming from the other ring.”

“So how do we get there?” Tom asked.
“I don’'t know,” Harry answered. “ There are no direct access points anywhere on thislevel. Therings
move independently of one another. There' sno physica connection between thetwo asfar as| cantell.”

“But we know that ring isfilled with living quarters, don't we?’ Chakotay asked.

“Among other things, yes,” Harry replied.

“Soif these are the only docking bays, there hasto beaway,” Chakotay said firmly. “Tuvok’s shuittle,
or what' sleft of it, is currently housed in thisring. He must have found away onto the other ring. |
suggest we make our way to the engineering center. If they have trangport technology it might be there,

or a thevery least, point usin theright direction.”
“The engineering hub is located approximately twelve hundred meters from our present locetion,” Harry

sad.
“Then we' d better move fast,” Chakotay replied.

AsTomdung hisrifle over his shoulder and began to quickly ascend the ladder, which was easily a
hundred meters high, Harry thought he caught aflicker of movement in the shadowsto hisleft. Dropping
histricorder to the ground, he instantly fell into a crouch and aimed his phaser into the darkness.

Chakotay followed suit, but after a breathless second it seemed they were both jumping at shadows.

“What isit, Enagn?’ Chakotay asked.
“I thought | saw something, Commander,” Harry replied, ill crouched.

Bending gingerly to retrieve Harry’ stricorder, Chakotay leveled it toward the darkness. The readings
showed a data-transmission junction with alarge cable attached to its base.

“It' sadataport. I'm not picking up any lifesigns, Harry,” Chakotay said gently.

Swallowing hard, Harry rose and confirmed the readings. As he holstered his phaser and tricorder to



begin his own climb, Chakotay clapped him on the shoulder saying, “But you can't be too careful.”
“Areyou guys coming?’ Tom panted from above,

“Right behind you,” Harry called, hoping the exertion of the ascent would disspate some of the
adrenaine pounding through his system and willing himsdlf to get agrip. He rlaxed alittle more when he
saw Chakotay standing with his back to the ladder and hisrifle leveled, covering him and Tom asthey
climbed.

Severad minutes later, all three had gained the top. Asthey directed their steps toward the heavy door
that stood between them and the rest of the station, they took amoment to catch their breath over the
gpectacular and unusua view of their ship afforded them from this vantage point. Even without her
exterior running lights aglow, the fluid grace of their starship buoyed Harry’ s spirits.

Before leaving the ship, they had been gpprised of the miraculous energy infusionVoyager had received
inthetimeit took them to collect the gear they required for their rescue mission. By the time the entered
the docking bay, the power-transfer cables had coiled themsalves negtly back into place. Harry didn’t
know whether he was more disconcerted or relieved when the airlock door opened automatically asthe
away team came within ameter of it.

B’ Elanna and Seven made good time, reaching the Monorhan vessel housed two bays over in alittleless
than thirty minutes. They, too, carried pattern enhancers, in the event that this would make the return trip
on foot unnecessary. The docking bay where the vessdl, easily twice the size of aGaaxy -class
Federation ship, rested was smilar to the one whereV oyager was berthed, but it appeared that it had
been the scene of abruta conflict. Sections of hull plating, striated by wesponsfire, were visbly
scorched and charred. Power conduits and plasmarelays no longer belched smoke or residue, though
telltdetralls of grit and exposed circuitry tangled with huge chunks of fuselage made traversing the
distance from the dockingbay door to the ship something like walking through adensdy overgrown
mechanica forest.

The Monorhan ship had been alean and graceful piece of engineering in her day. Composed of synthetic
polymers and familiar Monorhan aloys, two fin-shaped extensions fused seamlesdy on ether sde of the
cylindrical mass that made up the central body of the ship and housed its propulsion system. It appeared
to have been built with as much a sense of beauty as utility. B’ Elannawasn’'t aware of any
ocean-dwelling creatures native to Monorha, but in looking at it, she could not stop mentaly imagining a
huge stingray that had been taught to fly. Sensor networks that would be heavily shielded on a Starfleet
ship ran dong every surface of the ship like pores. There were no sharp edges, no obvious doors or
windows. In short, gpart from the technological components that her tricorder and common sensetold
her were present, it looked like a beautiful, amost fragile living thing.

“So how do we get in?’ B’ Elanna asked. Extending her hand toward the hull, she took a chance and
tapped lightly, asif knocking on adoor.

“| do not believe anyone will answer,” Seven observed.
“You'retdling meit wasn't worth atry?’ B’ Elanna asked pointedly.

“There are no life-form readings aboard this vessal. Although our sensors cannot penetrate most of the
aray, | can verify that there are no other living beings within this docking bay,” Seven advised her.



“There were supposedly thousands of people aboard this ship when it left Monorha. Fifty years|ater,
there’ snobody home. That' s disturbing, don’t you think?” B’ Elanna asked.

“Any sense of foreboding at these circumstancesisirreevant. Although | agree, it iscurious.”

B’ Elanna nodded and began circling the aft of the vessel. Seven wasthe first to find an entry point. The
ship rested on four landing struts, and benegth the centra mass, which rose only afew metersfrom the
floor, aspherica pod hung precarioudly.

“This appears to be an emergency evacuation device,” Seven noted as she scanned the small vessdl. “Its
separation from the ship was not completed.”

Running her hands aong the smooth cool surface of the pod, B’ Elannafound asmall inset latch. She
tugged it gently, and afaint whoosh of dank air was released as adoor, barely large enough to crawl
through, opened in response. At the sametime, asmilar door within the body of the main ship also

opened.

“Found an airlock. Give me aboost,” B’ Elannarequested, catching either side of the exposed frame of
the door in her hands and relying on Seven for the extramomentum she needed to pull hersdf throughiit.
Onceingde, she returned the favor, securing her legs on one side of the door frame and leaning both of
her arms out to Seven.

The corridor they found themsalvesin was shrouded in darkness, though the end of the hallway was
fantly lit by adowly pulsing ydlow light.

“Curious,” said Seven asthey picked their way cautioudy toward the light, “there are no obvious
command consoles present in this area. Thereisadense network of fibers beneath the hull plating,
indicating the presence of partially organic relays, but there does not appear to be any obviousway to
accessthem.”

“The members of the Fourteenth Tribe were telepaths,” B’ Elannasaid. “ Their abilities were far beyond
those of most Monorhans. Maybe their systems only respond to mental commands.”

“Or voca ones,” Seven added.

B’ Elanna shrugged, “Also worth atry.” Asthey turned the corner into amuch wider corridor, and
severa open doorways came into view, she called, “ Computer?’

There was no response, though to B’ Elanna’ s eye, the pulsing of the only ambient light seemed to
quicken for amoment, asif aheart, suddenly startled, began to besat faster.

Thefirst doorway they cameto led to some sort of passenger cabin. There were eight bunks built into
thewalls, surrounding asmal common areastrewn with afew low cushions they both recognized as
Monorhan chairs.

“Thislevd isfilled with smilar cabins,” Seven announced, studying her tricorder. “ There are two hubs
that appear to be processing centers eight decks above us.”

“I don't see any Jefferiestubes,” B’ Elannanoted.



“I do not believe they utilized them,” Seven replied, pointing to the far end of the corridor wherea
circular staircase wound itsway up.

They climbed the stairsin darkness, B’ Elannataking the lead. The stairs were not wide enough for two
to walk abreast. When they reached the top, they found themselvesin alarge circular room. Four
archways |loomed before them, but it was easy enough to see that the second archway to their left led to
some sort of command center. It wasilluminated at standard working light settings, though the light till
pulsed ever so faintly.

Onelarge chair dominated the room. Many-hued lights blinked and flashed at severd low display
dtations around the room, though it was clear that whoever might once have been responsible for
monitoring those stations had done it from the Monorhan equivaent of a standing position. The absence
of any other stools or chairs made it clear that only the captain of this vessel was ever seated while on

duty.

B’ Elannabent to study the displays, gently tapping the consolesin hopes of diciting some sort of
response. A few frustrated minuteslater she said, “ The main computer coreislocked down. | can't
access any primary or secondary systems.”

“Continue working,” Seven suggested. “ There is another staircasein that corner. | will search the area.”

B’ Elanna nodded, too engrossed in her task to worry much about what Seven might encounter there.

Leaving B’ Elannato her work, Seven cautioudy followed the winding staircase down into dimness. The
first Sght her wrist beacon exposed were the fragmented skeletal remains of aMonorhan maelying
prostrate over the entrance to another large room at the end of the corridor. Seven started toward him
automatically, pausing only when her light caught the walls. Unlike the other corridors she had passed, the
entire halway was covered with an intricate design formed from small pieces of colored glass. Shewas
ableto make out small figures within the designs, dso Monorhan. Playing her light dowly over the
intricate piece of art, she discovered severd scenes from what she could only assume were Monorhan
history, or legend. Most striking was avast field beneath a purple sky, covered with thousands of dead.
On arise abovethefidd, afigure wearing robes of light was pointing to the heavens above.

She took afew momentsto scan the imagesinto her tricorder, then continued toward the doorway.
Stepping gingerly around the bones, she entered the room. An entire wal was devoted to shelvesthat
housed dozens of scrollsrolled into ornately woven cases. She pulled one from the first shelf on the right
and gently opened it. The parchment was brittle in her hand, and broke in two places. Nonetheless, she
could clearly make out Monorhan script on the parchments.

Something sparked in the darkness behind her. Turning, she saw alow desk, where adisplay station,
smilar to those in the command center, must have been housed. The display had been torn from its
housing, and fragments of the pandl were strewn about the desk and on the floor nearby. The entire level
was shrouded in darkness, but the circuitry of the display still pulsed with power. Extending from deep
with the guts of the display, delicate skeletal fingers protruded upward. Seven stepped dowly toward the
desk, scanning the areawith her light. Though the arms of the hands that were embedded in the display
had broken off at thefirst joint, the rest of the body to which they had once been attached was crumpled
on the floor behind the desk, gill swathed in afiney embroidered robe.

As Seven bent low to get acloser look at the body, the lights of the cabin pulsed into abright harsh



glow.

B’ Elanna studied the dien control pand. She had been attempting to enter smple commands, using her
tricorder to decrypt what she could of the strange system. Frustrated, she set it aside and tried to think
like aMonorhan. Playing her fingersintuitively acrossthe panel, she entered a series of strokes that
would have made sense to her, had she designed the system.

Suddenly, asguare section of what had been a solid wall opposite the command chair began to glow. It
wasimmediately obviousthat thiswas some sort of viewscreen. A bright flash of gtatic illuminated the
room and the face of a Monorhan female appeared before them.

“I an Assylia” she began. But as she continued to speak, the message blinked in and out, garbling the
rest of her words beyond understanding.

“Thisisthe source of the transmission we picked up before we boarded the array,” B’ Elannasaid to
hersdlf, sudying the controls. Following her ingtincts, she began to work to clear up the distorted image.

It took only afew moretriesfor B’ Elannato restore the transmission. She set it to replay, then stood
back, wiping from her fingersthe dust that she had collected while working the controlsthat had
obvioudy been untouched for sometime.

Her momentary satisfaction turned quickly to darm as Assylia spoke.

“I am Assylia rih-hara-tanof the fourteenth Monorhan tribe and commander of thisvessd, the Betas's.
Thereisahodtile, paragitic life-form present on thisarray. 1t took the lives of amost ten thousand of usin
amatter of days. We camein search of Gremadia. We found nothing but death. If you attempt to board
the array, you will meet our fate. | beg of you, turn back. Do not make the same mistakethat | did.”
After abrief moment of silence the message began again.

“lanAsyylia...”

“Seven?’ B’ Elanna shouted into the darkness, dapping the pand to abruptly end the transmisson.

When she received no reply, she followed the path Seven had taken down the winding stairs.

She found Seven pulling dozens of scrollsfrom amusty shelf inabrightly it cabin a the end of the
corridor.

“These scrolls contain data of historic and religious significance to the Fourteenth Tribe. Severd of them
mention the Key. We should take them back toVoyager, ” Seven said as B’ Elanna entered.

“We haveto get out of here,” B’ Elannasaid.
“Were you able to retrieve any data from the computers?’ Seven asked.
“We don't havetime. It will take hoursto crack their security codes and I’'m not staying here that long.

The message. . .the transmission we recalved. . .it was awarning from the captain of thisvessd. The
reason we aren't picking up any Monorhan life sgnsis because they al died within days of boarding the



aray.
Seven's eyes widened.

“Itisour duty to collect as much information as we can while we are here. We may not have another
opportunity to examine the files contained in their computer system,” Seven said.

“I agree, but if we don't live long enough to make it back toVoyager, what' sthe point?’ B’ Elanna
replied, agitated.

Turning back to the fragmented display console, Seven paused. Then, resolved, she stepped back
toward the desk and closed her right fist, extending her assmilation tubulesinto the exposed circuitry.

“Seven, what areyou...” B’ Elannabegan, pausing when a spasm of shock momentarily convulsed
through Seven’ s body.

Undeterred, Seven maintained the connection. Low, guttural sounds, formed in the back of her throat,
began to pour from her mouth like adull growl as her eyesrolled into the back of her head.

“Seven!” B’ Elanna demanded, stepping closer, but too disconcerted to touch her. “ Seven, can you hear
me?’

The growls became more like hisses, as Seven struggled to form words.

Silently curaing Seven’ srash actions, B’ Elanna steded herself and firmly grasped Seven’ sright arm with
both hands, determined to sever whatever link she had just made by force.

A voice, Seven's, but lacking her irritating inflection and infinitely more menacing, escaped Seven'slips.
“Get...off...my...ship,” it sad.

B’ Elanna had no ideawho or what Seven was communicating with but she dready knew shedidn’t like
him, her, or it one bit. For afew seconds, Seven’ sface was again her own.

“Not until we retrieve the datawe require,” Seven said forcefully.

The next words that came from Seven' slips only served to strengthen B’ Elanna sinitid didike of the
entity.

“Then...you...will....die”

Thefirst long corridor that Chakotay, Tom, and Harry entered after clearing the docking bay’ s airlock
was as dull and utilitarian as any Tom had ever seen. Though reasonably well lit, it appeared that no
creativity of design or decoration had been considered in its construction. He could hear arhythmic clank
echoing within the walls every few meters, but Harry’ stricorder offered no indication asto the
mechanism that might be the source of the noise.

A few hundred meterslater, he no longer noticed it. They were approaching afork in the path ahead.
Onewel-illuminated corridor led to the engineering center. The other was shrouded in darkness, but



Harry paused as they approached, scanning the area.

“Commander,” he said softly, 1’ m detecting minute traces of tetryon radiation emanating from this
corridor, maybe a hundred meters down.”

“Suggesting what?” Chakotay asked.

“Thismight be our transport,” Harry replied. “ There are dozens of junction points wherethe
configuration of therelaysis similar to the coherent tetryon transporter used by the Caretaker. We don't
have much dataon that system, but the smilaritiesare striking.”

“Let’scheck it out,” Chakotay decided, leading the way into the darkness. Harry stepped aside for Tom
to follow as he recaibrated histricorder, looking up when Tom did not immediately fal inline.

“What isit?" Harry asked.

“I don’'t know,” Tom answered. “We have a perfectly well-lit corridor here to our right that we know
leads to the engineering center. And on our |eft, we have the dark spooky halway. Y ou want to check it
out?Youfirgt, my friend.”

Harry shook his head and followed Chakotay, Tom trailing behind.

They soon cameto alarge control panel embedded into one of the walls. Stretching beyond it on either
sde were dozens of acoves. Ashewaited for Harry to analyze the panel, Tom thought of Tuvok. He
knew that every moment they spent trying to reach him might be amoment that Tuvok couldn’t spare. He
had been done and injured for severd hours. Tom and Tuvok weren't exactly friends. It washard to
crack that stoic V ulcan veneer, though Tom was more sengitive than some to Tuvok’ swell-shrouded
depths. He could have hated him, however, and till not wished him alonely death. Tuvok had worked
tirdlesdy for four yearsto keepVoyager and her crew safe. He deserved better than this.

Suddenly more anxious than he had been a any time thus far to find Tuvok and return him to the ship,
Tom stepped quietly past Chakotay and Harry, who were murmuring to one another over Harry's
tricorder readings. As he passed the plane where the first two a coves on either side of thewall sat
opposite one another he was suddenly engulfed in abright whitelight.

He barely heard Chakotay cdl out hisnamein darm.

((Tu,n!ll

Theflash of light took both Chakotay and Harry by surprise. Harry had al but determined that thiswas
some sort of trangporter, but the control system was too complicated for him to make immediate sense
of. Harry could sense Tom'’ s frustration. From the corner of his eye he saw Tom move past himinto the
darkness.

A split second and aflash of light later, Tom was gone.

Chapter 8



Janeway gpproached sickbay to find Nedix standing outside, nervoudy shifting hisweight from one foot
to the other. The moment he caught sight of her, he rushed toward her as quickly as his short legs would
cary him.

“Captain,” he sammered, “I swear toyou, | didn’t do this.”

“I believeyou, Mr. Nedlix,” Janeway replied as camly as she could under the circumstances. “What
didn’'t you do?’

“| didn’t break the Doctor.”

Janeway almost smiled. Theredlity wasthat there was precious little Nedlix, or most anyone eseon
board, could do to “break” the EMH. They had expended considerable resources over the years
supplementing and securing his program. The few instances when his survival had been at risk had forced
them to consider the possibility of completing their journey without a dedicated physician, and that had
been smply unacceptable. Between the backup modules they had created and the Doctor’ s persona

hol oemitter, he was more stable a present than he had ever been.

“Nedix,” shesghed, “if you could just tell me what happened.”

“After your sster |eft, the Doctor was deactivated. | couldn’t understand why he would have done that,
s0 | reactivated him and he had no ideawho | was, who Samanthawas, or who Naomi was. He
operated on her brain less than four hours ago,” Nedlix said, hisvoicerising in pitch and force, “and he
didn’t remember treating her!”

Janeway’ s brow furrowed. Thisisaproblem.

“And that' s not theworst part,” Nedlix continued.

“Itisn't?” Janeway frowned.

“No! Once he had examined Naomi and pronounced her well on her way to recovering, he asked meto
deectivate him!”

The Doctor had been in control of his activation subroutines since the early days of Voyager’ sjourney.
If he wastruly unaware of his program’s parameters, Janeway was forced to conclude that he might be
facing another cascadefailure.

“Whereishe now?’ Janeway asked.

Nedlix paused, a aloss. “I didn’'t want to deactivate him, but he ingsted. He's...wherever he goes
when...”

Janeway raised a hand to halt him as shefortified herself with a deep breath and entered sickbay, Nedlix
right on her hedls. Naomi till rested peacefully on her biobed; her mother had fallen into alight dumber,
her head resting on crossed arms at the foot of Naomi’ s bed.

“Computer,” Janeway called, “activate Emergency Medica Hologram.”

Her initial fear that once he had been deactivated he might not be immediately recoverable was alayed
when the Doctor materidized before her. But her other concerns were heightened when hisfirst words



were “ Please state the nature of the medica emergency.”

Although his standardized programming included this automated activation greeting, he had long ago
dispensed withit, unlesshe wasin aparticularly peevish sate.

“Doctor,” Janeway began, “whét isthe last thing you remember before you were deactivated?’
The Doctor inclined his head to one side in agesture Janeway had come to recognize as his body
languageforY ou can't possibly have summoned me here to answer such anidiotic question?, but
answered, “| checked the vitals of the half-human, half-Ktarian femalein that biobed and asked this
rather garishly attired gentleman to deectivate me.”

“Doctor,” Janeway continued, “do you know who | am?’

He paused briefly and said, “Based on theinggniaon your collar | assume you are the captain of this
vesH.”

“But you don't remember ever meeting me?’ she persisted.
“No,” he said perfunctorily.
“What about my sister, Phoebe Janeway?’

“Phoebe Janeway isyour Sster?” he asked. “| shall add that to my records, though she should also
inform your chief medica officer.”

Janeway was flabbergasted. “ Doctor, you are our chief medical officer,” shesaid.
“That' simpossible,” the Doctor replied. “My program isnot designed to...”

“Yes, I'mwell aware of that, but in the past four years, you and your program have adapted toVoyager’
Sunique circumstances,” Janeway said.

“What circumstances are those?’

Throughout this exchange Janeway had grown more concerned with every response the Doctor gave.
Although she had faith in the Emergency Medical Hologram, she knew full well that much of the Doctor's
expertise had been gained in the trenches of their voyage. A brand-new hologram would have neither the
wisdom nor the ability to treat the crew, Naomi in particular, without the benefit of those experiences.
Not to mention the fact that this brief exchange was aviscera reminder of just how far the Doctor had
comeinfour years. Painful memories of the Doctor’ s acerbic and somewhat hostile early bedside manner
came flooding back to Janeway. They |eft ataste in her mouth like burnt coffee.

“Captain...if | may?’ Nedix interjected.

“Yes, Nedix?'

Nesdlix addressed himsdlf to the Doctor. “May | ask, Sir, on what stardate were you first activated?’

The Doctor replied without missing a beet. “ Stardate 52004.2.”



Janeway and Nedlix exchange knowing glances. The correct answer to that question was stardate
48315.6, dmost four years earlier.

“Now, if you wouldn’'t mind,” the Doctor continued, “what unusua circumstances...”
“Compuiter, deactivate EMH,” Janeway ordered.

Without another word, Janeway went to sickbay’ s control console and pulled up the Doctor’ sfile. A
cursory examination told her that the program currently running was, in fact, the least sophisticated of the
backup modules that had been created in the past year. The Doctor standing before them wasn't lying,
and he wasn't damaged. But he was aso nottheir Doctor.

Next, she set about locating and recovering the real Doctor’ s program. At first frustrating blush, it
appeared to have been deleted from the database. But acloser anadysis reveded that the situation, while
dire, was not as bad as al that. The Doctor’ s program had been fragmented. It was no longer intactina
workable form, but had been broken into severd large—and in some cases corrupted—data blocks.
Though the captain could have reversed this process with severa days work, she knew that B’ Elannaor
Seven would likely have the real Doctor up and running in ametter of hours. She opted to leave the
problem to their more capable hands as she turned to the next major question.

How had this happened?

“Mr. Nedlix,” Janeway asked, “when was the first moment you noticed anything different about the
Doctor?’

Nedlix turned the question over in hismind afew times, determined to give as accurate an answer ashe
could.

“Let’ssee...after Naomi’ s surgery he spent along timein his office. Samanthahad just arrived and we
were discussing the Doctor’ s prognosis. Shewas crying...of course...l asked if she needed anything and
offered to run down tothemesshal...”

“Mr. Nedlix,” Janeway said with abit more urgency.

“Oh...right...sorry. | did check with the Doctor afew times. He was examining the scanshe' d just
taken of Naomi’ s brain and muttering about. . .well, something about another fine messyou've...but I'm
sure he wasn't talking about you. At any rate, then you stopped by with Phoebe. She's such akind
person. But then | guess you know that since she’ syour sigter. Truly, though. .. she was so concerned
about Naomi, and so comforting to Samantha...”

“So up until that point, you are certain the Doctor’ s program was intact?’ Janeway asked, attempting to
move the natura-born storyteller dong.

“Widl, you spoke to him next, didn’t you?’ Nedlix asked. “Did you notice anything funny about him?’

Janeway shook her head, no. The Doctor she had spoken to just beforeVoyager had boarded the array
was ddfinitdyther Doctor.

“So, | guess...after you l€ft.. . he spoke briefly with Phoebe,” Nedlix suggested hesitantly.

Janeway checked the ship’s chronometer and logs. It coincided dmost precisay with Nedlix's



estimation. In fact, the Doctor’ s program had been atered and the backup module activated just afew
secondsbefore Janeway had |eft sickbay.

Given thefact that only Nedix, Ensign Wildman, and hersalf were present and conscious at that time,
and that none of them would have had a motive or vested interest in damaging the one person on board
who could save Naomi’ slife, the only other likely suspect was Phoebe. But Phoebe didn't know the first
thing about holographic programming. Something like thiswas far beyond her rudimentary skills. She
recdled thefirst time she had introduced Phoebe to Master da Vinci, one of Janeway’ sfavorite

smulations. Phoebe had been amazed and impressed with the depth and redity Janeway had achieved
and had immediately set about studying with the Renai ssance madter.

No she hadn't.

Thereit was again. That strange voice of doubt that had been pestering Janeway dmost every time she
talked with or thought about her sister.

“Captain,” asoft voice interrupted her thoughts.

Across the room, Naomi had regained consciousness.

Both Janeway and Nedlix waked quickly to her sde as her mother stirred awake and smiled with relief.
“How are you feeling, Naomi?’ the captain asked gently.

“I have to speak to you...aone,” Naomi said.

Janeway cast aquestioning glance toward the others, then nodded asthey al moved away from the
biobed. This seemed to cost Samantha dearly, but Nedlix quickly put a protective arm around her

shoulders, whispering Slent assurances.

Janeway bent closer to Naomi to limit the exertions the child would have to make in continuing their
conversation.

“What isit?’ she asked.

Naomi’ s eyeswere dert. She did not seem in any way deranged or incapacitated by her orded or the
medi cations the Doctor had given her to relieve any resdud pain. Nonetheless, Janeway found it difficult
to accept the child' s next words.

“Captain,” Naomi whispered solemnly, “there was amongter inthe messhal.”

Harry and Chakotay paused for a confused second after Tom disappeared before their very eyes.
“Where did he go?’ Chakotay wasthefirst to give voice to thought.
Harry turned first to histricorder.

“I’ve got him, Commander,” he said with definite rdief. “He sin the other ring. And he' swithin afew
meters of Tuvok’ssgnd.”



“The system is obvioudy automated,” Chakotay theorized. “It’ s probably set to transport directly to a
gmilar areain the other ring. Tuvok must have made it thisfar. He might have transferred to the other ring
accidentaly.”

“Or, he might have been trying to reach one of the medica bays situated there,” Harry added.

“I'll go next,” Chakotay offered. “ Confirm my transport, and then follow me,” he ordered, stepping
toward thefirgt pair of acoves.

“Yes, gr,” Harry replied.

As Chakotay vanished in a second flash of light, Harry gave histricorder a cursory glance to confirm that
the commander’ slife sgnswere till present, and with adeep breath and a sillent hope that they would
not be too late to save Tuvok, stepped into the path of the alien transporter.

A second later, Harry found himsdlf in the middle of one of the most horrifying scenes he had ever
witnessed.

The room was easily ahundred meterswide and at least haf again that high. It waslit by afaint blue
glow and filled, floor to ceiling, with the skeletons of countless dead Monorhans. Unseeing eyes peered
a him from every corner. Many had been piled facedown, and from some of their backs the Strange
secondary armsindicative of femae Monorhans hung lifeless, like broken insect wings.

Months earlier,Voyager had been boarded and briefly occupied by a pack of Hirogen hunters. They had
used the ship’ s holotechnology to create brutal scenarios used to stalk the crew over and over again for
pure plessure. Time and again Harry’ sfriends and comrades had been placed in these gridly fabricated
redlities, hunted to near death, revived by the Doctor, and hunted again. Though Harry had been kept
outsde the smulationsin order to constantly maintain and upgrade the systemvery much againg hiswill,
he had seen most of the holographic environments and the programmed scenarios. In one of the more
disturbing smulations, captured prey were hung in cold rooms on large hooks used in Earth’ s distant past
for meet storage, until amost dl of the blood had been drained from their bodies. Slaughterhouses, he
remembered. Apart from the absence of the hooks, this room had the same fed. What was most
overpowering was the sense of waste.

Harry had broken out into acold sweet at first sght of the room. As his central nervous system debated
the options of either collgpse, or hyperventilation to counter the shock that was engulfing him, Harry was
dapped back to the present by Tom’surgent call.

“Harry!”

Tom was knedling over abody that Harry did not immediately identify as Tuvok. The face and uniform
were caked green with blood.

“Get over here and give me ahand,” Tom demanded.

Harry willed hislegsto step through the throng of bodies. A med kit lay open beside Tom, who was
busy taking readings from amedical tricorder.

“He' sdive...but just barely. Hisleft leg is shattered and he' s suffered second- and third-degree burns
over athird of hisbody, but he'sbreathing,” he reported.



“Hiseyesare open,” Harry observed. “Is he conscious?’

“No,” Tom answered. “His pupils are fixed, but not dilated. We have to get him out of here. Where are
the pattern enhancers?’

Harry knelt and opened his rucksack. With shaking hands he began to assemble the three pattern
enhancersthey had carried with them, in hopes that they would boost the transporter’ s signdl through the
otherwiseimpenetrable dloy.

Tom tapped his combadge. “ ParistoVoyager. ”

“ThisisRadllins. Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

Tom smiled, relieved. “We ve found Tuvok. We re almost ready for transport. Stand by.”

Harry completed the perimeter and joined Tom beside Tuvok. He was about to signd for transport
when the same troubling thought dawned on him and Tom at the sametime.

“Where' s Chakotay?’ they asked each other.
“He camethrough before me,” Harry began.

“Y ou transported herejust afew meters away from me. Almost the same spot where | materialized,”
Tomsad.

“So where did Chakotay end up?’ Harry asked, pulling out the tricorder he had just stowed. After afew
seconds, he had it. “He' shere. He a so trangported to thisring.”

“Where?’
“He' samod five thousand meters from our present position.”
Tom grabbed the tricorder and dung hisrifle over his shoulder. “Y ou go with Tuvok. I'll find Chakotay.”

Harry didn’t like the idea, but there was only one aternative and Tom didn’t look like he wasin amood
to discussit.

“ParistoVoyager... trangport Ensign Kim and Lieutenant Tuvok directly to sickbay.”

For afew interminable seconds it looked asif the pattern enhancers would not be sufficient to cut
through the array’ snaturd barrier. Findly, Harry felt the vague tingling sensation that often accompanied
the onset of transport. The last Sight he saw was Tom collecting his gear before the makeshift morgue
vanished.

Chakotay materidized in adarkened corridor. For amoment he worried that the transport had not been
successful. Through the dimness ahead, he could make out the junction of the corridor connecting to a
wdll-lit adjacent hall. Reaching automaticaly for histricorder, he remembered that Ensgn Kim had been
carrying dl of their equipment aside from Ton' smed kit. He had designated himself astheteam’s



defender without serioudy considering the possibility that they would be separated.

He walked double-quick toward thelight, his senses heightened by the very redl vulnerability he now
felt. When he reached the branches of the hall, aquick glance told him that at the very least, he was now
inadifferent part of the array. He hoped that he was aso on the second ring, but hisfirst priority had to
be locating the others. Taking careful mental notes of his location, he started down the hall toward the
right. He debated the wisdom of cdling out for Tom or Harry. If they were close, they might hear him.
But then, so would anything el se that might be here, and he was't keen to give his postion away to any
potentidly hostile dliens. Theinconclusive life-form readings they had taken both before and after
boarding the array led him to believe that it was certainly possible they were not the only living things
here. He could hope, but not state absolutely, that whomever or whatever he might encounter would be
friendly.

Hisyearsin the Maquis res stance had heightened the surviva skillsingrained in him by hisfather and the
eldersof histribe. It was dmost an afterthought when he remembered to reach for his combadge.

“Chakotay to Enggn Kim,” he said softly.
There was no answer.

“Chakotay to Lieutenant Paris,” hetried.
Again, no answer.

As he gtarted down the hall he redlized immediately that it bore little resemblance to the corridors he had
traversed when they entered the array. Far from utilitarian, the doors spaced aong the hall were awvashin
vibrant flowing colors. Vivid oranges and purplesin swirling designs gave asense of motionin their
dillness. Farther down asimilar pattern in varying hues of green and yellow wound itself into infinity.

It occurred to him that, however unlikely, it was possible that Tom, Harry, or Tuvok might be behind
one of these doors. He didn’t relish the thought of searching each of these rooms, but soon resigned
himsdf to theinevitable.

He began with the purple and orange door. There was no obvious lock or entrance pad, so heraised his
hand and placed his palm in the center of the swirling design. The design on the door began to move.
Stepping back, he watched, transfixed as the colors dissolved into blackness.

Suddenly, through the door frame he saw avast, still desert. It looked like many holographic smulations
he had seen. It was obvious from the size of the room and its proximity to the next door that the pale
white sands could not stretch asfar as they appeared to. It was aso obvious that none of his crewmen
werewithin.

Resisting the urge to explore the strange environment, he moved to the green door. Again, placing his
pam inits center, he waited for the pattern to dissolve and reveal what lay beyond.

Thistime, amilky violet liquid rose from floor to calling. It wasfaintly disorienting to seethe gentle
undulating motion held in place rather than flowing out through the open door, but he had certainly seen
granger things.

He continued on, searching one dien landscape after another. He didn’t pause again until he opened a
door that revealed alush green tropical jungle. His steps were halted by the vividness of the picture



before him. Rich spicesinvited him to explore the fragrant depths, and in the distance he was certain he
could hear thefaint gurgling of asmall stream dancing through rocks. But somehow, the perspective of
the view waswrong. Unlike the other vistas he had observed, this one had the uncanny appearance of a
painting. Stepping back, he focused on severa different points but was unable to shake theillusion that he
was somehow seeing atwo-dimensiona representation of three-dimensional objects.

Hetold himsdf he must press on, but something about the room kept him rooted to the ground. Raising
his right hand, he reached out carefully and alowed his hand to pass the plane that separated the hallway
where he stood from the jungle.

The searing pain that assaulted his senses was dizzying. He heard and felt the bones of his hand crunch
and crack as his hand was forced into the two-dimensional redlity of the scene. For amoment he saw his
flattened hand, and part of hismind marveled at the fact that he was somehow existing in two dimensions
and three at the same time. But that moment was brief. With al hismight he pulled his hand back from
the door frame. He could have sworn that the whoosh and pop that accompanied the freedom of his
hand was an illusion, but the pain was dl too real. As he extracted his hand, wincing at the Sight of his
flattened palm and fingers, thefire of theinitia injury became adull aching throb. Onceit was restored to
the normal space outside the door, however, his hand returned to itsfamiliar, three-dimensiona shape,
though it continued to ache incessantly.

There was only one door |eft dong thishal. At first he thought it had no design, but upon closer
examination he saw that the same swirls and whirls covered the door in very faint hues of black.

Raising hisleft hand thistime, Chakotay opened the door and ingtinctively drew away. He stood at the
brink of nothingness. The blackness before him had no depth or texture. It was smply absence.

As he stepped away, his combadge chirped to life. It was one of the most beautiful sounds he had ever
heard.

“Paristo Chakotay, do you read me?’

“I’'m here, Paris,” Chakotay said.

“I’'m alittle less than two thousand meters from your position, Commander.”
“You havethetricorder?’ Chakotay asked.

“Yes, gr. Wefound Tuvok. He and Harry have transported back to the ship. | have the pattern
enhancers with me. Can you meet me hafway?’

“Just tell me whereto go, Lieutenant. There’ sno way for meto get a sense of direction.”
“You're at adead end, Commander,” Tom said.
“You'retelingme,” Chakotay replied under his bregath.

“Head back down the corridor. Three hundred meters or so down you will see athree-way intersection.
Turn to your left. And leave your comm channel open.”

“Understood,” Chakotay replied, and began waking as quickly as he could away from the black room.
“I tried to reach you earlier, Tom, but | couldn’'t get asignd.”



There was no response.
“Tom?Tom?’

Chakotay quickened his pace and continued to call for Paris. Once he had cleared the corridor of
swirling doors he found thefirgt intersection and turned toward the left, just as Tom had instructed. He
was rewarded afew moments later by aburst of static over his combadge.

“Chakotay?’ Tomwascaling.

“I can hear you. There€' ssomekind of interference. It keeps cutting our signal,” Chakotay replied. “I’ve
found thefirst intersection and taken the left turn.”

“| can seeyour signd, Commander,” Tom replied.” And | think I’ ve found a shortcut. There sadoor at
the end of your corridor. It leadsto alarge room, probably acargo hold of some kind. Go Straight
through, and I’ [l meet you on the other side. | have alittle farther to go than you, so wait for me.”

“Understood, Tom. | can see the doorway now.”

Unlike the other doors Chakotay had encountered, this one had an elaborate locking mechanism
embedded in the wall to theright of the door. Chakotay tried afew random variations of picking the lock
before he stepped back, resigned, and leveled his compression rifle a the door. It disintegrated in awave
of fire and sparks and Chakotay stepped gingerly over the bottom lip of the frame, entered the inky
blackness of the room, and activated hiswrist light.

Paying the light aong the right sde of the room, heimmediately saw along, low bank of consoles. They
were dead. No faint hum or dim light betrayed an operational status. There was aclear path before him
and as he began to jog forward, he focused the light to hisleft and dmost tripped over his own feet.

Hewas staring at a Hirogen hunter. It took him a second to redlize that, though the hunter glared back at
him with dark penetrating eyes, he was standing behind atransparent barrier. Moving closer, Chakotay
confirmed that the Hirogen wasin some kind of stasis chamber. To the hunter’ sright was another dien
that Chakotay did not recognize, dsoin stasis. This creature was bipedd, but with two long necks that
extended from itstorso, one dightly taller than the other. Its skin was adull shade of copper. Perched
atop one neck was a bulging head covered with small spikes. The other was topped with alarger head
conggting of smdl circular indentations layered with fine cilia

Chakotay retraced his steps but dowed his progress through the room. The stasis chambers, each
containing adistinct alien species, ran the length of the room and at least twelve high. Chakotay was
uneasily certain that there were probably more rows, but their placement exceeded the power of hiswrist
beacon. Continuing on, he recognized aBorg drone, a Talaxian femade, an llliderian, aSkarian, a
member of Species 8472, and amae Ocampa among countless others. It seemed that every dien race
Voyager had encountered on their journey thus far through the Delta Quadrant, and many more that they
had not, was represented in this strange and somewhat gruesome collection.

After walking for over five minutesin thisway, he stubbed the toe of his boot against apand that was
embedded in the floor. Stepping back to examineit, he found himsalf on the border of acircular
congtruct that was at least twenty metersin diameter and raised alittle less than one meter off the floor.

Cadting his beacon into the circle he saw suspended by invisible means amassive brownish sphere. It



had been ripped open in severd places, and from the direction of the tears that edged the gaping wounds
it appeared that the rips had been directed from insde the sphere outward.

The sphere was made up of afine, thin substance, dmost like paper, though he suspected that it was
durdier than it looked. As he cautioudy made hisway around the sphere, he found himsalf imagining the
possible composition of whatever it was that had emerged from it. Each vision was more chilling than the
next, and once he had passed it, he broke into arun, refusing to pause until he reached the far side of the
massive chamber.

He blew hisway out of the room the same way he had entered and paused to catch his bregth.
“Chakotay to Paris,” he panted.

“I''m right here, Commander,” Tom shouted, turning the corner & the far end of the halway where
Chakotay rested. For his part, Chakotay had never been so glad to see Tom Parisin hisentirelife.

Janeway stood beside Naomi, trying to absorb her words.
A mongter inthe messhdl?

Bending closeto the child, she said softly and reassuringly, “Y ou’ re safe now. Y ou don't haveto
worry.”

“I know,” Naomi said, “but you haveto believe me.”
Janeway paused. “Can you tell mewhat it looked like?” shefindly asked.

Aninvoluntary shudder coursed through Naomi as she closed her eyes and attempted the most accurate
description she could muster.

“It was like water when it moves. It had arms, like an octopus. It was dl arms. And it was clear. | mean,
| could seeit, but | could also seethroughit.”

Janeway’ s head pounded. She had seen something similar, only once before.

“Thank you for reporting thisto me, Naomi,” Janeway said serioudly. “Now | want you to try and get
someres.”

“Yes, maam,” Naomi nodded dutifully.

Gesturing for Nedlix and Ensign Wildman to resume their posts at Naomi’ s bedside, Janeway entered
the relative solitude of the Doctor’ s office and turned his computer interface pand toward her. Her heart
wasin her throat as she pulled up the sensor logs from the mess hd| at the time of the attack on Naomi.
She was neither surprised nor relieved when the log showed that the only crewman present in the mess
hall at that time was Phoebe Janeway.

Though everything Janeway believed to be true Strained againgt it, she was forced to accept the
possibility that her sister might not be what she appeared. There was only one way to be sure.

“Compuiter, activate the EMH,” she caled.



“Please state the nature...” the Doctor began. Upon seeing her, however, he said, “Oh, it syou again.”
“Yes,” Janeway retorted with as much patience as she could muster.

“I redizethat | am only a program designed to serve your needs, but don’t you think it'salittle rudeto
deectivate someone midsentence?’

“| gpologize,” Janeway managed through gritted teeth.

The Doctor paused, afaint flicker of dlarm crossing hisface. Though he hadn’t known the captain long,
he seemed to sense that he would be taking his subroutinesin his hands if he chose to antagonize her
further.

“Wadll...thank you,” he said as genidly as possible. “ Do you require my assistance?’

“I do. I want you to run afull neurologica scan.”

“Of whom?’ he asked, reaching toward a standard medical tricorder Situated on a shelf behind his desk.

“Me” shereplied evenly.

“Y ou gppear to be in good hedlth,” the Doctor said as he began the scan. “ Are there any troubling
symptoms you would like to share with me?’

“I believe that my memory may have been tampered with,” she replied.
“Very well,” hesaid. “1 assume there are records of previous engrammatic scansin your medicd file”

He st the tricorder down and moved to his diagnostic pane to pull up images of the scan he had just
completed and the last similar scan on record.

Janeway peered at the results over his shoulder. Though she was not aswell versed asthe Doctor in
engrammatic anayds, it was obvious that there were significant discrepancies between the two scans.

“It appears your concerns are well grounded, Captain,” the Doctor said. “ There are significant portions
of your memory centersthat have been displaced.”

“What doesthat mean?’ Janeway asked.
“It meansthat your true memories, whatever they may be, are buried benegth alayer of atificidly
implanted memories. The good newsisthet if we can safely purge the implanted memories, you should

recover your true memoriesamog indantly. If, for example...”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Janeway cut him off. “I want you to perform the same procedure on Mr. Nedlix,
Ensign Wildman, and Naomi.”

A few tense minutes later, the scans were complete and the results were telling.

“Mr. Nedix and Endggn Wildman have adso had their memories tampered with; however, the young girl
isunaffected,” the Doctor announced.



“Can you hypothesize asto why?” Janeway asked.

“Without more data as to the source of the dtered engrams, it would be difficult,” the Doctor said
samply. “There are many differences between your species which could account for...What isthis?’ the
Doctor interrupted himself.

“What?’

“Thereisasubtle phase variation in the molecular structure of Naomi Wildman which she does not share
with you, her mother, or Mr. Nedlix. Can you account for this?’

A theory was formulating in Janeway’ s mind and the Doctor’ s discovery crystdlized it. “ Almost two
years ago, the day Naomi was born, in fact, our ship encountered a subspace scission and every particle
of matter on board was duplicated, including the crew. The Naomi who was born on this ship did not
survive, but the duplicate child did, and before the other ship was destroyed, she was brought on board.”

The Doctor was nonplussed. “May | inquire again asto the nature of Voyager’ smission?’ he asked.
“Y ou have no chief medica officer, you harbor duplicate crewmen and non-Starfleet personnd...”

“Asl said, Doctor, our circumstances are unique. We were pulled into the Delta Quadrant against our
will dmost four years ago. Welost anumber of our senior officers and in the course of our journey...”

“The Ddta Quadrant!” the Doctor shouted.

“We are doing everything we can to return home as soon as possible!” Janeway snapped.

“And yet you had time to stop and investigate a subspace...what did you cdl it... scisson?’
“Wedidn’'t so much stop asrunright into...” the captain tried to interject as the Doctor continued.

“Where are we now? Are we traveling at maximum warp on the shortest conceivable course back to the
AlphaQuadrant?’

Janeway was about to end the discussion by once again deactivating the EMH when B’ Elannaand
Ensign Maplethorpe entered sickbay, carrying afaint Seven of Nine between them.

“Who isthiswoman?’ the Doctor asked, as Seven was placed on the nearest biobed. “Is she another
duplicate...or another dien we ve picked up along the way?’ After initiating a cursory scan he turned
exagperated on the captain to say, “ Are you aware that this woman has Borg implants?’

Curiosity furrowed the space beneath B’ Elanna s cranid ridges and the bridge of her nose, but she had
no timeto ask any of her obvious questions before Janeway said, “ Report.”

“We found theBetas's, the Monorhan ship,” she said, “and Seven made contact with someone, or
somethingingdeof it.”

“Who wasit?’

“1 don't know and I’'m not sure | want to,” shereplied.



“Did you discover anything about the Key?” Janeway asked.

“We re dtill analyzing what we found. But we aso discovered the rest of the transmission.” B’ Elanna
swallowed hard before she continued. “ The Monorhans who came here fifty years ago were wiped out
by some kind of parasite. Ten thousand died in amatter of days.”

Janeway inhded sharply.

“Captain,” B’Elannaurged. “We haveto get off thisarray.”

“I agree,” Janeway nodded. “But we re not leaving without Tuvok and the away team.”

“They’re not back yet?’

“No. And for the moment, | can’t spare you on andysis of the information you just gathered. We have
another problem.”

B’ Elannaturned to the Doctor, who had begun treating Seven while muttering severd uncharacteristic
epithets.

“What' swrong with the Doctor?’
“That’ snot our Doctor. His program was intentiona ly sabotaged. | need you to get him back as soon as
possible. That,” said Janeway, indicating the EMH who was treating Seven, “is one of the backup

modules we created.”

B’ Elanna nodded, crossing to the EMH diagnostic control panel. As she began to pull up the necessary
files, she asked, “ Captain. ..was there areason you removed the Key from its containment field?’

Janeway shook her head.
“I didn’'t.”
“Then you should add another problemto our ligt,” B’Elannasaid. “The Key ismissing.”

As Janeway struggled to maintain asense of cam and dignified command in what was quickly
disntegrating into tota chaos, Rollins called out over the comm.

“Sickbay, thisisthe bridge. Prepare to receive emergency transport from the array. Two officers
incoming.”

Everyone automatically moved to the edges of the room to clear as much space in the open center asthe
high-pitched wail of the transporter derted Janeway to the imminent return of her away team. A split
second later, Tuvok and Harry appeared before her, and Nedlix immediately helped Ensign Kim heft
Tuvok onto another available bed.

“Doctor,” she cdled, “is Seven of Nine stable?’

“For the moment,” hereplied. “ Severd of her implants were overloaded with a series...”

“Explain later,” Janeway barked. “Y ou have amedica emergency herel”



Asthe Doctor turned his exasperated attention toward hislatest patient—saying just loud enough for
Janeway to hear, “What kind of ship isthiswoman running?’—the captain caught her first glimpse of
Tuvok and redized that their rescue had come not a moment too soon. She barely contained agasp at
the sght of Tuvok’ s blood-crusted face and mangled body.

I ntense hope mingled with fear as she watched the Doctor rai se the biobed’ s arch over Tuvok’ s body
and begin hisscans. It was frustrating but true that there was far less she could do for him than the
Doctor at thismoment. Realigning her priorities, sheturned to Ensign Kim.

“Where are the others?’ she asked.

“We were separated. Tom went after Chakotay. Given his position, it could take as much as an hour for
them to return, even with the pattern enhancers.”

“Dammit,” Janeway spat.

“I'm sorry, Captain,” Harry began.

“Don’t gpologize, Ensign,” Janeway said, more sharply than she had intended. “1 need to know
something dse”

“Yes, Captain?’

“Mr. Kim, do | haveasster?”’

Thiswas obvioudy the last question Harry was expecting a such amoment, and it showed on hisface.
“Yes, Captain, | believeyou do.”

But Janeway’ s next question was even stranger.

“And have you ever met her?’

“No, Captain,” hereplied. “l1sn’t she on Earth?’

Janeway cast aquick glance around sickbay. The Doctor was tending to Tuvok; Seven was already
gtting up and looked better than she had when she entered. B’ Elannawas working over the diagnostic
pand that regulated the EMH, all observed by Nedix and Ensign Wildman, who were occupied trying to
shield Naomi from the worst of the unsettling set of circumstances.

“Mr. Nedix,” Janeway ordered, “1 think we should move Naomi back to her quartersat once. | want a
Security team posted at her door, and you and Ensign Wildman should stay with her at al times. Above
al, you are not to dlow my sster to come anywhere near her.”

“But, Captain,” Nedix began.

“That'san order, Nedlix.”

Nedix nodded. “Condder it done.”



Crossing to Seven, she asked, “Are you able to return to duty?’

Seven hopped off of the biobed. She was pale and dightly shaken, but said, “I am.”
“Get down to engineering. | need you to find the Key.”

“Yes, Captain, but...”

“Yes, Seven?’

“I believe we arein serious danger. We must evacuate the array as soon as possible.”
Janeway nodded. “ B’ Elanna dready gave me the broad strokes. One crisisat atime.”
“Understood, Captain.”

Seven obvioudy had agreat ded of information to impart and Janeway hated to delay her report. But
there was Smply no time a the moment.

Crossing to the Doctor’ s office, Janeway spent afew moments at his control panel, opened one of the
storage cabinets, and removed two vias of adark gaseous substance.

On her way out the door she turned to Harry saying, “Ensign, you' re with me.”
Harry fdl into step beside her asthey strode quickly out of sickbay.
“May | ask where we' re headed, Captain?’

“I think itstime you met my sister” was her cryptic reply.

Chapter 9

Chakotay’ srdlief upon finding Tom was mitigated only by the disconcerting discoveries he had made
while they were separated. Tom immediately examined Chakotay’ s hand and injected Chakotay with a
hypospray from his med kit, which dulled the residud pain.

“How did you get here so fast?’ Chakotay asked once the kit was stowed and Tom began to lead him
back down the corridor that wound away from the room of specimens and the strange sphere.

“I think I’ ve discovered something about the array’ strangporters,” Tom said, obvioudly pleased with
himsdf.

Taking another quick turn, Chakotay saw that they were headed for arow of acoves, smilar to those
they had first encountered.

“What'sthat?’ he asked warily.
“What were you thinking when you first stepped into the transport beam?’ Tom asked.

“I don't know,” Chakotay replied. “1 guess | wasn't thinking about anything in particular. | wasworried



about you. But | was aso wondering what the purpose of this place was.”
“And you ended up where?” Tom continued.

“| came out near acorridor with dozens of doorswhich lead to artificia environments...most of them
unlike anything I’ ve seen before.”

“When | first entered the trangport, | was thinking about Tuvok...and how much | wanted to find him. |
can't say for sure, but my guessisthat when Harry entered, he was thinking the same thing, find Tuvok
or findme”

“What' s your theory, Lieutenant?’ Chakotay asked.

“On my way to you, | found another transport station, and | took a chance. | was thinking about finding
you, and when | entered, | came out only adozen meters from your location.”

Chakotay paused to consider this. “ Y ou'retelling me you honestly believe that these systems determine
our destination based on what we' re thinking?’

“I do,” Tom replied, grinning. “Want to prove me wrong?’

“Did you bring the pattern enhancers with you?’ Chakotay asked.

“I did, but I'm telling you, Commander, | know thisishow it works.”

“Evenif you'reright, that might only apply to areaswithin the array,” Chakotay suggested.

“Voyagerison board the array,” Tom said. “1 wouldn't try this otherwise. But if I’'m right, we might be
ableto make use of it, or adapt our systemsinasmilar way.”

Chakotay consdered Tom with aleve gaze.

“Make use of it how exactly?’ he asked.

Tom sighed. “We dready know that coherent tetryon technology is capable of transporting huge objects
great distances...far beyond the range of our transporters, or any other technology we' ve found,
including the space-folding fields the Skarians could generate.”

“Y ou think we could adapt this technology to oursin order to get home?’ Chakotay asked.

“I think we should find out. I’'m willing to chance it. Keep the pattern enhancerswith you,” Tom said,
laying his rucksack on the ground beside the acove contrals. “Usethem to return to the shipif | don't
makeit.”

“Then how will you get back?’

“Atthevery leadt, | know how to get from onering to the other. If | haveto walk alittle farther to get
back to the ship, that’s my own fault.”

Chakotay wasreluctant. True, what Tom was proposing could mean the difference in the next severd
yearsof Voyager’ sentire crew. But the potentia benefits did not outweigh the risks.



“1 don't think so, Tom. W€ ll transport back toVoyager using our technology, and if we have a chance,
we'll return |ater to test your theory.”

Tom was obvioudy disgppointed, but unwilling to push the matter further.

“Yes, dr,” he said as he began to unpack the enhancers.

“I’m not saying it’ snot an interesting idea, Tom,” Chakotay said, trying to soften the blow.
“I understand,” Tom replied.

Chakotay picked up the tricorder while Tom worked scanning the areafor any new or interesting
readings. The datathey had already collected would keep them busy for days, but that didn’t mean he
should waste the opportunity to collect more as long asthey were there. A sudden changein thelife-form
display caught his attention asit spiked and then stabilized.

Tom had paused in his assembly of the second enhancer. He sat frozen, like a spooked animal, asthe
color drained from histypically ruddy face.

“Tom?" Chakotay asked, turning to follow the direction of histerrified gaze.

Floating down the corridor toward them was a nightmarish trand ucent creature. The structure of the face
was vaguely familiar. Two pain-filled eyes set above an extended jaw which opened to reved rows of
long pointed teeth. The gridy visage sat atop three circular sections of torso that tapered to apoint at the
bottom. Therewere no ams or legs. The creature glided on several pairs of tattered wings, which gave
no grace to its movement. Asit gpproached, long pincerlike appendages emerged from behind its belly,
reaching toward Tom and Chakotay. A bloodcurdling screech flew forth from its mouth, and years of
first-contact scenarios with strange aien races dways given the benefit of the doubt were tossed aside as
Tom rose from a crouch and reached for Chakotay’ s compression rifle.

Tom thumbed the setting to maximum and fired.

The creature was momentarily engulfed in the phaser blagt, but kept coming. If anything, it seemed to
Chakotay that the energy discharge might have madeit angrier.

Therewas't timefor anything else. Tom grabbed Chakotay and, pulling him toward the nearest pair of
acoves, screamed, “ Think aboutVoyager !”

Closing his eyes and concentrating as hard as the panic inside him would alow, Chakotay entered the
transport and willed himsdf to return to their ship.

Thelagt thing he heard was the cresture sinfuriated shriek accompanying the bright flash of light sgnaling
their transport.

Though Harry was easily severd centimeterstaller than the captain, he had to move quickly to keep
pace with her as she made her way from sickbay to the nearest weapons locker located outside cargo
bay one. He knew her well enough by now to know that she was furious, and he was grateful that her
wrath was not, for the moment, directed toward him. In fact, he hoped fervently that he would never be



on thereceiving end of such intense displeasure from his captain.

He hesitated to intrude upon her thoughts, but memories of the Monorhan dead were till freshin his
mind. He addressed her astactfully as he could.

“Captain, there’ s something you should know.”
Janeway’ s pace did not waver, but she replied, “Go ahead, Ensign.”

“When we found Tuvok hewasin astorage room of some kind. The room wasfilled with thousands of
bodies”

“Monorhans?’ Janeway asked.
Harry swallowed and nodded.

“B’ Elannarecovered the rest of the transmission we intercepted. The Monorhans who boarded the
array were wiped out by an dien parasite”

Janeway paused long enough to throw open the weapons locker and began searching itsinventory of
modifiable compressonrifles.

“Were your life-form readings while you were aboard the array any more definitive than those we
aready have?’ she asked, reaching for two of the rifles she was seeking. In amatter of moments she
equipped them with the vid's she had removed from sickbay. Each smdll vid of concentrated toxin
attached to the firing chamber, and Harry could only assume they were designed to incapacitate a

gpecific enemy.

As Janeway passed one of theriflesto Harry and dung her own over her shoulder Harry replied, “No,
ma am. We did, however, find evidence of more coherent tetryon technology. It appearsto play a
sgnificant rolein their trangport system.”

Janeway nodded, asif thisonly further strengthened her resolve and certainty about the course of action
shewas pursuing.

Oncethey had secured the locker, Janeway used the nearest computer interface to request the current
location of Phoebe Janeway. Harry was shocked to see her name appear on the computer’ s crew
menifest.

The computer indicated that Phoebe wasin “her quarters,” deck eleven, section C-7.

“Captain, those quarters should be vacant,” Harry informed her as she closed the interface and headed
toward the nearest turbolift.

“I’'m not surprised,” shereplied. “I no longer believe that the woman | have supposedly been interacting
with for the past severd yearsismy sger.”

“Years?’ Harry asked.

“The Doctor found evidence that my memory has been atered. If I'm right, so have therest of the
crew’'s, aswell asthe ship’s computer. So far, the only person on board who can see Phoebe in her true



form is Naomi Wildman. She was attacked severd hours ago and up until now, | had no ideawhy.”
“But why don't | have any memory of her?” Harry asked.
“What isthe one thing you and Naomi Wildman have in common, Enggn?’

It had been along time since Harry had thought of this ship as anything other thanhis ship. It had been
disorienting for thefirst few days after the encounter with the subspace scisson, and difficult to shake the
thought that somehow he didn’t quite belong here. But time had passed, and the disquieting sense of
unbelonging had faded. Nonethdless, he redized immediaey what the captain was referring to, and
chided himsdif for not seeing it for himsdlf.

“Oh,” hesad.

“I don't know why the subtle shift in your molecular phase variance made you immune to Phoebe' s
tampering, but obvioudy it did. I'll be relying on your eyes, Ensgn. When wefind her, | need you to tell
me what you see.”

Harry nodded, said, “Y es, ma’ am,” then asked, “Have you been able to determine how long she’ s been
with us?’

“No. Asfar as| remember, she's been on board from the day | recruited Tom on Earth. | remember
vividly her request to join us on our journey to the Badlands. She had been commissioned to do a
painting and wanted to see the plasmafiedsfirsthand. I’ m reglizing only now how absurd it would be for
me to have granted any civilian such arequest. | remember dinners, games on the holodeck, | even
remember saving her lifewhen...”

A mixture of sadness and anger surged within her and Janeway did not immediately continue. Findly she
said, “What | don’'t understand is how she could have been so thorough. | don’t see how anyone or
anything could possibly re-create another human being, someone | know so very well, using only my
memories of them.”

“If she can implant memoriesin the minds of a hundred and fifty people a the sametime, that doesn't
sound like ahuge legp,” Harry suggested. “My question is, why? Who is she redly, and what does she
want?’

“1 believe she may be Nacene,” Janeway said.

Harry glanced at his phaser rifle. Suddenly he remembered the neural toxin Tuvok had developed afew
years earlier whenVoyager had encountered the Caretaker’ s mate.

They turned the corridor that led to “Phoebe” ’ s quarters and approached without another word. When
they reached the door, Janeway took a deep breath and overrode the lock.

The door did open.

Phoebe had been considering her options. She wastired of the charade. More important, she could not
envison any circumstances wherein Janeway could be innocently induced to do her bidding. Phoebe
needed help. But she had cometo that conclusion much too late. Janeway’ s resistance to the implanted



memories had been remarkable. Phoebe had sensed the splintering of the barrier she had erected in
Janeway’ s mind and findly accepted that there was only one clear path before them both.

When the door opened, Phoebe was seated with her feet curled under her on alow bench running under
the room’ s only window. Only the faint blue glow emanating from the docking bay outside illuminated her
features.

Inalow voice she sad, “Kathryn, I ve been waiting for you.”

Harry heard the words, but did not see a human woman saying them. Instead he saw amass of
undulating trand ucent tentacles rising from the floor of the cabin and extending outward and upward for
severd meters. They writhed and danced in the eerie blue light, and for aplit second he hesitated to fire
into the terrifying spectacle.

“Harry?’ the captain said softly.
“That' snot your sgter,” hereplied smply.

As Phoebe moved toward them, calling Kathryn’s name, Janeway and Harry leveled their modified rifles
and opened fire,

B’ Elannafelt certain that this day was never going to end. It had started well enough. Though their entry
into the array had damaged severd crucid systems, she checked regularly with her engineering staff and
was satisfied with their work. The energy reserve transfer they had received had buoyed her spirits as
wdll. The sght of those green bars a maximum was one she had never dared alow hersdlf to hopeto see
aslong asVoyager remained in the Delta Quadrant. So much of her timein the past four years had been
devoted to squeezing every last ounce of energy from their systems, finding creative waysto bypass
Starfleet regulations, and just making the best of what they had. A complete restock fdt likean
embarrassment of riches.

Of course, since returning from theBetas's she’ d had less time than she would have liked to let her mind
roam fredly through the myriad problems that had just been solved for her, and the new possibilities that
were now spread before her. She had never been a patient person, but even she had to acknowledge
that at the moment her efforts were best directed at more important and less pleasurable tasks.

“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” the Doctor asked in a patronizing tone she had thought forever banished to the
realm of bad memories.

“Yes” shereplied, without bothering to hide her annoyance.
Just afew more subroutinesto locate and integrate. ...
“Areyou oneof Voyager' ssenior officers?’ he asked.
“lam.”

“Then would you mind using your security authorization codesto erect aleve-ten containment field
around this biobed?” he asked.



This caught her attention.
“Y our program should alow you to do that,” shereplied.

“In aperfect world, | supposeit would, but as| am only a supplement to your medica staff and your
chief medicd officer in name only for the moment...”

B’ Elannaquickly pulled up adiagnostic display of the backup module that was running and redlized that
because this particular backup predated the Doctor’ sinitid activation, the upgradesthat alowed for such
decisonswere absent. She dutifully added the appropriate subroutine and said, “ Try it now.”

“Compuiter, erect alevel-ten forcefield around biobed one,” he said, and the field automaticaly flashed
into existence.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” the Doctor said, passing through the field and returning to Tuvok’ sside.

As she was about to reintegrate the remaining subroutines that should restore thered Doctor, B’ Elanna
redlized that there were few conceivable reasons why the EMH would reguire such acontainment field.
Given what she had learned on theBetas's, she asked, “ Doctor, why is the containment field necessary?’

“Because thisman hasingested an dien paragite,” hereplied asif he were commenting on nothing more
serious than the wesether.

Anicy chill shot down B’ Elanna sspine.
“Can...canyou removeit?’ she sammered.
“Oh, | don't think s0,” hereplied.

B’ Elanna had often wondered whether or not her mercuria temperament was aKlingon or human trait.
Both species, she knew, could flame with rage in an ingtant, though Klingon anger wastypicaly more
aggressive, an act-firg, think-later kind of anger. Her human father and cousins tended to sSmmer quietly,
though repressed anger could often be more damaging than that which wasimmediately expressed. In
any case, the Doctor’ s attitude was definitely bringing out the Klingon in her.

“What do you mean you‘don't think so,” ” she bellowed. “Y ou are talking about someone who isvita to
this crew...someone who we care about.”

“Thenitisunfortunate | was not programmed to care in the sameway that you do,” the Doctor replied.
“I have donewhat | can to repair the injuries he sustained before he was infected. | am actudly of the
opinion that wereit not for the parasite, Lieutenant Tuvok would probably had died severd hours ago.”

“What!?” B’ Elannademanded.

“I believe the parasite which entered the lieutenant’ sbody is actudly the first stlage in the development of
anew life-form. The organism which is now merging with his central nervous system was ableto sustain
critical neural pathwayswhich, given hisinjuries and blood |oss, were in the process of shutting down.
Although | was able to stabilize those systems which were damaged, it isalmost impossible and certainly
unadvisable to separate the lieutenant’ s neurologica tissue from that of the organism, whichisaso
utilizing it to grow. Even if there were away to remove the parasite from his body now, he would most



likely awake from the procedure in a persstent vegetative state. As| have never seen an organism like
thisone, nor isthere any record of onein our medical database, | am hesitant to speculate asto the kind
of creature that will emerge from Lieutenant Tuvok’ s body once the gestation of the first-stage life-formis
complete, nor can | estimate how long the generative process will take. Given dl this, | believe the
containment field offers the greatest protection for the rest of the crew.”

B’ Elanna s head was spinning. Tuvok had been infected by a parasite. The parasite was feeding off of
hisbody and dowly killing him in the process. The part she was having a hard time with was thekind of
creature that would emerge from Tuvok’ s body when the gestation was complete.

She needed more information. “Doctor, | thought most parasites lived within ahost, feeding off of them
perhaps, even to the point of death, but I’ ve never heard of a parasite that ended up using ahost to
cregte an entirdy new life-form.”

“Then it was, perhaps, an excellent choice for you to become an engineer, rather than aphysician,” he
replied without atrace of sarcasm. “ Thefact isthat from what | can tell, the parasite is merging with
Lieutenant Tuvok in away that suggests at least some part of him will survive dong with the new
organism. Hisbody will die, that muchisclear, but thelevel of neurologicd tissue and biochemicd signd
transfer leads me to believe that rather than his body smply being used and then discarded, in some way
Tuvok will beanintegrd part of the new organism.”

B’Elannadidn’t care. Asfar as she was concerned, savingpart of Tuvok was not an acceptable
compromise.

“Ligento me,” shesaid, glaring a him through the containment field so intensely that the Doctor took an
involuntary step back as she began. “Y ou will do everything in your power to remove thisthing from his
body, no matter what the cost. That's an order.”

“Canyou give me orders?’ the Doctor asked, his eyes seemed to focus on the provisiond rank bars
Janeway had assigned to the ex-Maquis crew members. “1 am not certain that technically spesking you
outrank me.”

B’ Elannareturned to the EMH programming pand. She was dtill severd minutes avay from completely
restoring the Doctor who would not hesitate to act on her wishesor in Tuvok’ s best interest, but time
seemed like the one thing she was running uncomfortably short of. Instead, she atered one of the backup
Doctor’ s subroutines and said, “| said find away to removeit...that'san order.”

“Yes, Lieutenant.” The Doctor nodded and immersed himsdlf in the readouts of Tuvok’svital sgns.

With asmall sgh of victory B’ Elannarefocused her thoughts and returned to her work, her fingersflying
across the pand.

Phoebe' s body was engulfed in the orange fire of Janeway’sand Harry’ srifles; but she did not dissolve
on contact as pretty much any other solid matter would have.

Instead, Janeway saw her sster fal to the ground and begin to transform into the massive amorphous
shape that she could only assume Harry had seen dl aong. She forced hersdlf to ignore the abrupt spark
of painfiring in her brain as Phoebe s hold upon her mind was completely shattered.



“Computer,” she cdled, “erect aleve-ten containment field around the nonhuman life-form in thisroom.”

The computer complied, and with achirp and buzz, Phoebe was surrounded by the strongest energy
barrier at Janeway’ s disposal.

For afew seconds, it looked asif the Situation was controlled, but just as Janeway was stepping hatingly
toward the containment field, torrents of angry red energy shot through the field, disintegrating it. As
Janeway watched in horror, the amorphous blob once again resumed its more organized flowing form
and three tentacl es shot toward Ensign Kim, enveloping him in astranglehold.

Janeway raised her rifleto fire again, but stopped as Phoebe’ svoice, her sister’ s voice, echoed through
the cabin.

“Put down your weapon,” Phoebe demanded.

Harry had ceased to struggle.

“Releasehim!” Janeway cried.

“I have no wish to harm you or those you carefor,” Phoebe said, “but | will if | haveto.”

Janeway consdered her words and, cursing hersdlf for not including afull security detachment on this
escapade, tossed her rifle across the room.

“Now let him go!”

Phoebe complied. Harry dumped lifelessly to the floor asthe flowing energy withdrew from him, and
Janeway rushed to hisside.

Shewas able to confirm that he was still breasthing and was about to call for an emergency medica
trangport when she looked up to see her sister, once again, standing before her.

“Hewill survive” shesaid smply.
“Who the hdll areyou?’ Janeway said, rising to face the creature who had stolen her sister’ sform.

“Your query isimprecise. | promise, | will answer your questionsasbest | can, but your limited
understanding will make clarity difficult,” Phoebe replied.

“Areyou Nacene?’ Janeway asked.

Phoebe amiled asif she were humoring an impertinent child.

“I am of the Nacene,” shereplied, “but Nacene iswhat you have caled us, not what we are.”
“Then what are you?’

“Thereisno word in your language to contain us.”

Janeway was growing more frustrated by the moment.



“Areyou of the same species as the entity we encountered called the Caretaker, or hismate, Suspiria?’
she asked.

“Asyou understand them, yes,” Phoebe replied. “But you do not yet begin to understand us.”
“Then enlighten me,” Janeway said petulantly.

“Isthat truly your wish?’ Phoebe asked.

Janeway paused. Something in Phoebe stonetold her that this was aloaded question.

“Tdl mefirgt, why are you here?’

“1 was called here by the object you refer to asthe Key to Gremadia.”

Janeway’ s brow furrowed as she realized that almost every time she had spoken to Phoebe in the past
few days, the subject of the Key had been raised.

“What isthe Key?" Janeway asked.

“Again, thereare no words,” Phoebe replied.

“Wdl,find some!” Janeway shouted.

“The knowledge you require cannot be transmitted through any means of communication at your
disposd. If | wereto enter your mind and attempt to transfer that knowledge to you, your fragile brain
would be destroyed in the process. Y ou must choose, Kathryn,” she said. “ Agreeto use the Key exactly
as | ingtruct you despite your ignorance of its nature and purpose, and | will not harm you or your ship.
Surdly by now you redizethat if | wanted you dead, you would be.”

Janeway considered this. It was obvious that Phoebe wielded power that was beyond that of the
Caretaker and Suspiria. Her gut told her that Phoebe was more than capable of following through on her
threat. But sheingtinctively rebelled a the thought of being used to an unknown purpose by such an
entity.

“What will happen if | refuse?’ she asked. “If you have the ability to destroy us, surely you can take the
Key from us by force.”

Phoebe s smile faded and Janeway knew instantaneoudy that though Phoebe was strong, thiswas, a
least, one possible vulnerability.

“I could takeit,” shereplied harshly. “But without your...thereisno word...l will be unableto useit.”
“And that would cause you pain?’ Janeway pushed.
“Unlessyou agree, we, like you, will be dwaysfar from home.”

Janeway wanted to believe her. It would be so easy smply to do as Phoebe asked and put an end to at
least thismuch of the dangerVoyager wasfacing.

But she couldn’t.



“I'msorry,” shesad, “I cannot agree to this unless you can tell me why you need the Key and what will
happen if | do asyou have asked.”

“I cannot tell you,” Phoebe replied. “1 can only show you.”

“Fine” Janeway said, wondering how much of thiswas amatter of semantics. “ Show me.”

Phoebe took the captain’ s hand, and amoment later Janeway found herself standing before a door she
had never seen. It was completely black, though faint swirls of varying hueswere subtly visble onits

aurface.

“Where are we?’ Janeway demanded, turning to see severd other smilar doors decorated with more
vivid splashes of color.

Phoebe raised her hand and placed it on the center of the door. Janeway sensed movement in the
pattern, and then the door was gone and she was staring into emptiness.

“We are at the beginning,” Phoebe replied. “Do you still wish to be shown?”

Janeway stared into her sister’ s eyes. Phoebe, the real Phoebe, had never led her astray. They’d had
their fair share of disagreements over the years, but the foundation of their relationship had been love and
trust. Somehow Janeway suspected that the creature who was leading her into darkness would not have

chosen this particular form if the bond shared between Janeway and her sister had not been significant
and powerful.

“To travel with me, you must take my hand,” Phoebe said. “If we become separated in the process, call
my nameand | will find you.”

Janeway nodded.

Phoebe gently grasped Janeway’ s hand again, and led Kathryn into absol ute nothingness.

Tom and Chakotay materialized onVoyager’ sbridge, dmost calliding with Lieutenant Rollins, who had
been |eft in command since they had boarded the array. The forward momentum generated when they
threw themselvesinto the array’ s transporter was not dispersed by the transport process and they found
themsdvesfalling to the deck the moment they arrived.

As Tom helped Chakotay to hisfeet, Chakotay ssammered, “What the hell was that thing?’

“I think | could livetherest of my lifein peace evenif we never find out,” Tom replied, then turned to
Rollins and asked, “Did Harry and Tuvok make it back to the ship?’

“Yes, gr,” hereplied. “And B’ Elannaand Seven have also reported in.”
“Roallins, whereisthe captain?’ Chakotay asked.

“I think she'sinsickbay,” hereplied.



“Chakotay to Janeway,” he called, making hisway toward the turbolift.

When there was no immedi ate response he asked the computer to locate her and was temporarily
stunned at the computer’ s response.

“Captain Janeway is not on board.”

“Wheredid she go?’ Chakotay demanded. “Isshe onthearray?’ he barked in the generd direction of
the ops station, where Crewman Dalby was working a shift.

“Scanning, Sr,” Dalby replied.

But if the computer’ sreply to hisfirst question had been shocking, Daby’ s answer to the second afew
interminable momentslater was like asharp blow to the gut.

“Captain Janeway isnot onthe array.”

Chakotay struggled to rein in the panic that was quickly risng within him. Thiswasimpossble. She had
to be one place or the other.

“Computer, what was Captain Janeway’ slast known location aboardVoyager 7’
“Deck eleven, section C-7.”

“Have a security team meet usthere,” Chakotay barked to Rollins as he entered the turbolift, Tom at his
hedls.

When they arrived at the door to what had been Phoebe' s cabin, Chakotay dispatched Paristo get the
unconscious Ensign Kim to sickbay and ordered a deck-by-deck search of the ship for the captain and
her sgter. All security personnel were placed on dert.

Part of Chakotay knew that he had to getVVoyager off of the array as soon as possible, and now he
could. But there was absolutely no way he would do so until Kathryn had been found.

When B’ Elanna decided that she wasfindly at a point where she could begin recompiling the Doctor,
sheinitiated the process, stood back, and held her breath. She wasn't sure how much longer she could
endure the presence of hisless-evolved replacement.

At that moment, the door to sickbay did open and Tom entered, gently guiding adisoriented Ensign Kim
to abiobed.

B’ Elanna caught Tom’seye and he gave her afamiliar hdf-smile and awink. Crossing to them, B’ Elanna
hel ped him assst Harry, and in the process Tom reached for her hand and gaveit afirm squeeze. She
should have been comforted and reassured. She was't.

She loved Tom. In the past such asmple and familiar gesture would have buoyed her spirits
immeasurably. But thiswasn't thefirgt timein recent memory that she had been strangdly unableto lose
hersdlf in the comfort of hislove for her. There was something dividing them. She couldn’t put her finger
on it, but she was acutely aware that whatever was creating that distance was her doing, not his.



Releasing his hand, she asked, “What happened?’

Harry answered her question with one of hisown.

“Whereisthe captain?’

“We don't know,” Tom replied.

B’ Elannaturned on him morefiercdly than she intended.

“What do you mean you don’t know?’

“ Shel' s been missing from the ship for dmost ten minutes.”

“That’ s not possible. Why would she board the array after | told her about the parasites?’
“What parasites?” Tom asked with aarm.

“It was her agter,” Harry interrupted as Tom dutifully ran amedical tricorder over him, verifying that he
had suffered no permanent damage when he was rendered unconscious.

B’ Elannawas puzzled. “What does Phoebe have to do with this?’

“It’ snot Phoebe. Phoebe' s an dien, probably a Nacene,” Harry replied. “ Phoebe Janeway has never
been onVoyager. ”

“But...l remember...” B’Elannagtarted to say.
“Y our memories were dtered. Everyone swere. The captain figured it out.”
“What parasites?’ Tom asked again.

Before B’ Elanna could answer, Chakotay called over the comm,” All senior officersreport to the
conference room immediately.”

Tom turned to Harry.

“Areyouuptoit?

“Absolutely,” Harry replied, trying to jump down from the bed and dmost sumbling into Tom'sarms.
“Harry, maybe you should stay,” B’ Elanna suggested.

“Not achance,” hereplied.

At that moment a chirp from the computer aerted B’ Elannato the fact that her recompilation process
was complete.

“Tell Chakotay I'll beright there,” she said as Harry and Tom headed for the door. She took a moment
to recheck the diagnostic display and turned to the Doctor.



“Computer, deactivate EMH.”

The backup Doctor turned on her, darmed, and vanished. Taking a deep bregath, she brought the
remaining restored subroutines online, then called, “ Computer, activate restored EMH.”

The Doctor shimmered into existence beside her and said, “ Please dtate...wait aminute.” Turning to
B’ Elanna, he demanded, “What happened? There was awoman here. The captain caled her Phoebe.
Shesaid it was her sigter but...”

B’ Elannaraised ahand to sllence him. “We know. It'salong story.”
“Give methe short verson,” he said sardonicaly.
B’ Elannaturned him toward Tuvok.

“WEe ve had an intruder aboard, possibly another Nacene, who atered the crew’ s memories and
pretended to be the captain’ s Sister. Asyou can see, we' ve recovered Tuvok, but apparently he's been
infected by an dien parasite. An earlier verson of you who has been running for the past few hours
doesn't believe he can be saved. We're till aboard the array and thereis reason to believe that more
parasites may be out there. Oh, and the captainismissing.”

The Doctor raised acynica eyebrow and retorted without missing abest, “ So in other words, it'sa
pretty light day aboard the starshipVoyager. ”

B’ Elannacouldn’t help hersdlf. Smiling broadly she planted akiss on the Doctor’ s cheek and sad, “It's
good to have you back. | redly missed you.”

Only once Lieutenant Torres had |eft did the Doctor add quietly to himsdlf, “ Someday someoneredly
ought to writedl of thisdown for posterity.”

Heturned to Tuvok and thoroughly examined the notes aready logged by histemporary replacement,
then did hisown andlysis of the scans of Tuvok’ sbody. It didn’t take him long to see that the backup
EMH had probably been right. It would take amiracle to save Tuvok now, and advanced as he was,
there was no subroutine in his program that allowed for the existence of miracles.

Chapter 10

Therewere grim faces dll around asthe senior officers, minus their captain and Tuvok, assumed their
places around the oval table that took up most of the space in the conference room. Chakotay arrived
last and, taking the seet at the table' s head, began by informing them that a thorough search for the
captain was till under way. Harry brought the room up to speed about Phoebe, and al were dternately
shocked and disturbed to be told that memories of experiences with the captain’ s sister spanning four
years were nothing more than fabricated redity. Strangely, the more they talked about it, the dimmer
those memories seemed to grow for Chakotay, asif the alien influence that created them was dowly but
Seadily dissipating.

B’ Elanna gave a brief synopsis of the backup EMH’ s eval uation of Tuvok and expressed cautious
optimism that since the rea Doctor had been restored, Tuvok’ s prognosis must be better. Chakotay



briefly described the strange rooms he had discovered aboard the array, but before he or Tom had a
chance to mention the hostile creature that had attacked them, Lieutenant Rollins entered and advised
Chakotay that the search for the captain had been completed without yielding any new information asto
the captain’ s current whereabouts. Chakotay dismissed him with anod and briefed the others as stoicaly

aspossible.

“The computer’ slogs show that approximately thirty seven minutes ago the captain left the ship. At the
sametime, the logs show a massive subspace dissonance field at her last known location, and that the
entity we have known as Phoebe a'so disappeared,” he said. “ Although the life-form readings aboard the
aray are ill inconclusive, we do know thatVoyager' s sensorswere able to detect Tuvok’slifesigns, as
well as both away teamswe sent into the array. So if the captain were there, we would know it.”

“Areyou saying the captain Smply vanished into thin air?” Tom asked.

“We suspect that Phoebe was actually a Nacene. We know very little about them or their technology,
but based on what we do know, | don’t believeit’s outside the realm of possibility to suggest that
Phoebe could have taken the captain just about anywhere.

“So we are faced with achoice: Either we leave the array and hope that Phoebe returns the captain to us
once WE re gone, or we stay here and do what we can to find them,” he finished.

“Surely we haveto stay,” Nedlix said with obvious anxiety. “We can't just |leave the captain behind.”
“If there were no other dangers present | wouldn't hesitate to agree,” Chakotay said, “But there are.”
“What dangers?’ Nedlix asked.

“When Tom and | were aboard the array, we were attacked by an alien creature. Our phaser rifle had
no effect onit.”

“What wasit?’ Nedix wasthefirst to ask.

“I don’'t know. W€ ve andyzed the readings from Tom'’ stricorder and they suggest thet there are
multiphasic propertiesto it.”

“Commander,” Seven interrupted, “if it was amultiphasic organism, our sensors can be modified to
track it. All of the potentia life-form readings we have picked up from the array are difficult to analyze
because they fluctuate so rapidly. If there are otherslike the creature you saw, and they are also
multiphasic in nature, that would account for our inability to confirm their existence up to this point.”

“She'sright,” B’ Elannaadded. “Maybe our sensors haven't actualy been mafunctioning in respect to
theselife-forms. Even the dightest phase variance as they move in and out of our precise phase
modulation makesit look like they exist and then cease to exist from one fraction of a second to the

“If we can track them, can we aso count them?’ Chakotay asked. “1’d like to know how many we're
up againgt.”

Seven rose, moved to the room’ s computer interface, adjusted the sensors to account for the multiphasic
properties of the organisms, and said, “ There are nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-six creatures
that share this signature aboard the array.”



Chakotay and Tom exchanged aworried glance.
“Great,” Tom sad. “ So, basically we retalking about an army of them.”
“An army againgt which we're currently defensdess,” Harry added.

“Not entirely,” B’ Elanna said. “We ve restored the shield generators to full power and aslong asthe
shields are up, we should be safe aboardV oyager. ”

“So you believe we can remain here indefinitely?” Chakotay asked.

“Intheory,” B’ Elannareplied. “We might aso be able to find some kind of adefense, in the event they
find away through our shields”

“Let’ sassumethey will. Developing a defense needsto be our first priority right now,” Chakotay said.
“ Setting that aside for the moment, |et’ s also assume that whoever or whatever Phoebe actudly is, her
intentions are hogtile. What was she doing here? And why go to such lengthsto ingnuate herself among
us? What did she want that she couldn’t have smply taken by force?

“TheKey to Gremadia,” Seven said, asif everyone should aready know that. When the othersfaced
her with amixture of irritation and disbelief plain on their faces, she daborated. “ The captain asked meto
locate the Key, which was, at that time, missing. | discovered that shortly before we boarded the array,
the Key was transported into our warp core. The transporter logs were deleted in amanner smilar to the
log dterationsthat Ensign Kim has described. Therefore | suspect that Phoebe was responsiblefor the
transport.”

“Why would she have done that?’ Chakotay asked.

“ Aswe have not engaged the warp enginesin severd days, it was a perfect hiding place. The residua
antimatter in the core provided a natural shield for the dissonance waves that emanate from the Key,
which have increased significantly since we boarded the array. It gppearsthat her primary interest is not
inus, but inthe Key itsdf, and in making sure that we are unable to discover its purpose.”

“So what does an ancient religious artifact have to do with us, gpart from the fact that it was given to us
asagift?’ was Chakotay’ s next question.

“Wefound alarge collection of historical records aboard theBetas's. From that datait is possibleto
extrapolate at least apartial hypothesis,” Seven continued. “ Thefirst and only Monorhan to ever touch
the Key was theharan who discovered it, Dagan. It imparted visonsto him of Monorha s ancient past,
which heintegrated into their existing religious mythology. Dagan died shortly after he touched the Key,
and for reasons | can only speculate about, the Key became a sacred and terrifying object of reverence.
It was encased in a box, the same box in which it was presented to the captain.”

“Do you have atheory asto why the Monorhans were so frightened of it?" Chakotay asked.

“Much of the Key’ s history between Dagan’ s death and itsretrievd by Kaytok’ sfamily islost to us.
However, | believeit is significant that according to the calcul ations we did when we first encountered the
Monorhan system and the Blue Eyein particular, the gravitationd shift which ultimately resulted in the
destabilization of the star began at exactly the same time as Dagan’ s death.”



“Did the Monorhans make a connection between the activity of the Blue Eye and Dagan’ s death?’
Harry interjected.

“No, Ensgn,” Seven replied. “ They were much more perturbed by the various ecologica disastersthat
accompanied the death of Dagan. But given their limited understanding of interstellar phenomena at that
dagein their development, it isunlikely that they would have. Perhaps more ingtructiveisthat fact that the
name ‘Blue Eye wasonly given to the star after it began its unnatura collgpse and came into common
usage within ahundred years of Dagan’ s desth.”

“But do we know anything about the Key’ s purpose?’ Chakotay asked, nudging Seven back to the
point.

“In one of Dagan’ sletters he assertsthat the Key isthe find and crucid piece of alarger mechanism,
one which hewas unable to describe clearly given hislimited understanding of complex technology. But
he does say that the mechanism islocated within the promised city and that the city will circle the ultimate
darkness, which does suggest, at least metaphoricaly, the array. More important, he saysthat only the
Key’sowner will be ableto put the Key in its proper placein the‘ Time of Knowing' and open the
conduit of light.”

“That' sfascinating, Seven,” Tom interjected, “but what doesit al mean?’

“According to Ensign Kim, Phoebe mogt likely arrived shortly after the captain was giventhe Key. Itis
logical to assume that since the captain isthe first person in thousands of yearsto actudly touch the
object, that sheisaso itsowner. If Phoebe were able to use the Key, she would have taken it from us
long before now. But if the captain isthe only person who can useit, Phoebe needs her. Thismight also
explainwhy ‘Phoebe’ chose to assume the form of someonewho is close to the captain... someone she
would trust indinctively.”

“Did the captain a so see visons after she touched it?” Chakotay asked.

“No, Commander,” Seven replied. “The Key had no obvious effect on her. But the Monorhans of the
Fourteenth Tribe were highly telepathic. It gppearsthat their vessd is equipped with an organic neura
network which most likely responds to tel epathic commands.”

“S0 you have to be atelepath to see the visons?” Tom asked.

“Or hear them...” Chakotay suggested.

There was a pause as every face in the room turned to him curioudly.

“The Doctor believed that Tuvok might have left the ship in response to atelepathic message only he
could hear,” Chakotay explained. “His proximity to the Key might have been the cause.”

“But why would it have drawn him to the array? The Key has been aboardV oyager snce we left
Monorha,” Tom said.

B’ Elannarose and joined Seven at the computer interface, calling up Seven’ sandysis of the data
recovered from theBetasis. When she had found what she appeared to be looking for, she said, “1 don’t
think the Key brought Tuvok here”

“Why not?’” Chakotay asked.



“I think the Monorhansdid.”

“Explain,” Seven demanded.

“Right now we're reading nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-six multiphasic life-forms aboard the
array. That isamost the exact number of Monorhans who came to the array aboard theBetasis fifty years
ago. The backup Doctor believed that Tuvok isactudly gestating anew life-form. If the Monorhanswere
attacked by the same thing Tuvok was, then perhaps these life-forms we are seeing were created when
the parasites merged with the Monorhans.”

“But the Monorhans are dead,” Harry said. “We found Tuvok in aroom that was filled with their
bodies”

“And have you asked yoursdf how he got there?’ B’ Elanna asked. “ Given the severity of hisinjuries,
thereisno way he could haveleft hiswrecked shuttle on hisown.”

“Y ou think the M onorhans somehow brought Tuvok...” Tom began.

“...to aplace where he could aso be infected and transformed, just like they were,” B’ Elannafinished.
“The Doctor said that some part of Tuvok would be incorporated into the new life-form. If the same
thing were true of the Monorhans, then perhapsthey retain their telepathic abilities and used them to
contact Tuvok.”

“So what did they want with him?” Tom asked no onein particular.

It was a good question and one that no one seemed prepared to speculate on at the moment.

“Thereisoneflaw with your premise, Lieutenant,” Seven said findly.

“What'sthat?’ B’ Elannaretorted.

“I do not believe that dl of the Monorhans were transformed as you suggested.”

“What are you basing that on?’ Chakotay asked.

“When we were aboard theBetag's, | attempted to interface with their computer core using my
assmilation tubules. When | interfaced with the neura network of the ship, | discovered apresence
there...a consciousness.”

“How isthat possible?” Harry asked.

“I heditate to speculate asto how,” Seven replied. “Nonetheless, it did communicate with me.”

“Don’'t you meanthrough you?’ B’ Elanna demanded, obvioudly still irritated at Seven’ srash actions
when they had boarded the Monorhan vessd.

“That might be amore accurate description,” Seven acknowledged. “ The presence demanded that we
leave the ship and threatened us with imminent death if we did not comply. Among the recordswe
discovered were descriptions of Monorhan rituals that included the transfer of consciousness between
certain members of thetribe. | believe that one of the Monorhans attempted such atransfer between



themsalves and the organic components of theBetasis. If they succeeded, then they are till diveina
manner of gpeaking, within the ship, and would therefore not have been infected by the parasitesasthe

otherswere.”
The others pondered this possibility slently for afew moments before Nedlix asked the obvious.

“Wadll, if one of them istill dive, maybe we should try and talk to them again. They’ll know more than
we do about these creatures.”

“I do not believe they will comply,” Seven replied.
“Neither do|,” B’ Elannaagreed.
“What if we could offer them something they need?’ Harry suggested.

“What' sthat?” Chakotay asked.

“A body,” Harry replied.

The only thing Janeway could fed as she entered the blackness was Phoebe sfirm, icy hand holding hers
asif their lives depended upon remaining in physical contact. For afew disorienting secondsit seemed
that the darkness around her was as impenetrable as it was eterna. She heard Phoebe calling to her, her
voice echoing around her asif it were coming from everywhere a once, and not from the firm solid
presence that walked beside her.

“The Beginning...” Phoebe called, over and over.

Suddenly Janeway found hersdlf standing on the transporter pad of Voyager’ s main transporter room.
Admira Patterson strode toward her, extending awarm hand as he said, “Welcome aboard, Captain.”

Janeway had automatically reached out to accept his hand when he froze where he stood and Phoebe
appeared beside him.

“What isthis moment, Kathryn?’ she asked.

Janeway didn't have to think to answer. It was one of her fondest and least complicated memories.
“Thiswasmy first day aboardVoyager, ” shereplied.

“Not the day,” Phoebe said patiently, “themoment. ”

Janeway congdered briefly. “Thismoment...when | first appeared on the transport pad...wasthe
beginning of my life aboardV oyager. ”

“Fine” Phoebereplied. “It isabeginning. But notthe beginning. Try again,” shesad.
“Thebeginning...” Janeway said softly.

Theimage of the transporter room grew dim and fractured. Colors and sounds whirled into blackness as



Janeway closed her eyes and forced hersdlf to focus on the word “beginning.”

When she opened them, she found afamiliar pair of blue-gray eyes staring lovingly into hers. Her arms
and legs were bound closaly around her, but the warmth and comfort shefdt in this postion
overwhelmed any sense of danger a her sudden immobility. She couldn’t speak, but as she looked
beyond the beautiful eyes, she caught flashes of light and sound that some dim part of her associated with
her first sight. Suddenly she knew that this moment was aso amemory. Thiswas her first moment of
consciousness after birth. She quelled the ingtinct that came from she knew not where, to begin screaming
and crying. Part of her sensed the emptinessin her belly and knew she needed nourishment. But the part
of her mind that was il the fully grown Janeway could aso experience the memory with some
detachment. She acknowledged this moment as the beginning of her life.

Phoebe' s face loomed large above hers, blocking out any view she had of her mother’ s eyes.

“Y es, Kathryn, thistoo was abeginning. Do you understand the difficulty .. .the imprecision of your most
basic tool for communication. ..your language? Thisis the beginning of your life...your existence. But
imprinted upon the strands of amino acids which form your DNA are memories which predate your life.
Y ou and every other living thing hold the memories of the beginning of al exisence withinyou. Try
agan,” she commanded.

Reluctant as Janeway was to abandon the warmth and comfort of her mother’ sarms, she obeyed and
cast her mind into darkness, searching for amemory she had never known was part of her.

Shefound hersalf suspended in blackness, staring toward atiny speck of light.
“Better,” Phoebe said.

Turning toward the sound, Janeway could barely make out the vague outline of her sgter floating in the
darkness beside her.

“Where arewe?’ Janeway asked.

“Closer to thetruth,” Phoebe replied enigmaticaly.

“That'scomforting,” Janeway replied, hoping that saying the statement would makeiit redl.

“I know thisisdifficult, Kathryn,” Phoebe said. “The answers you are seeking are buried far beyond the
parts of your mind and body where you normally seek them. Unfortunately | can only show you those
things for which you have some sort of context, eveniif it istheoretica. Once we have established the
limits of your knowledge, we will attempt to push past them. But | will only be able to present that
knowledge to you in images that you can relate to experientidly.”

“All right,” Janeway said, turning her attention again to the tiny speck of light that seemed to beckonin
the distance. “ So far | understand that we are looking for abeginning.”

“That is correct,” Phoebe said.

“And that the word ‘beginning’ isimprecise because from my particular point of view there have been
severd eventswhich were, in fact, somekind of beginning.”

“Also correct,” Phoebe replied, then asked, “What isthis beginning?’



Janeway studied the speck of light. She was dready growing weary of the exercise. She remembered
vividly her daysin early school, and then Starfleet Academy. She had always possessed aviscerd thirst
for knowledge. It drove and defined much of her existence. But the moment just before a concept or new
piece of information had been integrated into her larger understanding of the subject a hand, that casting
about in the unknown searching for the thing which would anchor her in her search had always been
painful. She redized in this moment how much of her drive and discipline as astudent had been
caculated avoidance of this exact feeling. She needed to know the answer, the correct answer to the
question. Only that could stave off the inevitable physical discomfort of ignorance.

In aflash, these thoughts brought her to the appropriate memory. She had been seated in Professor
Philemon’ stheoretical quantum mechanics coursein her first year at Starfleet Academy. Philemon had
been presenting alecture on the origins of the universe, accompanied by a holographic projection of the
moment still referred to in some circlesasthe “Big Bang.”

The moment she realized where shewas, the fleck of light began to dance before her. A split second
later it burst forth in a cascade of light that enveloped the room.

Turning to Phoebe, shesaid, “ Thisisthe beginning of the universe”
“Asyou understand it,” Phoebe replied.

“Areyou tdling methat thistheoreticad mode of the formation of the universeiswrong?’ Janeway
asked. “ That the basic principles of space and time which have alowed humanity and countless other
species to venture out into the universe and safely explore space are...what?” she demanded.

“Incomplete,” Phoebe replied.
Janeway planted her hands on her hips and asked, “1n what way?’
“Look closer,” Phoebe demanded.

Resigning hersdf to the attempt, Janeway considered the fragments of fiery light flowing out from the
origind speck that she had dwaysimagined asthe beginning of the universe. Suddenly, the shrapnel that
had exploded forth reversed itsalf and rushed back into its formation as the tiny speck of matter that
somehow contained in its densest form all matter that had eventualy become the universe.

In her mind, Janeway saw hersalf examining the speck. As she did so, shefound hersdlf standing right in
front of the speck. Reaching out, she grasped it in her hand and began to turn it one way and another,
hoping to see some hint of what Phoebe was suggesting. Janeway visualized dl 246 of the eements
known to Federation scientists and imagined that they were contained within the pam of her hand. She
saw their atomic structure. She had committed them to memory years ago and knew them theway a
child of seven knew their multiplication tables.

“Closer,” Phoebe demanded, and somehow Janeway knew that in this place even her thoughts were not
her own.

She forced hersdlf to see the atoms of the elements contained in the palm of her hand, the protons and
electronscircling the nucle of the atoms. Tiny circles zoomed in their stable orbitsin atimeless dance that
came as close to perfection as Janeway could possibly imagine. But her mind rebelled at the thought of
anything beyond this. Certainly there were smdler, subatomic particles, and even as she thought this, she



saw them weaving among the identifiable pieces of the atoms before her.

“Closer,” Phoebe said again, and Janeway had to force hersdlf not to send the atoms spinning in afiery
ball of anger toward her.

With adeep breath, shetried again, alowing the atomsto disintegrate until al she was holding was a ball
of darkness. After amoment she said, “ Ther€ s nothing here.”

But just as the words escaped her lipsatiny wisp of light burst from her hand and began to dance all
around her. Shelooked again at her palm and dozens of smilar threads exploded forth, coiling and

unraveling to join thefirgt in its chaotic movement.
“What isthis?’ Janeway asked.
Phoebe smiled.

“The beginning,” shereplied.

Tuvok knelt before thefire. The subject of his meditation was the VVulcan principle of theKol-ut-shan.
Roughly trandated, it meant infinite diveraty in infinite combinations.

Astheflamesjutted and pesked, he considered first their motion, and then the chemical reactions that
permitted this motion. He then considered thelife of thefire. He contemplated its existencein its potential
forms; the wood that fueled it and the oxygen that sustained it.

He resisted the urge to reach his hand into the fire. He recognized the childish and illogica nature of the
thought, but some part of him honestly believed that he could touch it without coming to harm. He heard
the rustle of the robes of the VVulcan master who watched patiently behind him.

Tuvok knew this place. He was ayoung man in the Temple of Amonak. Hisfather had brought him to
the temple weeks earlier when he had confessed in amoment of weakness his desire to abandon logic
and reason in favor of an emotiond attachment to ayoung woman that al but consumed him.

The master was displeased. He knew Tuvok’ s thoughts, sensed their disorganized and fragmented
nature, and strained with the force of his own discipline to impose structure and rigidity upon hisyoung

charge’smind. Tuvok felt the intense pressure weighing down upon him and took a deep bresth,
determined to begin again.

Infinitediversty...
The flames rose higher, their tempestuous motion a matter of caculable chemica conflagrations.
...ininfinite combinations.

The pile of tinder beneath the fire was composed of shards of wood taken from dozens of different trees
native to Vulcan. He separated each piece of wood in hismind, saw their sourcein anatural state, and
examined the faint differencesin the way they burned.

To understand the fire was to know the fire was to control the fire. His thoughts were like the pieces of



wood that burned. They too could be separated, examined, and placed in alogical order. Logic and
order were the gateway to the mastery of his passions, and to peace. Only in peace could he truly
understand theK ol -ut-shan.

Two black eyes stared a him acrossthe fire. They were hiseyes, but jostling their placid depths was an
enticing mischief that Tuvok did not recognizein himsdlf. Tuvok saw hisyoung and troubling face gazing
intently a him. Hismirror image seemed unconcerned with the master’ s reproachful rustling. Theimage
raised hishand and placed it in thefire,

To hisamazement Tuvok saw that the hand, his hand, became part of the fire without being burned by it.
Intrigued, Tuvok raised his own hand, and reached for the hand of the mirror. He could fedl the
immediate increase in temperature as hisfingers grazed the flame’ s edge. Logic dictated that to touch the
fire wasto be consumed. But the promise of the eyes said that there was something beyond logic,
something that he had yearned for but never touched. Here was a place where his emotions could live
aongsdehisreason...in peace.

He wanted the fire. He knew the truth of its promise. He had sought it in quiet contemplation for more
than ahundred years of life. And he had never before been so closetoit.

Trusting an ingtinct that was so new as to be indefinable and yet so certain asto beirresistible, Tuvok
reached his hand into the darting flames and grasped the hand that waited for him there.

Kol-ut-shan,he said...and dmaost knew.

The connection was severed in amoment of dicing agony. The fire and the eyes vanished into the
oblivion where Tuvok now flailed like adrowning man caught in atempest. The darkness choked him,
assaulting his sensesfrom dl sides even as he struggled to return to the warmth and truth of thefire,
Tuvok opened hiseyes. Thelight was blinding, suffocating. Blinking rapidly, hetried to force his senses
to adjust. He thought of Naviim and his promise that the transition he was undergoing would be difficult.
Helonged for the passage, resigning himsalf to endure whatever was required in the meantime.

The face of the Doctor moved into hisfield of vision. He was speaking. Hislips were moving, but for a
few secondsit wasimpossible for him to process the Doctor’ swords.

“...feding better?’ he heard.
“Where...” Tuvok croaked through a parched throat.

“You are perfectly safe, Lieutenant,” the Doctor replied. “Y ou arein sickbay, and | believe | have found
away to reverse the processthat wasinitiated by the parasitic life-form that hasinvaded your body.”

Tuvok did not know where he found the strength to move, but asif his existence depended upon it, he
focused every ounce of will on asingle object and grasped the Doctor by the throat.

“You...will...not...continue,” Tuvok demanded, adding the force of hishand to hiswords asthe
Doctor’ s eyes widened.

Suddenly the Doctor was gone. Tuvok twisted and turned, ingtinctively searching for the enemy.
Seconds later something cold was placed on his neck, followed by the whisper of ahypospray.



The will to fight seeped dowly from his body, replaced by anumb heaviness. He groaned under the
effort of keeping his eyelids open asthe Doctor said soothingly, “Please don't be darmed, Tuvok. |
assure you, you're going to bedl right.”

“No,” Tuvok muttered.
“Tuvok, if | don't proceed, you will die,” the Doctor continued.

With the last remnant of strength and will at his disposal, Tuvok forced his eyesto open and focus on the
Doctor, who was once again standing above him.

“Itismy wishtodie,” he said, and before the Doctor could respond he said, “ Computer, deactivate
Emergency Medica Hologram, security override authorization Tuvok, pi, Sx, one, gamma.”

He remained conscious long enough to see the Doctor’ s shocked face demateridize. A few moments
later, he found himsalf once again seated before thefire.

All eyes around the table turned to Harry.
“A body?’" Chakotay wasthefirst to ask.

“Yes, Commander,” Harry replied evenly. “ The consciousness Seven is describing could theoreticaly be
contained within aholomatrix,” he said. “When we found the Vidiian doctor, Danara Pel, the Doctor was
ableto trandfer her synaptic patternsinto sickbay’ s holobuffers and then create a stable holomatrix which
he used to interact with her.”

“But she was unconscious when the Doctor did that,” B’ Elannasaid. “ She didn’t have achoice. We're
talking about someone, or something, that only wantsto berid of us. How are you going to force the
synaptic patternsinto our holobuffers?’

“By making its current environment inhospitable,” Seven said.

“What?" B’ Elannaasked in obvious dishelief.

“Mog life-forms shareasurvivd ingtinct. If the consciousness embedded in the organic circuitry of the
Betass were no longer able to live within that ship’s neura network, it would be forced to seek an
dternative. If we provide it with a suitable escape path, it would be forced to either takeit or die.”

“Liketrapping an animal,” Chakotay said. “But what would we use as bait? | mean to say, how would
we make sure that the consciousness will choose the path we will lay out for it?’

“Voyager' s systems have abioneural component. Our gel packs function in amanner whichissimilar to
the neural network of theBetasis. ”

“But the gel-pack system is completely separate from the hologrid,” Harry reasoned.
“I am not suggesting that we offerVoyager’ shioneura circuitry asthe bait,” Seven continued. “But we

have sufficient spare gel packsto create asmaler neura network that could be linked to the hologrid for
the purposes of attracting the consciousness. Once the consciousness is completely contained there, we



samply transfer it to a stable holomatrix.”
B’ Elannawas quick to voice her next objection.

“How do you propose we destroy the neura network that the consciousnessis currently embedded in?’
she asked. “Do you want to blow up theBetasis 7’

“No, Lieutenant,” Seven replied. “If | wereto infect the neura network with asufficient supply of
nanoprobes...” she began.

“Youwant to assmilateit?’ B’ Elannashouted.
“B’Elanna,” Chakotay barked in frustration. He could see the wisdom in what Seven was proposing,

though he had to admit there was atime when he would have responded as sharply as B’ Elannahad to
any suggestion of using the Borg' sinvasive and destructive means of “reproduction” asameansto an

end.

Seven cast anicy and disparaging glance a B’ Elanna. “ The nanoprobes could be coded to destabilize
the neura network without affecting any of the ship’s other systems. They would not be capable of
assmilating the vessdl, any more than the nanoprobes that were transferred into your body to save your
life on Monorhawere capable of turning you into aBorg,” sheretorted sharply.

B’ Elanna paused, then said softly, “1’m sorry, Seven. That wasn't fair of me.”

“Y our gpology is acceptable,” Seven replied.

“Y ou mean accepted?’ B’ Elanna half-teased.

Seven responded with adight amile, further dissipating the tension between them.

Chakotay gave those present amoment to raise any further objections before he offered his conclusions.

“Very well,” he said. “ Seven, begin replicating the nanoprobes. Harry, get down to the holographic
research lab and construct a stable holomatrix that will support the transfer. Use the holomatrix designed
for Danara Pel asatemplate, but adjust the physica parametersto those of aMonorhan. B’ Elanna,
you' [l work with me on our defensive cagpabiilities. We gill need an dternative in the event the life-forms

aboard the array get curious aboutVoyager. ”
“Commander,” Tom interrupted.
“Yes Lieutenant?’

“With your permission, I"d like to conduct amore thorough anadlysis of the tetryon transport technology
we discovered aboard the array.”

Chakotay ingtinctively balked at theidea, but gave Tom a chance to make his case.
“Towhat end?’ he asked.

“If we can’t defend ourselves againgt those creatures, we' |l need away to get off thisarray inahurry.
Boarding the array was adisaster that I'm not anxious to see repeated. We barely escaped the



sngularity’ sgravity well. If thetractor net that brought usin hadn’t activated, we wouldn’'t even be having
this conversation right now, and at this point we don’t know if that system was automated or controlled
by something or someone else. We have to know that we can leave the array at amoment’ s notice, and |
believe the tetryon technology can be adapted to do just that,” Tom said.

“Fine,” Chakotay replied, “dthough I’ d also like as thorough an andlysis of the tractor net system aswe
can get without going back aboard the array.”

Tom nodded and smiled, “Aye, Sir.”

Chakotay turned last to Nedlix.

“Nedix, | want you to study the historica information collected from theBetas's. ”
“What am | looking for, Commander?’ Nedlix asked.

“The visionsthat reference the Key might contain information about the Nacene. Y ou know more about
the interaction between the Caretaker and the Ocampa than any of us. | want to know if there are any
smilarities between the Monorhans and the god or gods of their mythology and the Ocampa and the
Caretaker. If Phoebe is Nacene, Dagan’ s visions might give us a clue asto where she and the captain
have gone.

“I'll do my best, Commander,” Nedlix replied.

Chakotay took a moment to meet the eyes of each of his officers. Assuming the mantle of command was
not difficult for him, but he' d have given anything for Kathryn’ sfirm reassuring presence beside him as
they faced these chalenges. He knew the others shared his unspoken wish.

“I don’t haveto remind any of you what' s at stake here,” he said solemnly. “Let’s get to work.”

Chapter 11

B’ Elanna was stumped. She knew that afew hours of deegp would revive her more effectively than the
raktgjino that was cooling a her workstation, but for the moment, the liquid stimulant would have to do.

She had spent more than an hour analyzing every piece of data they had been able to gather about the
multiphasic life-forms and kept running up against the same solid problematic wall. The creatureswere
not stable. That is...they did not exist in any phase variation long enough for any weapon atVoyager’ s
disposa to have any effect upon them at al. She had reconfigured severa phaser riflestofire at
randomized phase variances but the only way the weapons would be effectiveisif the phase variance of
therifle and the creature were exactly the same. She had added a phase calibrator to therifles, but in
every smulation she ran, the sensor could not detect the variance, lock on target, and fire before the
phase variance of the creature shifted. She dso had to face the unpleasant redlity that like the Borg, the
creatures might be able to adapt to randomized fire, making the highly advanced weapon she was
developing practically usdess.

Enggn Glenn, one of Tuvok’ stactica munitions experts, had just started her duty shift, and B’ Elanna
slently hoped that a pair of fresh eyes might see what she was obvioudy missing.

A pop and szzle from therifle Glenn was configuring stirred B’ Elannafrom her thoughts.



“Careful,” she chided.

“The sensor relay overloaded,” Glenn replied. “I'll replicate another. Don’t worry,” she added as she
crossed to thereplicator. 1 lost afew fingersat Menassa V|1 trying to deectivate amicro-mine. My
biosynthetic digitsare lesssengtive. | didn’'t even fed it.”

B’ Elanna nodded as she absentmindedly pushed afew unruly strands of hair back into place.
A sonic shower and afew hours of deep.

Instead, she reached for herraktagjino and, grasping the cup, was rewarded with aquick burn on the first
finger to touch it. She had ordered the beverage extra-hot and within afew minutes the mug had
absorbed so much of the heat asto be temporarily untouchable. As she automaticaly thrust her index
finger into her mouth to sooth the mild wound, she cast aglance at Glenn and reminded hersdf that any
feding in her fingers, no matter how unpleasant, was better than the dternative that Glenn had to live with.
Only oncein her life had she come closeto losing norma sensationsin her extremities: when she and the
rest of Voyager’ s crew had been subjected to a series of barbaric scientific experiments by agroup of
dienswho had turned the crew into unwilling lab rats. Their first round of experimentson B’ Elannahad
caused the alveoli in her lungsto stop processing oxygen. In successive genetic dterations B’ Elanna sleft
arm, hand, and leg had been pardyzed. They hadn’t been able to engage the diens until they had
discovered their hiding place.

Wat aminute.

B’ Elannaremoved her hand from her mouth and stared &t it for so long that Glenn was moved to ask,
“Lieutenant, areyou dl right?’

“I'manidiot,” B’Elannareplied.

“I beg your pardon?’ Glenn asked, then added politely, “In my experience, Lieutenant, nothing could be
further from the truth.”

But B’ Elannawas in no mood to hear or accept acompliment. “We don’t need to calibrate our
wespons to find the phase variance of the cregtures,” B’ Elannasaid. “We have to force them into phase
withus”

Glenn’'s gaze dropped down as she considered B’ Elanna s proposition.

“I don't...” Glenn began.

“The Srivani were able to conduct their experiments on us by hiding inadightly variant phase,” B’ Elanna
sad. “All we needed was a precisely modulated hand phaser to bring them into phase with us.”

Glenn quickly cleared a path as B’ Elanna, consumed by her revelation, darted to the deflector dish
controls and began aseries of calculations as she continued.

“The same principle might apply hereif we can flood the array with enough ionized particles”

As Glenn smiled with respect at the chief engineer, Chakotay entered engineering carrying severd smal
vidsand said, “We ve got some good news, B’ Elanna. We vefound away to intengfy the toxin we



devel oped to disable Suspiria, and hopefully now Phoebe. Tell me you' ve made some progress.”
B’ Elannafaced Chakotay her eyes ablaze.

“Wehave”

Seven of Nine entered sickbay in hope that the Doctor would be able to assist her in modifying the
nanoprobes she had replicated in her cargo bay. It was ddlicate work, and hiswere the only hands other
than hersthat she trusted withit.

She was surprised to see that the room’ slights had been dimmed well below standard work settings and
that the Doctor was nowherein sght.

“Doctor,” she cdled, pausing to note that Tuvok lay unattended on his biobed behind an active
forcefidd.

When the Doctor did not appear immediately she asked the computer to activate the EMH. Shewas
disconcerted when the computer replied,” The Emergency Medica Holographic Program is unavailable.”

“Clarify,” Seven demanded.

“That program isrestricted. Security authorization is required for reactivation.”

“Who regtricted the program?’ Seven asked.

“Lieutenant Tuvok,” the computer replied.

Seven made short work of breaking Tuvok’ s security encryption and reactivating the Doctor.
Nonetheless, atight fist of worry formed in her ssomach when she redlized in the process that Tuvok had
been unattended for dmost an hour.

“Computer, belay that order!” the Doctor shouted as he rematerialized.

Seven inclined her head as she replied, “ It might comfort you to know that the computer would not have
accepted your request, had you found the presence of mind to utter it before your patient locked your
program out.”

“The computer should have accepted it,” the Doctor replied with concern. “ As chief medical officer |
outrank al members of this crew in mattersrelating to their physica well-being.”

“A digtinction | have rectified so that Tuvok will no longer be able to disable your program,” Seven said
samply. “The chief of security’ s override capability has been taken offline for thetime being, though | am
certain that it was only put in place for your own protection.”

“Protection from what?’” the Doctor asked annoyed.

“A hogtileintruder who might wish to tamper with your program,” Seven suggested.

“Wall...thank you,” the Doctor said, then turned to examine the progress of the parasite, adding,



“Although | redlizeit isimpossibleto be prepared for every eventudity, | would hope that when the
hostile intruder and the chief of security are temporarily one and the same, someone would take thetime
to inform methat he can override my autonomous subroutines.”

“1 am certain the captain would have addressed the issue, Doctor, had she not been abducted shortly
after Tuvok was brought back on board,” Seven replied.

“I"d liketo think you'reright,” the Doctor said caugtically, failing to convince either himsdlf or Seven that
thiswastrue. “ Despite the progress we' ve made over theyears,” he added bitterly, “I’'m till usualy the
last to be considered, consulted, or informed until whatever crisisthe crew was facing had gotten
serioudy out of hand.”

Seven found that she could not honestly contradict him and decided that for the moment the Doctor’s
energies were best spent addressing Tuvok’ s condition, but as she started to return to the cargo bay and
complete her work on the nanoprobes on her own, Chakotay caled over the comm system,” Attention dll
personnd, we are ingtigating alow-level ion sweep of VVoyagerand the array. It is possible this action will
antagonize the creatures we have detected aboard the array. Red dert.”

Asthe computer responded, sickbay was bathed in aflashing red glow. Seven’simplantstingled asa
barely detectable hum cut the air indicating the presence of charged particles.

A few seconds later, theion sweep was complete and Seven was halted at the door to sickbay by the
sound of dismay in the Doctor’ s voice.

“Oh, my,” hesaid.

Turning, Seven immediately saw the object of hisaarm. Tuvok’ storso, neck, and head were engulfed in
amass of flowing trand ucent tentacles that pulsed with volatile energy at severd pointswherethe
tentacles penetrated his skin.

“Isthat the parasite?’ Seven asked.
“Itis. Apparently it shares the multiphasic properties of the creatures aboard the array.”

Seven shuddered involuntarily. She knew al too well what it was to have her body’ s systemsinvaded by
ahodtile entity. The Borg had perfected the technique. Though she was about to perform asimilar
procedure by infecting theBetas's with modified Borg nanoprobes, and was certain that the means did
judtify the endsin this particular case, she couldn’t help but feel apang of regret for the neural network
that would be compromised and overrun, just as Tuvok’ s body had been violated by this parasite. For a
moment, B’ Elanna sinitia revulsion at Seven' s suggestion seemed not only comprehensgible, but dso

appropriate.

Nonetheless, Seven completed the modifications within the next half-hour and forced the regret from her
mind as she returned to theBetasis to dl but assmilateits neura network.

Blessed be the All-Knowing Light. Through Him we are bound to what is and the beyond. Time cannot
contain Him, but in itsfullness will restore the harmony which was broken. Created in His divineimage,
wetoil as oneto expand our knowledge. We suffer as He suffered, oppressed by those who fear His
truth. We will not raise our handsin violence againgt those who are blind. Our war is not with them, but
within oursalves. The path to peaceislit by thefires of creation. We must strive daily to keep thosefires
dive so that when He returns He will find us ready to stand beside Him in Gremadia. Only therewill we



tagte life beyond time. To walk in His presenceisto know eternity.

Nedlix read these words doud, pondering their deeper meaning. The Monorhan belief system contained
within the poetic images of Dagan was beautiful, to be sure—more lovely than mogt, hehad to dlow. In
histravels he had encountered many such mythologies. Mot racesin his experience grappled with a
definition of self, and as many as not found it comforting to ascribe their existence to the efforts of some
separate but benign entity. Nedlix had no persona context for such abdlief, as Tdaxians had dways
framed their morals and values around persond responsibility and close family ties.

It had been many months since Nedlix had faced his darkest persond crigis of faith. A protomatter
explosion had actudly killed him, and only through the intervention of Borg technology had hislife been
restored. He had been raised on stories of the Great Forest and had believed fervently up until that day
that when he died he would begin his afterlife at the base of the Great Tree, welcomed into eternity by
those members of hisfamily who had died before him. He had been revived with no such memory and
for atime had struggled with the possibility that there was no afterlife. Although this belief had never
defined hislife, hefound it dmost impaossible to continue living with the knowledge that at the end of
one slifetherewas nothing a al. In time he had come to see that whatever might or might not exist after
one died, there was such goodnessin life to cherish that to end one' slife prematurely would smply bea
wagte.

Difficult asit wasto relate to on apersona level, however, Nedlix tried to put himsdlf in the shoes of the
Monorhans, particularly those of the Fourteenth Tribe, whose gpparent suffering in Dagan’ stime would
be given meaning a some distant future date when they would participate in agreet battle fighting on the
Sdeof their god.

What struck Nedlix most wasthat, if he was reading Dagan correctly, the Monorhans actudly believed
that they could interact with their supreme being while they were dtill dive. Turning histhoughtsto the
Ocampa, he considered their relationship to the Caretaker, comparing and contrasting it with that of the
Monorhans and their All-Knowing Light.

“..the harmony which was broken,” he said to himsdlf, and images of Ocampa before the disaster that
had forced them into the underground caverns sustained by the Caretaker flooded his memory. Hisfirst
stolen moments with Kes had taken place the night he entered Jabin’s camp, as he had so many times
before, and wasintroduced to the Kazon's newservant. As Kestended the fire, well out of earshot of
her deeping captors, she had spoken in arich whisper of the Caretaker and her people slove for him.
Though Nedlix had always given the Caretaker’ s array awide berth, he had known that a powerful and
technicaly advanced dien or aliens had inhabited it. To hear this beautiful woman-child speak of his
benevolence and specid relationship with her people dmaost made him long to share the confidence and
faith such ardationship nurtured.

But even Kes had been wise or at |east rebellious enough to see that the Caretaker need not be adivine
being to enter into that relationship. What she had been lesswilling to accept at first, though had
eventualy made her own peace with, was that the entity she had been raised to believe acted only inthe
best interests of her people did so out of atremendous sense of guilt. The Caretaker had been somehow
responsiblefor the disaster that left the planet bereft of nucleogenic particles and unableto sustain life.

...the harmony which was broken.
That wasit. The Caretaker had forever destroyed the natural balance and harmony of Ocampa. Perhaps

the All-Knowing Light had been responsble for asmilar disaster on or around Monorha. The battle that
was to come was meant to restore that harmony. Monorhan space was an anomaly, much like Ocampa



after the Caretaker’ sintervention. Perhgps the All-Knowing Light would return only when he had found a
way to repair the anomaly that he had in part created.

But Dagan’ svisonswere a o filled with images of the “Others.” These beings seemed to be every bit as
powerful asthe All-Knowing Light, and for reasons that €l uded Nedlix, they seemed to stand against the
All-Knowing Light in his desire to restore the harmony that had been broken.

Nedix’smusings wereinterrupted by acall from Samantha Wildman. Naomi was restless and asking for
agory. A few moments later he found himsdf perched at her bedside, softly relating the story that always
camed her the mogt, that of the Great Forest.

Evenif itwasalie, ashig alie asthe All-Knowing Light and the Others, it was aliethat was at |east
filled with hope. The more Nedlix turned the writings of Dagan over in hismind the less he found anything
remotely comforting. Lifeitself wasabéttle, evenif one did not involve onesdf in the quarrels of beings
who could destroy an entire planet or system. But the fate of the M onorhans seemed asintimately
entwined with the fate of their All-Knowing Light asthe Caretaker and the Ocampa. Dagan had
obvioudy believed that his people were headed toward a cataclysm worthy of a Talaxian epic song.

AsNaomi fel into arestless dumber, Nedlix reached beyond his doubts and silently asked the spirits of
his mother, hisfather, and his beloved ster, Alixia, to watch over his goddaughter in the daysto come. If
they weretruly as dark as Dagan had foretold, and if Voyager was now to play apart in those days, they
would need dl the help they could get. To know eternity might be agood thing, but for his sake, and the
sake of the angdic little girl who now possessed the largest part of his heart, he hoped they would not
haveto faceit for many, many years.

For the exhausted Tdaxian, bathing in the warmth of Naomi’ s soft, rhythmic breeth, only this moment
mattered.

Eternity could wait.

Kathryn stood on the porch of her mother’ shouse. A replica of an ancient architectural form called
“craftaman,” the home was extravagantly large by the utilitarian standards of the Federation. But her
mother had taken such pride in her meticulous maintenance of the house, and filled it with so many loving
reminders of the people who inhabited it, that few who ever entered were cognizant of its sze. What was
overwheming was the coziness of each room, the subtle patternsin the wallpaper bringing out the framed
images of seascapes and snowcapped mountains that were her mother’ sfavorites. Most of the
furnishings were dso antiques. There was no sofaas comfortable in the quadrant asthe onein her family
living room, which Kathryn had falen adegp on countlesstimes as ayoung girl and teenager, usudly with
abook or padd lying across her chest.

But among the home' s most wel coming touches were the aromas that lways lured one from the entry
hall straight through the dining room to the large kitchen. It was filled with the best the past and present
had to offer in terms of gppliances.

AsKathryn threw open the front door, she hoped that the first smell that would meet her nose would be
Gretchen Janeway’ sfamous carame brownies. If the fates were redly smiling on her, Phoebe would aso
be visiting, and waiting with apot of coffee made from freshly ground beans.

Thefirst thing she noticed, however, once she had closed the door behind her, was the absence of all



sound.
“Mother?’ shecalled curioudly.
Only the stark incongruous silence answered her.

Stepping past the foyer into the living room, she saw that her mother, wherever she was, must have been
doing her spring cleaning. Long-forgotten drawings, toys, and padds from Kathryn' s childhood were
strewn about amid half-packed boxes and plastic storage bins.

As she moved toward a box that was overflowing with soft plush animals, her face broke into awide
grin of reminiscence. She pulled from the pileasmall green and purple mouse she had once named
Sneskers. A favoritetoy, it had been agift from her father when shewasfour... perhapsfive yearsold.
For many months, Sneakers had accompanied her everywhere, perching a her smal desk while she
played basic math games on her padd, sitting on her shoulder while she read her first stories, and nestled
into the crook of her arm when she curled into aball of deep at night.

Theflood of pleasant memories was overwheming. Turning toward the bay windows that lined the back
of theroom, she called again, “Mother, where are you?’

But again, there was no answer.

Instead, the panes of the window began to shimmer. Indiana summers could be ruthlessy hot, and on
many occasions, seated beneath one of the shade treesin the backyard, Kathryn had watched fascinated
asthe heat rigng from the earth became visblein flowing waves.

But the windows weren't the only things shimmering with hest. Turning to the closed doors that
separated the living room from her father’ s study, she saw asmall figure emerge from the doors before
her. Though &t first glance it seemed that this ddlicate being had waked through the doors from the study,
Kathryn was certain that somehow it had once been part of the door. How it had freed itself, she could
not imagine.

Kathryn'sfirgt assumption wasthat thiswasalittle girl. The figure had long, flowing locks of slver and
blue hair, flecked with tiny sparksthet reflected light in dl directions. But there was a decidedly masculine
character to the child' sface, and its soft gray smock betrayed nothing of its gender.

The child said nothing, only gazed contentedly at her with its solemn little eyes.

“Who areyou?’ Kathryn asked with friendly curiosity.

The child opened her mouth to speak, but the sounds that flew forth were an incoherent babbl e that
Kathryn could make no sense of .

Undeterred, shetried another question.
“What are you doing here?’

Kathryn didn’t know whether or not she was more surprised by the fact that when the child spoke again
she could understand the words perfectly, or by the words themselves.

“I am holding up the doors”



Kathryn started to smile.

“Why would you do that?’

“What elseistherefor meto do?’ the child replied.

Kathryn looked around the room, considering the multitude of childhood richesthat sat before her.
“We havelots of toys. Would you like something to play with?’ she asked.

The child looked about, and said, “I should redlly stay here and hold up the doors.”

“Don’'t you ever play?’ Kathryn persisted. “Here,” she continued, holding Sneakers out to within the
child' sreach, “thismouseis one of my favorites. His nameis Snegkers...why don’t you play with him?’

The child cocked her head, consdering the stuffed mouse. There was no innocent mischief in her eyes,
only acold caculating consderation that was too adult to belong on the small face.

“Go ahead,” Kathryn urged gently. “We can play together if you like.”

The child reached for the toy, and in aflash it was pulled from Kathryn's hand on an invisible thread and
landed firmly in the child’ sarms. She petted it lovingly for amoment as Kathryn smiled. Then her head
cocked to the Sde again in that strange quizzica fashion, and suddenly Sneskerswas dive. Held inthe
child'sfirm grasp, apurple and green mouse nestled and burrowed, his whiskered nose sniffing the air
greedily.

The child mimicked him, and to Kathryn’ s surprise she saw tiny whiskers sprouting from the child's
cheeks at the base of itsnose. The plain gray smock was streaked with wide swaths of purple and green,
bleeding into existence asif they were sucked from Sneakers sflesh.

Then the child began to laugh.

If Kathryn had ever found laughter comforting or pleasant, those memories were blotted out as the eerie,
ghrieking laughter of the child echoed through the house.

Kathryn took an involuntary step back, suddenly fedling the urgent necessity of putting as much distance
as possible between hersdlf and the strange laughing cresture. Her foot met something solid behind her.
Turning, she saw another child reaching out to her.

This one was definitely more feminine than thefirst. Long jet black hair was coiled atop her head in
dozens of looping curls, and her face was painted with bright stresks of silver and gold.

The girl reached past Kathryn and grabbed severa wooden blocks painted with the letters of the
aphabet and sngle-digit numbers. As Kathryn watched in darm, the symbols on the blocks unhinged
themselves at the girl’ stouch and rose in the air above her head, flying about the room. For amoment,
Kathryn saw complicated equations forming and re-forming, but within seconds she could make no sense
of the srange girl’ sgame.

The mouse-child was dtill laughing, scurrying about the room on dl fours, chasing Sneskers around, and
in the process knocking over anything and everything in her path.



Instantly, there were children everywhere. Some emerged from thin air, others climbed out of the
cushions of the sofa or the folds of the drapes her mother had made, others pulled themsalves from the
half-empty boxesand bins.

Each child had its own color and look. And each was as different asthe elements. Some, like thefirst
child, took on vague characteristics of the items they touched. Others blended and melted into one
another asthey found an object of mutud interest and struggled with one another to gain full ownership of
it.

Within moments, Kathryn was standing in the midst of one of her worst nightmares. Many years ago, her
sster had taken a position at a children’s summer camp, and on ashort break from the Academy,
Kathryn had vigited her sster there and watched with afirm sense of her own deficiencies as Phoebe had
gamboled and tumbled with her young chargesin an open field on ahot summer afternoon. She had
understood ingtinctively that while children could be adorable and magicd in their way, she was not
condgtituted for their care. Phoebe had taken such delight in their games, while Kathryn's gut had cried out
to impose some sort of order and discipline on their unstructured play.

What had been her mother’ s beautiful and cozy living room was now afull-fledged disaster Site. The
strange children were everywhere. Kathryn could not have cut a path through them even if she had
wanted to. Findly, in amoment of desperate frustration, she cried out at the top of her lungs.

1] SI‘OH ”

For amoment there was silence as hundreds of curious eyesturned on her, waiting for her next
command.

“Youcan't play likethisin here” she said, tenuoudy grasping for a shred of contral.

“Why not?’ the silver-haired mouse-child asked.

“Because you areruining everything,” Kathryn replied automatically. She had no ideawhere her mother
\c/jvcz)as, but when she returned and found her living room, Kathryn was going to have alot of explaining to
“Where else should we play?’ another asked.

“Thisisour home,” athird chimedin.

“We likeyour toys,” another caled.

Janeway raised her hands to silence them. “Then take the toys and go outside.”

“Where?’ the mouse-child asked.

Turning to the windows Kathryn saw that what had been atranquil afternoon beyond them was now a
vast darlessnight.

Part of her felt atwinge of regret a sending the children out into the night, but the larger part knew
inginctively that if shedidn’t act fast, the house would be torn from its foundation and pulled apart by
their wild, unruly play.



“Outsgde,” Kathryn said again, pointing at the front door behind her, adding, “NOW!” in avoice that |eft
no room for argument.

The heads turned toward the door, and in aflood the children were taking their toys and rushing through
the door. What had been a standard-sized door frame was ripped from its casing as they poured

through.

Kathryn had expected that once they were gone, shewould find hersdf again in the silence of her
mother’ sliving room. But asthe last child rushed out into the warm Indiananight, she saw a soft light
resting on the porch. Thelight bounced and vibrated, pausing at what had been the doorway, and &after a
moment rose from the porch and flew into the house. It came toward Kathryn, who ingtinctively raised
her handsto shield her eyesfrom its unearthly brightness, circled her afew times, then darted past her,
crashing into lamps, skewing pictures from thewall, and finaly bursting through one of the bay windows
and disappearing into the darkness.

Turning back to what had been the front door, Janeway saw dozens of similar lights floating toward her.
Though she couldn’t put her finger on exactly why, their gpproach filled her with an overwhelming sense
of dread. Somehow she knew how wrong thiswas, yet the glowing balls kept coming.

Suddenly, Phoebe stood beside her. In arush of memory, Kathryn realized that this could not be her
mother’ s home. She was trapped in the Delta Quadrant, and this being who looked like her Sister was, at
best, atour guide from hell.

“What isthis?” Kathryn demanded, still shaking from her encounter with the children.

“Thiswas our home,” Phoebe replied sadly.

“No, Phoebe...or whoever you are...thiswas my home.”

“Asl| told you before, Kathryn, | can only show you our truth within a context you will understand.”

“Who werethose...children?” Kathryn asked, wondering at her reluctance to call them the monsters she
truly believed them to be,

“They arethe beginning,” Phoebe replied, “the first and most basic particles. Some of your scientists
have another word for them.”

“What word isthat?’ Janeway asked, searching within hersalf for a semblance of the answer.
“Thestrings,” Phoebe said.

Janeway paused.

Thestrings?

“Areyou referring to string theory?” she asked.

“Y ou begin to understand some of your limitations,” Phoebe congratulated her. “What you ill cdl a
theory ispractica truth for us.”



Janeway’ s mind reded. She had, of course, sudied string theory, along with fifty other equally plausible
treatises on the nature of the universe. Though never proven, there were anumber of serious and
respected scientists who were pursuing it as the definitive answer to the question that had, thusfar,
€luded the best minds of the Federation: What isthe exact structure, design, and function of the fabric of
space and time?

Apparently the Nacene were no longer wrestling with this question.

“So you have proven that the strings are red ?” Janeway asked. “ Y ou can actudly perceive them?’

“Proof...belief .. .they areirrdevant. We know them, Kathryn,” Phoebe replied. “And aswith dl things
we know, we wanted them to be of us. Unfortunately, we made the same mistake you just did.”

“What mistake wasthat?’ Kathryn asked, truly curious.

“We engaged them, and tried to control them.”

In aflash, Janeway had at least apart of the picture clear in her mind.
“You did what?’ she asked incredulous.

“Canyou blame us?’ Phoebe said disdainfully. *Y ou did the samething. Y ou understand where the
impulse came from. It livesin you aswell.”

Kathryn took amoment to consider this. She vividly remembered her childhood, the early years spent
exploring the mysteries of words and numbers, dowly learning to control and manipulate them. She
remembered the thrill of each new piece of knowledge that came within her grasp, how she had longed
for it, and her voracious hunger for more...aways more.

If thiswas the truth Phoebe was trying to impart to her, it was certainly one to which she could relate.

“What happened to the strings?” shefinaly asked.

“They did what they are meant to do,” Phoebereplied. “And then they did al manner of things that we
never expected. They led usfrom our home, and in doing so, unbaanced everything.”

Janeway |ooked about the disaster areathat had once been her mother’ s living room. She recognized
this place asthe only true home she had ever known, and felt asurge of pain and anger at its senseless
wreckage.

“Theflashes of light...the things that were beneath the e ements and atoms| saw before...those are the
strings?’ Janeway asked.

Phoebe nodded.
“Werethey part of our universe before you let them loose?’

“They arethat which bindsal of the universe together. They sustain al that is, when they are functioning
properly.”

“And now they are completely out of control?’ Janeway asked.



“No,” Phoebe said. “Controlling them is not the problem for usthat it isfor you.”
“Then what isthe problem?’

“Theimbaance,” Phoebe replied.

“I don’t understand.”

“Of courseyou don't,” Phoebe said sadly. “But you will.”

Though Janeway knew she must continuein her “education,” shefdt atingling of doubt and fear as
Phoebe took her hand and led her through the splintered front door frameinto the darkness.

Harry and B’ Elannastood before the interface console in the holographic research |ab and examined
their handiwork. Once theion sweep had been successfully completed, severa security personnel had
been ordered to monitor every move the multiphasic creatures made, and for the time being, it seemed
they were content to leaveV oyager aone. With little else to do to shore up the ship’ sdefenses, B’ Elanna
had joined Harry as he put the final touches on the holomatrix he had been assigned to devel op.

They had successfully created ahologram of a Monorhan maeharan of average size and weight, dressed
inalight tunic and pants that were appropriate to Monorhafifty years ago. The holobuffer reserved for
personal dataand activity subroutines was large enough to contain as much information as aMonorhan
brain could hold but for the time being was empty.

The basic image had been taken fromVoyager’ stransporter logs, but they had both gone to great
lengthsto adjust the physica parameters so that their creation was not an exact duplicate of any of the
Monorhans who had briefly boarded the ship. Though the distinctionsin eye color, size, and shape,
mingled with the length of elongated jaw and neck, werein some senses “typica” Monorhan features,
their intention had been to create a physical frame for the consciousness that would be as neutral as
possible. The only gender-specific characteristic was the absence of the interior armsthat were present
only infemae Monorhans.

A smdl frame holding five of Voyager’ s spare gel packs linked through bioneurd interfaces had been
completed.

Both the “bait” and the “trap” were st.
“I think we' re ready,” Harry observed.
“Ready aswe' |l ever be,” B’ Elanna added, tapping her combadge.

“B’'Elannato Seven of Nine.”

Seven stood on what she had termed the “bridge” of theBetas's. It wasthe large room she and B’ Elanna
had discovered earlier that seemed, in structure and design, centrd to the ship’sfunctioning. The
viewscreen where B’ Elanna had first seen Assylia sdisturbing transmisson was dill active, but theimage



of the Monorhan commander was frozen. Seven had considered deactivating it, but preferred to disturb
aslittle as possible, given what she was about to attempt.

The assamilation tubuleslocated in the implant integrated into her Ieft hand had been stocked with the
modified nanoprobes, and she awaited B’ Elanna s notification that the holographic matrix was ready for
transmission. In the meantime she had rel ocated the pattern enhancers she and B’ Elanna had used to
evacuate the ship on their first away mission from the chamber below to the bridge. It had been agreed
that the moment the nanoprobes had been dispersed into the neural network of theBetasis, Seven would
use the pattern enhancersto return to the relative safety of Voyager.

Once shereceived B’ Elanna s call, Seven wasted no time. Positioning her left hand abovethe ship's
main computer interface, she extended her assmilation tubules and easily compromised the synthetic
aloys of the surface of theinterface. Once she had breached the casing, she searched gingerly for the
appropriate linksto the neurd network. Steding hersdlf to withstand the flood of anger she had
experienced in her first connection with the ship, she connected hersdlf to the neura network and
released the nanoprobes.

For amoment, nothing happened. Seven could not sense the presence she had felt before, nor could she
determine whether or not the nanoprobes were having any effect.

Only when the soft pulsing lights throughout the ship began to quicken, then race, did Seven sensethe
approach of the entity. Sheimmediately withdrew the tubules and stepped back, just asthe console
exploded. Retreating to the perimeter of the pattern enhancers she had set up near the only chair onthe
bridge, she watched as every power console in the room erupted in afiery sparks.

A moment later, she materidized inVoyager’ stransporter bay and hurried to join Harry and B’ Elannain
thelab.

It took almost two minutes for Harry to detect the imminent approach of the consciousness. In order to
transfer the synaptic patterns from theBetass to the smaller neural network they had rigged, they had
decided to utilize the data-transfer cable that il tetheredV oyager to the array viathe dataport located in
the docking bay after discovering that theBetass was linked to asimilar port initswrecked bay. The
connection to theBetas's was bardly functiona, degraded by time and severd fused circuits, but Seven
had been able to confirm that it would suit their purposes. There would be a brief 1ag while the patterns
were forced to move through the array’ s systems, but given that they could survive for any length of time
only within abioneura construct, Harry had anticipated that the transfer would il befairly quick.

His hard work wasiinitidly rewarded when the miniature gel-pack network was flooded with
luminescent particles. It seemed to take only afew seconds for the consciousness to accept the fact that
there was not sufficient space within the gdl packsfor it to sustain itsdf, and then the mute Monorhan
hologram standing before them showed itsfirst sgnsof “life’ by blinking itslong-lashed eyelids.

Harry turned to B’ Elannaand caught her premature smile of satisfaction. But the moment of successwas
cut short as the hologram raised its hands and |ooked at them closaly, asif it were seeing them for the
firgtime

“It' sdl right,” Harry said gently, approaching the hologram cautioudly.

The hiss of the doors derted him to the fact that Seven had joined them, but Harry stayed focused on



the hologram, fully aware of how disorienting this process must be for the consciousnessthey had just

trapped.

He vaguely heard Seven ask disdainfully “What have you done?’ before the hologram looked on him
with dark despair and began to wail and groan, the clicking of its secondary tongue thrashing againgt its
lower paate indicating what Harry believed was imminent danger or distress.

Asthe hologram fdll to its kneesit began to tear at the skin of itsface with the dulled claws that jutted
fromitsfingers. Dark blue blood poured from the rentsin itsface asits pitiful cry echoed throughout the
room.

“Compuiter, deactivate holomatrix,” Seven ordered through the confusion.
AsHarry turned on her, B’ Elannasaid sharply, “Y ou can’t do that!”

But Seven was working furioudly, reconfiguring the physical parameters of the holomatrix. “ Thereisno
dternative,” Seven chided her, undeterred.

“The synaptic patterns are destabilizing,” B’ Elannawarned as the gdl-pack network began to glow. “The
patterns are attempting to return along the same path, but the temporary neura network can’t sustain
them.”

Asif to prove her point, one of the gel packs burst, spewing its contents onto the workstation. The
others were expanding quickly and within moments would a so be ruined.

“Computer,” Seven cdled, “activate holographic file Kim Monorhan interface beta.”

Another Monorhan shimmered into view. It bore a vague resemblance to the neutral Monorhan Harry
and B’ Elanna had created. Harry didn’t immediatdly register the Sgnificance of the alterations Seven had
made, but he could seethat B’ Elanna recognized the new template immediately.

“That'sAssylia” B’ Elannasaid softly.

“Who's Assylia?’ Harry asked, but there was no time for B’ Elanna or Seven to respond. A second gdl
pack exploded, and for amoment it seemed that the consciousness would rather face extinction than
another experiencein the holobuffer. Harry reasoned in aflash that either way their options were rapidly
disntegrating and shut down the miniature neurd network.

Therevised hologram came again to life. But thistimeit was asif it sensed the changeinits physica form
and found it more curious than frightening.

Hoping that Seven’' s assumption had been right, Harry added a full-length mirror to the room and placed
it before the Monorhan.

The hologram was again examining itsarms and hands, running its eyes down the length of its body with
wonder. When the mirror appeared, its elongated jaw dropped open and its eyes grew large. Only when
it had extracted and extended its secondary arms and swallowed with visble relief did Harry start
bresthing again.

Findly, hiding its secondary armswithin a pouch in the back of its cloak, it turned to Harry, Seven, and
B’Elannaand sad, “How isthis possble?’



Harry smiled dightly, still disconcerted by their first failed attempt to integrate the consciousness with a

holomatrix, and said, “We possess technology that alowed usto re-cregte your body using something
we cdl aholomatrix.”

“Who areyou?’ the hologram demanded haughtily.
“My nameis Harry Kim, and thisisthe starshipVoyager. ”

She cast aquestioning glance at Seven and B’ Elannaand said, “| am Assylia rih-hara-tan of the
Fourteenth Tribe of Monorhaand commander of theBetasis. | would speak to you in private,
Commander Harry Kim.”

B’ Elanna couldn’t help but snicker softly before tapping her combadge and saying, “Torresto
Chakotay.”

Assyliajumped dightly as Chakotay’ s disembodied voice echoed over the comm.

“Chakotay here”
“Report to the holographic lab immediately. There' s someone here who wishes to spesk with you.”
“I’'m on my way. Chakotay out,” he replied.

Turning to Assylia, B’ Elannasaid, “Our commander will be herein amoment. I’'m Lieutenant Torres,
and thisis Seven of Nine.”

Assylialooked more closgly at Seven and said, “1 know you.”
Raising hersdf to her full height, Seven replied, “We have interfaced once before.”

“Youinvaded my ship,” Assyliasaid, her serpentine neck extending upward until her eyeswere leve
with Seven's.

“We were looking for information,” B’ Elannainterjected quickly. “We need your help.”
“How many of your people have died, Lieutenant Torres?” Assyliaasked.
“None...yet,” B'Elannareplied.

“They will,” Assyliasaid sadlly. “1t isonly ametter of time.”

Chapter 12

Tom'sfirgt step in analyzing the array’ stetryon transport system wasto confirm that hisinitia
hypothesis—that what one thought before trangport was relevant—was accurate. He was able to confirm
itinaway that satisfied him, but had your typicad Starfleet scientist been shown hismethods or results
Tom was certain he would have been laughed out of hisuniform.

Once the creatures had been made visible he took the unauthorized but, in his opinion, absolutely



necessary step of returning to the array to test the systeminits own “home.” Given the Size of the station
he was able to use the schematics to pinpoint locations which he was certain were devoid of life-forms
and move fregly between dozens of transport sites andVoyager. Up to that point, his premise held. As
long as he focused intently upon his destination just prior to stepping into the line of acoves, he ended up
at the precise coordinates he imagined.

Step two had been to remove apair of the mechanismsin its entirety from the array in order to attempt
tointegrateit intoVoyager' ssystems. Asateam of engineers set to work rebuilding the pair of alcovesin
the main shuttlebay, Tom anayzed the scans of the transports to determine as best he could why the
mechanism worked. It would have been enough for him to know that it did, but he was going to need
more than theory to sell thefirst officer on the plan he was about to propose. He was going to need
irrefutable proof that the device could be used safely.

Poring over the sensor data from the transports, he began to form arough theoretica premise which was
so smple, yet so beyond anything he had ever imagined possible, that he dmost scrapped it entirely and
gave up. Hedlently wished that B’ Elanna could spare afew momentsto help him with hisandyss, but at
the same time was certain that based on what he had, she would dismiss the project out of hand as
atogether too dangerous to pursue.

Ensign Brooks approached and informed him that the system integration had been complete. One of the
two necessary transporter acoves had been embedded within awall of the shuttlebay. The other alcove
was placed five meters opposite it but connected to its mate by a series of fine, fragile cables. Tom had
decided that for his next series of tests, he would re-create as best he could the operating parameters of
the alcoves asthey were set up on the array. Putting enough distance between the pair to accommodate
ashuttle was ahurdle hewould dedl with |ater.

Tom was now freeto test the transporter again, but there was one insurmountable problem. He didn’t
need to trangport himself or any other individua within ether the ship or the array. He needed to use the
mechanism to trangport objects, aprobe and in the very near future a shuttle, using the tetryon
technology, and no inanimate object could “think.” Even hewas unwilling to risk just strapping himself in
and mentally focusing on his destination as the beam intersected the shuttle. As best he could tell, he
would successfully be transported to whatever coordinates in space he chose, but if he arrived without
hisshuttle...

Tom was daring, not suicidal.

Thefirst severa probe tests were disastrous. He programmed a series of coordinates into the probe's
navigationa array that should have transported it to a stable position several hundred kilometers beyond
the array, and each time the probe remained stationary within the trangport mechanism. It went absolutely
nowhere. The same held true for any inorganic substance he placed within the transporter’ s beam.

He had dl but given up when Harry entered, flushed with excitement, to tell him they had successfully
made contact with the Monorhan presence they had detected aboard theBetasis. Though Tom was
obvioudy pleased for Harry—any success at this point brought al of them one step closer to getting off
the array—he couldn’t hide from Harry hisfrustration with his own project.

“S0...” Harry began, after Tom had hafheartedly congratulated him on hiswork, “how’ sit coming
down here?”’

Tom shrugged, dgected. “Don’t ask,” hereplied.



Harry looked about the shuttlebay and soon saw the fully functiona tetryon transport station that had
been set up. “Tom, thisisamazing,” he said, crossing to examineits operationad parameters, adding, “I
didn’t think you' d be able to get thisfar.”

“I did,” Tom replied. “But thanks anyway for your vote of confidence.”

“So what’ sthe problem?’ Harry asked.

“Y ou want them in alphabetical order, or order of importance?’ Tom answered.

Harry returned to Tom' s side and placed a conciliatory hand on his best friend' s shoulder.

“Look,” hesaid, “I don't know about you, but | haven't had anything but a couple of stale nutrient bars
inthe lagt twenty-four hours. Why don’t we head up to the messhal, grab aquick bite, and seeif we can
put our heads together on this?’

Tom accepted the offer with anod. Hewasn't giving up, but he doubted that once Harry had seen his
results, the by-the-book ensign wouldn't waste any timein teling himto scrap it.

They entered the mess hall engaged in amild disagreement they had every time they ate together and
either one or both of them had replicator rationsto spare. On days like this, more than anything, Tom
would have preferred to replicate amed. Though he appreciated Nedlix’' s effortsin the mess hdl, there
were times he smply couldn’t face the Tdaxian’ s cooking, and thiswas one of them. Harry il fdlt, even
after amost four yearsin the Delta Quadrant, that as senior officers they were required to constantly set a
good examplefor the rest of the crew, and that included eating, heartily and without complaint, anything
Nedlix choseto put in front of them.

Tom saw agood omen in the fact that once they arrived, they found severd of their fellow crewmen
eating replicated dinners. Given the enormous power transfer they had received the day before and the
fact that Nedlix was otherwise occupied, Chakotay had |eft astanding order that until further notice, the
kitchen was to be closed and the replicators made available to al personnel, regardless of the number of
replicator rationsthey had at their disposal.

AsHarry, carrying atray of grilled sdmon over abed of diced leola-root daw, joined Tom and his

double serving of macaroni and cheese, Tom stopped in midbite to ask, “Harry, what are you thinking?
Leoladaw??’

“I likeit,” Harry replied defensvely. “Now shut up and tell me what the problemiis”

Tom continued shoveling food into his mouth. He hadn't redlized until he started esting just how
famished he was, and macaroni and cheese was the ultimate in comfort food.

“The problemis| understand the mechanics of how the tetryon transporter works, but what | can't
figureoutiswhy.”

Harry thumbed through a padd filled with the preliminary test results. He paused, aforkful of salmon
halfway to his mouth, when he reached the equations the computer had generated to show in
mathematical terms exactly how the transporter worked.

“What' sthis't’ variable?’ Harry asked.



“Thought,” Tom replied Smply.
“That’simpossble”
“Noit'snot.”

“Yes itis”

“Y ou have the resultsright in front of you, Harry!” Tom snapped, rising to replicate some fresh melon to
follow hisdinner.

Harry read and reread the equations before him. By the time Tom had returned to his seat, Harry had
pushed the food in front of him away and begun to modify Tom'’ s equationsinto something resembling
redity asheknew it.

Finaly he muttered, “ Dazhat’ s Theorem.”
“1 beg your pardon,” Tom replied.

“Dazhat was a Cardassian defector,” Harry explained. “He gave alecture at the Academy just beforel
graduated.”

“How many people werein the audience?’ Tom joked.
“Not many,” Harry conceded. “He had spent most of hislife studying the Breen.”
“From asafe distance | hope,” Tom interjected.

“The Breen use organic ships, and are cagpable of achieving warplike fields without antimatter. He was
relegated to aminor rolein the Cardassan scientific community because dl they wereinterested in were
the weapons that were attached to the ships, but Dazhat believed that the ultimate strength and greatest
vulnerability of the Breen might liein their reliance on the organic component of their ships navigation and
propulsion systems.”

“And this has exactly what to do with...” Tom began to ask.

“Dazhat detected traces of tetryon particlesin the wake of Breen ships going into their version of warp.
The Federation has never delved too deeply into the use of tetryon particles because they are so
unstable. Dazhat believed that the instability was aresult of the interaction between space and timein the
presence of tetryons. It wasn't that the tetryons were unstable, it was that they made space-time
unstable”

For thefirst time since Harry had mentioned the name Dazhat, Tom was intrigued.
“In concentrated quantities, tetryons actualy created curvesin space-time redlity. The Breen ships

weren't actually moving through space, or subspace aswe do. Their propulsion system actualy bent
gpace. No one has ever been able to prove this, but his anadysis showed that it was theoreticaly

possble”

“Y ou think these transporters are bending space?’ Tom asked.



“I do. And I know why your inorganic experiments aren’t working.”

Now it was Tom'’ sturn to push his plate of food away.

“Monorhan space can't be bent to accommodate the tetryon field. We can’t even create a stable warp
fiddinthissysem. The array seemsto beimmuneto the syssem’ sanomaliies, and aslong asVoyager is
aboard the array, the space inside our ship istoo. But no matter how many times you try, you aren’t
going to be ableto use the array’ s a coves to trangport anything from this ship into Monorhan space.”
“But beyond Monorhan space...” Tom began.

“Exactly,” Harry finished histhought.

“But how do we teach aprobeto think?” Tom went on. “Even if we can transport something outside the
system and track it on our sensors, we still aren’t past the't’ factor.”

“Yes weare” Harry said risng. “Comeon. I'll show you.”

Harry and Tom returned to the shuttlebay. L ess than twenty minutes|ater, with alittle help from
B’ Elanna, they had completed their first successful probe transport.

Assylia sfirst request after her introduction to Chakotay was that they speek privately. After indtructing
Seven to create a holographic seating areafilled with the low cushions the Monorhans preferred,
Chakotay dismissed the other officers and joined therih-hara-tan in what wasfor him an extremey
uncomfortable half-squatting position on the pillows. Chakotay was relieved to see that she seemed
content and surprisingly at ease as she began to pepper him with questions. Although he did not
immediately warm to her, her carriage and demeanor demanded that he respect her right off the bat.

“How did this vessdl discover the space city?” was her first question.

“One of our crewmen |eft the ship while we werein orbit around Monorha. He did not explain his
actions and we were forced to follow him. Histrail ended here,” he answered honestly.

“Aredl of your crewmen so undisciplined?’ she asked, adding afaint click of her tongue which
Chakotay interpreted as disdain.

“They arenot,” hereplied quickly. “His actions were out of character and cause for great concern. We
believed then, as now, that he might have received atelepathic communication from someone or
something aboard the array.”

Assyliasighed deeply. Chakotay sensed regret.

“Theycdled to him,” she said with emphasis.“ They haveled you dl to your death.”

“Theybeing the parasites that attacked your people?’ Chakotay asked.

“No.They are not the parasites. | know of whom you are speaking. They may be the parasites

keepers...|l do not know. In the years that have passed since my people were annihilated | have sensed
their presence. | havelived in constant awareness of them. Their painisall-consuming. Their desiresare



insatiable. Likethe paradites, they are of this place, but they are not the primary danger you are facing,
nor isyour crewman the firstthey have caled to. Heis merely thefirst that answered, and | assure you,
you will dieregretting his choice”

“For the moment we appear to be safe,” Chakotay said smply. “Our sensors have detected thousands
of creatures which we assume are the parasites you spoke of. We choseto try and free your
consciousness from your ship in hopes that you might be ableto tell us something more about them, as
well as anything you might know about an object cdled the Key to Gremadia”

Assylia seyes widened as a series of sharp clicks echoed through the room. “Y ou have discovered the
Key?' she asked with awe.

“It was given to us by your people,” hereplied.

“That isimpossiblel” she stormed, rising from her seat and beginning to pace. “ The Key was lost
generations ago. And no Monorhan would have given you something which is so preciousto us.”

With as much humility as possible, Chakotay explained their first encounter with the Monorhans and the
lengths to which he and the crew had gone to save the planet from imminent destruction. His story ended
with the presentation of the Key to Captain Janeway.

“They werefools,” Assyliagtated flaily, once his story was done. “ The Key has meaning only for my
people, and those we left behind had noright...”

“Kaytok seemed sincere,” Chakotay interjected. “He believed he had seen ared vision of his
grandfather, Gora.”

“Goradied, just like dl the others” Assyliasaid menacingly. “ And the Key was not Kaytok’ sto give.”

Chakotay slently wondered whether or not Assylia s cooperation might hinge on the return of the Key
toitsrightful owners, but hesitated to offer it, even as a conciliatory gesture, until the potential Nacene
connection could be verified. Asfar astheir enemieswent, Chakotay still believed that the Nacene posed
agreater threat than Assyliafor thetime being.

“What isthe Key’ ssignificance?’ he asked.

“That depends entirely upon who you ask,” shereplied.

“At the moment, I’'m asking you,” Chakotay said diplomaticaly.

“The Key was agift from the Blessed All-Knowing Light to Histrue followers. Theharan who
discovered it was given wisdom beyond that of any Monorhan who had come before or since. Dagan
was a prophet who told us the truth about our God.”

“What truth wasthat?’

“That the Blessed All-Knowing Light was not alone. That He did not create Monorhaand fill it with life
S0 that we could smply honor and revere His name. The All-Knowing Light created Monorha so that

those who roseto life on its surface could join Him in His battle with those who oppose life and help Him
overcome them.”



“As| understand your history, that was a difficult concept for most of your people to accept,” Chakotay
offered.

“It was. The members of my tribe were ridiculed and then punished for holding to that belief. But the
All-Knowing Light foresaw our struggle. He created a place for us between the stars where Histrue
followerswould find Him.”

“Gremadia?’ Chakotay asked.
Assylianodded.
“And do you bdieve you found that place?’

“Of coursenot,” she hissed. “In the dark daysthat followed our discovery of thisstation | cameto
believe that perhaps the others were right and that Dagan was, at be<t, insane.”

“What isthe purpose of the Key to Gremadia, and why did you leave it behind when you left the
planet?’ Chakotay asked.

“Dagan wrote of aconduit of light which the Key would unlock. Thiswould mark the beginning of the
find battle between the Blessed All-Knowing Light and the Others. Although we based our faith on
Dagan’ svisons, we were never naive enough to take every word he said in aliteral sense. The Key was
lost to my people hundreds of years ago. We assume that the light he spoke of was the light of truth. The
Key had unlocked the true vison of our people and our destiny which should have been Gremadia. But
we havefailed our God. We did not find Gremadia.”

“Areyou certain?’ Chakotay asked gently.
“Y ou know what became of my people,” Assyliasaid with barely concealed contempt. “If this place
were the promised city, our All-Knowing Light would never have dlowed any harm to cometo uswhile

wewere here”

Chakotay hestated to reply. He had his own theories about Assylia s All-Knowing Light and how the
array might fit into their mythology, but he hesitated to provoke her further.

“I"'m sorry for your suffering,” he said smply. “1t isthe mogt difficult thing imaginableto lose livesthat
have been entrusted to your care.”

“If thet istrue, why did you not heed my warning?’

“Our captain has disappeared. We believe she has been taken by alife-form which has a specific
interest in thisarray and the Key. Unless we can determine what that interest is, we may never find her.”

“It isonly amatter of time until the parasites find and attack you. Y our captain would, no doubt, gladly
sacrifice her own lifefor the safety of her people.”

“You areright,” Chakotay nodded. “But we will not abandon her without the certainty that sheis
beyond our help.”

“If she boarded the array, the parasites have undoubtedly found her dready,” Assyliasaid. “For dl you
know this cresature that took your captain might control the parasites. It might bein league with the



presence that caled your crewman here.”

“Severd of our officers have boarded the array over the last two days. Only one, thefirst to arrive, has
been infected by aparasite,” hereplied. “I have seen one of the parasites mysdif. | do not doubt their
hostility. But our officer who was attacked had psionic abilities, smilar to those of your people. | believe
this may have some significance. Otherwise it isinconceivable to methat al of the parastes we have
detected have not aready attacked this ship.”

Assyliaconsdered hiswords. After amoment, she said, “What did the creature you saw ook like?’

Chakotay struggled to find words Assylia could relate to.Hideous butterfly cameto mind, but he didn’t
know what the universal trandator would make of that.

“The creature floated on severa pairs of ragged wings. When it began to attack, asmall set of pincers
emerged from behind it. | hardly saw itsface. | believe it was humanoid, but devoid of any compassion
or beauty,” hefindly finished.

“That was not aparadite,” Assyliareplied flatly.

“Then what wasit?’ Chakotay asked.

“I do not know,” shereplied honestly.

“What do the parasites ook like?” Chakotay asked.

A series of clicks and pops accompanied Assylia' s next words. “ They were small, wormlike. ..does
that...?

“Goon,” he urged.
“Wefound them in alarge spherica sack, suspended within abiological preserve.”

Chakotay shivered as he remembered the huge room he had discovered and the torn sphere il
suspended withiniit.

“Did you disturb the sack in any way?’ he asked.

“Of course not,” shereplied. “I was not present when the sack was discovered, but | wastold that the
moment the firsthara approached, the sack began to glow and pulsate. The parasites emerged and flew
toward my people. They wereingested before anyone knew what had happened. Thefirst died within
moments.”

Finaly Assyliafaced Chakotay squardly and said, “ Thisdiscussion isirrelevant. | understand your choice
to capture mein this body, but | have no intention of remaining here. Y ou must return meto my ship so
that any others who approach may be prevented from arriving, and you must take your ship and leave
thisplace at once. If you release me from this form we may be able to help each other.”

“How?’ Chakotay asked.

“In all theyears| have been trapped here, | have only desired onething...to destroy the array. You
could help me do that,” she said venomoudly.



A new thought struck Chakotay as she said this.

“When we atempted to board the array, we were amost pulled into the gravity well of the sngularity.
At thelast moment, atractor net pulled us safdly into the array. Did you...?

Assylia sjaw retracted in adight grin. “1 have lived for fifty yearswithin the organic components of my
ship. Inthat time | have learned to exert my will on the controls of this station through the data-interface
cable that connects my ship to the station. | sensed your approach and disabled the station’ s guidance
system. They reactivated it at the last second and brought you aboard. | bear you no ill will, Chakotay. |
would only have spared you the fate | suffered. At least your desth would have been quick and painless”

Chakotay’ sjaw tensed as he became fully aware of the lengths Assyliawould go to achieve her warped
ends. He pitied her. No one could have endured what she had without suffering from serious mental
ingability. By giving her thisnew “life’” he suddenly wondered whether or not he had placedVoyager in
even greater danger than they were already facing.

“Computer,” he called, before she could say another word, “freeze program.”
Assyliastood before him, suspended intime.

“Compuiter, isthere sufficient memory within the holobuffersto sustain every aspect of this hologram if
the program is ended?’

“Affirmative”

Chakotay paused then said, “ Computer, end program.”

The Doctor examined his readings for the third time and concluded that if his plan wasto have any
chance of succeeding, he would have to act without further delay. The parasite had already compromised
over sixty percent of Tuvok’s central nervous system. The new life-form that was being created asa
result of this merging now completely enveloped Tuvok’ s head, neck, and torso, and was growing larger
with each hour that passed. Once the creature had been forced into astable and visible phasg, its
progress had dowed abit. The Doctor redlized that the multiphasic nature of the organism wasintrinsic to
its devel opment, though he was unsure exactly why. For the present, it was enough that the ion sweep
initiated by B’ Elanna had bought him more time to save Tuvok’slife.

The separation protocol he had devised was asrisky as any he had ever concelved. Under any other
circumstance, he would have rglected it out of hand. But the bottom line was there were no other
aternatives. Tuvok had not regained consciousness since hislast attempt to lock out the Doctor’s
program, and it was doubtful that unless the transformation could be halted he would never awaken
again. Thelevelsof neura simulation in his brain were beyond any he would have thought a humanoid
could survive. The chemicasthat regulated normal brain functions were being created and dispensed into
his system at unimaginable rates, and surprisngly, if the most recent brain scans were any indication, at
least part of Tuvok wasthriving. The centers of the brain that controlled complex calculations and
crestive thought were functioning well beyond any quantifiable capacity. Thisaone might account for
Tuvok’sinitial resstance to the Doctor’ s efforts. But the Doctor could clearly seethat Tuvok was
reaching a point where these functions would have to be taken over by the new life-form in order to be
sustained. At that point, Tuvok’s desth would be inevitable.



Seven of Nine entered briskly and said, “Y ou requested my presence?’

The Doctor verified that the neuropeptide infusion he had begun to replicate was amost complete before
hereplied, “Y es, Seven. Thank you. | will require competent support in order to initiate the separation
protocol which | have devised, and you are the only member of this crew with sufficient dexterity to assst
rTe”

Seven smiled faintly at the compliment. “ Explain the procedure, and | will comply,” shereplied, joining
him at the display station so that she could examine the readings as he spoke.

“The creature that initidly infected Tuvok remainsintact, and requires hedthy neurd tissuein order to
sudtain itstransformation. | believe the only way to drive the creature from Tuvok’ s body isto make what
little tissue had not yet been compromised less‘ gppetizing’ to it.”

Seven immediately understood the potential risksin what the Doctor was proposing.

“How do you intend to keep Lieutenant Tuvok stable while you are effectively poisoning therest of his
neura tissue?’

“The creature seemsto have adapted itsdlf to a specific chemica baance within Tuvok’ s neurd tissue.
Asit encroaches upon each new areg, there isa sgnificant decrease in neuropeptide levels. | believe that
these neuropeptides might be harmful to it in large quantities, however, asthey are appropriate to
Tuvok’ snorma brain functioning, the tissue we are targeting should not be adversely affected in thelong
term. | am smply trying to distract the cresture long enough to prevent it from attacking us aswe dowly
poisonit.”

“How do you intend to do that?” Seven asked.

“At the sametime | am regulating Tuvok’ s neuropeptide levels, you will be introducing minute doses of
the neura toxin we devel oped to counter the creatures we discovered aboard the array. | will need you
to monitor those levels. If we move too quickly, the creature will undoubtedly try and defend itself. By
attacking it dowly on two frontsit ismy hope that we will render it unableto effectively counter either
course.”

“I understand. Are you ready to begin?’ Seven asked.
The Doctor rechecked the smulations of the procedure one last time and nodded.

Moving to the biobed where Tuvok and the creature now rested, he raised the arch and studied the
aress of unaffected neurd tissue indicated on its display. He noted with an gpproving glance that Seven
had dready armed herself with ahypospray of the toxin to be injected into the creature and taken the

position opposite him.
Their eyes met one last time and then, in concentrated Slence, they began to work.

Initially, the procedure followed the exact course predicted by the smulations generated by the
computer. Just as the Doctor had anticipated, the parasite avoided al neurd tissue where the Doctor had
increased the neuropeptide levels. Itsrate of expansion dowed by twenty .. . fifty...and then dmost eighty
percent.



The toxin Seven was injecting directly into the creature seemed to have little effect. Asthe Doctor
watched the organism’ s cdlls absorb and integrate the poi son she was introducing into its system, it
occurred to him that in such smal dosesthis particular formulation was unlikely to serioudy damage the
Cresture.

Once the creature s expansion had been reduced to amost nothing, Seven dowly began to elevate her
injection levels. For amoment, the Doctor wasintensely pleased to see that the parasite did not seem to
perceive the tissue he had treated as a viable source of continued growth. Only when Seven reached
forty-five percent of maximum did the procedure come to an abrupt halt.

A whip-thin appendage burst from its place just below Tuvok’ s shoulder and sent Sevenreding. The
Doctor barely escaped the same fate, automatically reverting to a permeable form before the tentacle
amed at him diced through the air.

As Seven recovered her balance and approached the biobed more cautioudy, the Doctor watched with
perplexed darm asthe cresture’ s growth rate began to expand more rapidly than it had at any point thus
far.

Severd decksaway, in engineering, Ensign Vorik, the only other VVulcan member of Voyager’ screw,
was busy calculating the actua event horizon of the singularity based upon the course the ship had taken
in boarding the array when a searing pain arced from the top of his head down through his chest. He
immediately dropped the padd he had been using and fell to hisknees, then to hisside, cradling his head
in both hands as Ensign Peterson called for an emergency medical transport.

Kathryn had aways despised the rigid and uncomfortable testing facilities where Academy cadets
reported quarterly for technical examinations. Thiswas duein equa partsto the design and purpose of
the rooms where the examinations were given. Theinevitable anxiety that knotted within her each time
she crossed the threshold to that room all but consumed her, no matter how well prepared she was for
her tests.

Long benches with low desktops circled two-thirds of the room, arena-style. The distance between the
cadet’ s seat and individua workspace was cal culated to the specifications of each cadet’ sweight and
body structure to provide maximum ergonomic support during the long and rigorous exams. Nonethel ess,
asthe exams Stretched into the sixth and, in some cases, saventh hour, Kathryn, like most of her fellow
students, found hersalf hunched over, head resting on the desktop as she struggled to pry something
resembling a coherent response from her lethargic and uncoopertive brain.

Resigning hersdlf to the task before her, Kathryn sat at attention and waited for the proctor to distribute
the examination padds. An irritating cresking noise was coming from behind the podium where the
proctor usualy stood to announce the test section, and the room wasfilled to capacity with eager faces,
but as Kathryn searched in vain for the source of the creaking, she redlized that she did not recognize
anyone dsein theroom. She toyed briefly with the possibility that she wasin the wrong room. Perhaps
she had found her way into afirst- or second-year examination.

At that moment she realized that she had no business being here. She had graduated from the Academy
years ago.



Creak...cresk...
That sound again. There was adow, soothing rhythmto it, which did little to mitigate its grating tone.
Creak...cresk...creak...

Kathryn rose from her station and craned her neck to look past the rather tall humanoid seated in front
of her, but was unable to see beyond the podium to the source of the sound. She searched in vain for the
smal comm button embedded in each station to dert the proctor to the fact that a student had completed
asection or required assistance. Frustrated, she was about to smply make her way down to the exit aide
when apadd and smal holographic image of a Class-M planet appeared before her. Smilar items
materialized at each station, and rather than disrupt the others, she chose to resume her sest.

Though she was certain that she wasn't supposed to be taking thistest, her curiosity got the better of her
and she picked up the padd and began to read over its contents.

The series of equations that streamed across the padd were relatively smple. These were caculations
that provided for the planet’ s density, gravity, and compostion. With asigh she decided that thishad to
be afirst-year exam. But as she continued to read she saw that each successive equation was more
complex than the last. The equations suggested that the planet was infinitely more than any single planet
could possibly be. Inits present form it existed, theoreticaly at least, in not three but seven different
dimensons.

Eight.
No...nine...
Creak...credk...

Scrolling to the bottom of the padd, she struggled to wrap her mind around the nature of the question
being posed in the exam. As she didn’t recognize the construction of most of the dgorithms before her,
thiswas an dmost impossible task.

A subtle radiance caught her attention. Turning to her right, she saw that the cadet seated next to her had
placed his hands around the holographic planet before him. Glancing at his padd, she watched the
equations shift automatically asthe planet grew brighter and brighter. Momentslater she had to avert her
eyes asthe planet became aglowing ball of fire.

The cadet removed his hands and returned his attention to his padd, shaking his head. The moment his
hands were gone, the planet returned to its natural—or, in this case, decidedly unnaturad—form.

Creak...credk...

Turning from the cadet on her right, Kathryn studied the planets that were being manipulated by the rest
of the cadets taking the test. Some of them glowed as the one on her right had done. Otherswere
covered with sheets of ice. Some were several times smaller or larger than they should have been, and a
few had left their satic position on their respective workstations and were zinging around the room,
crashing into one another and exploding in bursts, dissolving into liquefied masses, or being duplicated by
factors of ten or more.

Thiswasridiculous. Apart from the fact that there was no obvious point to this exam that she could see,



it didn’t appear that any of the others were having better luck than she was.

Kathryn moved as gingerly as she could behind the seats of the others and made her way to the center
ade. From this vantage point she could see awooden chair behind the podium. The chair had gently
curved dats at its base which alowed the person seated to rock gently back and forth. Here at least was
the source of the annoying creaking sound. But she could not see who was seated in the chair.

Striding briskly down the steps that separated her from the podium, she saw hands, hundreds of hands
at the ends of hundreds of arms adl attached to the same torso, moving amost quicker than her eye could
perceive. Their motion was hurried without being frantic. As the hands moved, huge folds of fabric
unfurled at the base of the chair.

Kathryn moved dowly around the edges of the fabric, which lapped toward her like waves carried in by
asurging tide. She had to see the face of the one who was sewing thistapestry, whichinnotimeat all, it
seemed, would cover every square inch of the examination room.

Placing a gentle hand on the back of the chair, Kathryn stopped its movement. A head sat atop the
torso. The hands continued their rapid work, but the heed lifted dightly at Kathryn’stouch. Asit turned
to face her, Kathryn saw that the oval areawhere she had expected to see some semblance of eyes,
nose, and mouth was avoid of blackness.

Asghetried to takethisin, agruff voice spoke from the void.

“Y ou can help me, or you can help them,” it said. “Y ou can’t do both.”
“What arethey trying to do?’ Kathryn asked.

“Solvethe problem,” the facelessface replied.

“But | don’'t seethe problem,” Kathryn said, her frustration mounting.

“Then you had best stay out of our way,” the sewer replied, returning its attention to itswork and
resuming itsrocking.

One of the planets came zooming toward her. Kathryn caught it indtinctively, asif it were a perfectly
amed hover-bal. The moment she touched it, an unexpected sense of power flowed through her.
Suddenly, al of the equations on the padd were part of the fabric of her mind. She could seethem in thelr
infinite possibility and realized at once that this planet was not aplanet at dl.

This planet was her mind' s representation of the entire universe, in dozens of different dimensions. She
suddenly remembered Seven of Nine, standing before her in her ready room, exactly when she could not
recall, describing acomputer that could hold every quantifiable fact of dl living and nonliving thingsin the
gaaxy. It had sounded like an impossibility a the time, but in this moment, her mind contained the
processing power of that computer.

This universe was hers...to do with as shewould.

She could not deny that she was tempted to play. The rest of the cadets seemed to be enjoying their
work, and given the vast possibilities at her fingertips, she could hardly blame them. What would this
universelook likeif oneremoved dl but ten dimensions? The fact that she could concelve of ten
dimensionswas dizzying, but as she thought it, she watched the planet begin to erupt violently, losing its



spherica formin favor of anirregularly shaped mess.

“Stop that!” the gruff and ageless voice from the chair commanded. “Y ou don't know what you're
doing. None of them do.”

“But...” Kathryn started to protest.
“Giveittome!”
And with that, the misshapen planet flew from Kathryn's hands, and with it went her ability to

understand not only what she had been doing but why she had cared to do it at al. She watched,
fascinated as the planet flew into the hands of the creature in the chair and evaporated into countless

threads, which were busily woven into the ever-expanding tapestry.
Kathryn thought back.

Thebeginning.

Thedlrings.

And now...thefabric of theuniverse,

She studied the tapestry more closely and redlized that the edges crawling toward her were starting to
fray. No matter how fast the cresture in the chair sewed, it seemed some inevitable chaotic force was

determined to unrave itswork.
Theimbaance.
“PHOEBE!” Kathryn shouted at the top of her lungs.

Phoebe rose from her position at one of the hundreds of workstations. Taking the steps that separated
them two at atime, Kathryn rushed to her side.

“Arethese your people?’ the captain demanded.
“Yes,” Phoebe nodded.
“And that thing in the chair?’

“Itisdso of us”

“What | did...with the planet...or what | thought | could do...” she sammered, struggling to find the
right words.

“Isal within our grasp,” Phoebe finished for her.
Kathryn didn’t know which was worse, the ignorance or the arrogance she saw before her.
“And you are the Nacene?’ Janeway asked.

“Before we opened the gateway, we did not understand that there were others. We did not call



oursalves anything as there was no need to differentiate ourselves from any other sentient life-form. Only
those who remain in your space-time congtruct understand that term asyou do.”

“This power you wigld...you enjoy it?" Kathryn demanded.
“Itisof us. Itiswhat we do,” Phoebe replied.

“Butitisdangerous,” Kathryn said dowly asif she weretrying to explain quantum mechanicsto avery
smadl, very stupid child.

“Toyou, certainly,” Phoebe said. “ But we can undo what has been done.”

Janeway remembered the Caretaker, the first Nacene she encountered. She remembered how he had
dismissed her asa*“minor bipedal species.” Given what she now knew...what it was to be Nacene, she
could hardly blame him. But she had never imagined hundreds or thousands like him, randomly
experimenting with the fabric of space and time, matter and antimaiter, life and desth, s mply because they
could.

“Who isthe Nacenein the chair?’ Kathryn asked.

“They arethe Others...the ones who locked themselvesinside our former home when the gateway was
closed.”

“The gateway...?" Janeway said, and as she did o, realized that Phoebe could be referring to only one
thing...the entire artificialy congtructed Monorhan system.

Phoebe smiled, pleased at her pupil’ s progress.

“The gateway isno longer stable, isit?’ Janeway thought aoud. “When we collapsed that star and the
sngularity wasformed...the sngularity that is growing larger by the microsecond....we broke something
we didn’t even know wasthere, didn’t we?’

“Y ou couldn’'t have known,” Phoebe said. “What you experience as ‘ Monorhan space’ isunstablein
ways you do not fully comprehend. Itsingtability is now unacceptable. Theinitid imbaance was
temporarily corrected by closing the gateway, but |, and many others, believed that the patch would not
hold. Thosg, like me, who remained in your construct did so in an honest effort to solve this problem, and
now we require your help.”

Kathryn hated to rush to judgment, but based on what she had aready seen, she had ahard time
imagining hersalf helping Phoebe or her people do anything. The only being she had ever encountered
with anything approaching their destructive capability was Q. But for dl of hisirritating arrogance, he had
never done anything to her knowledge as massively careless asthe Nacene.

Finaly she asked, “Why must | help you?’

“Because you are the only one who can.”

Chapter 13

Chakotay hadn't spent much time aonein the captain’ s ready room. Apart from her quarters, Kathryn



had only this modest space off the bridge to call her own. Though most Starfleet captains serving aboard
smdler Federation vessdls made do with similar accomodations,Voyager had been designed with other
amenitiesfor the cgptain’ s exclusive use, including a private dining room, which had been sacrificed to the
necessity of Voyager' s circumstances and become Nedix’ s kitchen. The uneasy first officer paced the
area between the entrance and the windows, awaiting B’ Elanna sarriva, and did his best to avoid even
looking at the empty chair behind Kathryn’s desk. She had disappeared over ten hours earlier, and
though he was along way from losing hope, every moment that passed without finding her, or even a
solid lead as to where she might have gone, added to the weary burden he bore.

He respected Kathryn. She was aforce of nature who had entered his heart four years earlier and taken
up permanent residence. Her absolute certainty thatVVoyager and her crew would overcome dl of the
odds stacked againgt them and return to the Alpha Quadrant someday reinforced hisfaith and
transformed his doubts to hope.

Without her...

Hewould do what he could and what he must. He would not dishonor her by failing to live up to her
fierce and | ofty expectations. But her losswould break his spirit in away hewould never be ableto
express.. . to anyone but her.He was not willing to even consider that possibility at the moment. Duty
demanded that he push it from his mind until every aternative had been exhausted. The tightrope they had
walked daily together since their journey home had begun was suspended above a pit of uncertainty, and
Chakotay had dways secretly suspected that the rope would sngp without their unflinching mutua
resolve.

His gaze strayed again to her empty desk. Despite the room’ sillumination, the faint blue light of the
docking bay pouring through the room’ s observation windows cast a pulsating glow acrossitslondy
surface that beat in rhythm with his heart. Each best marked the distance between them, and with their
inexorable passing pushed him closer to accepting the unacceptable.

A chiming at the door pulled him from these thoughts and he cdlled, “Comein.”
To hissurprise, Nedix entered, asking, “Am | disturbing you, Commander?’
“Of coursenot,” hereplied. “Report.”

“I havefinished my study of the Monorhan documents we recovered, and there are afew things | felt |
should bring to your attention.”

“Certainly,” Chakotay nodded. He remained standing, shifting hisweight dightly from sideto side.

Neelix could sense his discomfort, and, keeping his eyesfixed on Chakotay’ sface so asnot to even
suggest the loss that hung heavy between them by acknowledging the emptiness of the rest of the room,

began to speak.

“| believe that the entity we came to know as‘ Phoebe’ may very well be related to the entity the
Monorhans call their Blessed All-Knowing Light. At thevery leadt, she...or they...will most likely be
fighting on the same side of the battle that isto come.”

“What battle?” Chakotay asked.

“Areyou familiar with the Heresy of Gremadia, Commander?’ Nedlix asked.



“Of course,” hereplied. “That wasthe belief in the promised city caled Gremadia. . .the belief that
caused division between the Fourteenth Tribe and the other tribes of Monorha.”

“That'samogt right,” Nedlix said. “Had that belief been the only difference between the Fourteenth
Tribe and the others, | don't believe the Fourteenth Tribe would have been so difficult for the rest of
Monorhato accept.”

“Explain,” Chakotay said.

“Thered problem with the heresy isnot its assumption of the promised city. The problem isthe
suggestion that the Blessed All-Knowing Light, the one god worshipped by al Monorhans, would have
had to build the city in the first placein order to do battle with other entities, or gods. Y ou see, for most
of Monorha, monotheismis an essentiad tenant of their faith.”

“l see,” Chakotay said.

“Dagan sad that the All-Knowing Light would restore the * harmony that was broken.” But that harmony
could only be overcome at the end of a battle between the All-Knowing Light, and hisfollowers, against
some he cdled the Others.”

“Are you suggesting that we have found ourselvesin the middle of somekind of civil war?” Chakotay
asked.

Nedlix nodded. “I am, Commander. Naomi’ s description of Phoebein her true form and the effect on
the Caretaker’ sremains mean that Phoebe was probably Nacene. Just asthe Caretaker unintentiona ly
destroyed Ocampa and devoted the rest of his existence to compensating for thatbroken harmony, |
believe the Nacene were dso instrumental in damaging Monorhan space. There are too many properties
to this system that do not obey naturd laws. Ensgn Kim was kind enough to explain in some detail the
few that | could understand. But with the Caretaker and Suspiria, there was disagreement between them
as to how to proceed once the harmony had been broken. The Caretaker remained aboard the array so
that he could tend to the Ocampa. Suspiriatook some of the Ocampawith her. Phoebe and the Blessed
All-Knowing Light must have found themselvesin asmilar disagreement with these Others.”

“But we don't know why Suspiriatook...” Chakotay interrupted.
“Kesdid,” Nedlix added.
Thiswas newsto Chakotay.

“Kesand | talked many times about her experiences while in contact with Suspiria. Though Suspiriawas
able to exponentidly heighten the naturd abilitiesthat Kesand dl of the Ocampashare, and that was
aluring to her, Kes aways believed that ultimately Suspiria sintentions toward her people were
malevolent. Suspiriadidn’t care for her people, the way her mate did. She took them so that she could
continue experimenting with them. Kes sensed aneed for power and control in Suspiriathat went far
beyond the more nurturing, if misguided, efforts of the Caretaker.”

“If what you're saying is correct,” Chakotay said, “then one Nacene, or group of Nacene, may be
functioning like the Caretaker, stabilizing Monorhan space, while the other, Phoebe and/or this
All-Knowing Light, are working to undermine their effortsfor their own ends.”



“Which iswherethe Key comesin,” Nedlix added.
“How 07’
“The Key opensthe conduit of light,” Nedlix continued.

“Assyliatold methat her people believed that was merely a metaphor for the truth the Key reveded,”
Chakotay said.

“I think they might have been wrong about that,” Nedlix said. “ Dagan does describe the mechanism
wherethe Key fitsand | have found something very smilar to what he described aboard the array.”

“Where?’

Nedix handed Chakotay a padd that showed a diagram of the mechanism'’ slocation. It took Chakotay
only amoment to redlize that the mechanism was centered at the base of the spore sack he had
discovered aboard the array.

Nedlix continued as Chakotay tried to work this piece into the puzzle. * According to Dagan, the  owner’
of the Key isthe only one who can useit to unlock the conduit of light. Thiswill destroy the boundary
that separates the All-Knowing Light and hisfollowers from the Others.”

“Soif the captain were to place the Key in thismechanism...” Chakotay began.

“And if the boundary that separates them is Monorhan space...” Nedlix added.

“Then Phoebe and the Nacene who are with her will be forced to fight the battle with the Otherswho
aretrying to maintain this space,” Chakotay finished.

“That’ swhy shetook the captain,” Nedlix said. “ She hasto keep the captain away from the Key and the
lock.”

“Why didn’t shejust kill her?” Chakotay wondered.

Nedix hestated before he said, “If Seven wasright about Dagan’ s death causing the changesin the Blue
Eye, then it is possible that the captain’ s death might destabilize the system in asimilar way. Perhaps
Phoebe was trying to prevent that from happening. At any rate, we don’t know the limits of the Nacene's
abilities, but if thisarray isany indication, they go far beyond what we know of the Caretaker or Suspiria.
Bottom line, Commander, if the captainis till aive, | doubt very much that Phoebe will ever return her to
lJSI”

Chakotay swalowed hard. Much as he hated to admit it, Nedlix was probably right.

But even asthefragile shards of hope that he was clinging to began to dip from his grasp, Chakotay
redized that he fill had at least onefina card to play in thisgame.

“What would happen if someone other than the captain placed the Key initslock?’ he asked.
Nedlix paused to consider.

“I honestly don’t know. Probably nothing,” he replied.



“Or Phoebe might come back to stop us. If the captain is dead then the next person to touch it should be
the new owner.”

“I don't know, Commander...” Nedix said warily.

But Chakotay felt his spirits reviving as he continued. “If the captain isthe only onethat can usethe Key,
and we placeitinthelock...it won't work. And we' |l know she’ s till dive. If it works...”

“But won't that be worse...for dl of us?” Nedlix asked.
“| doubt very much that Phoebe will let us get that far,” Chakotay said.

The door chimed again. Chakotay called, “Enter,” and B’ Elanna strode quickly into the room, Tom and
Harry at her hedls.

“Chakotay,” she began without waiting for permission to spesk, “you haveto seethis.”
“What isit?" he asked, somewhat unwilling to be derailed from his present line of thinking.

“Tomand Harry...” shesaid before obvioudy redizing that in her enthusiasm she was steding thelr
thunder. She nodded to Tom, who was beaming from ear to ear.

“Lieutenant?’ Chakotay directed at Tom.
“We ve discovered how the tetryon transport system works,” he said.
“Canwe useit to leave the array safely?’ Chakotay asked.

Things might befaling into place after al. If we can force Phoebe to return the captain, and we can use
the array’ stransportersto leave. ..

Chakotay’ s mind was racing with new possihilities.
“No,” Harry jumped in.

Chakotay looked between the three of them, crestfallen and curious as to why, based on this statement,
they weredl ill amiling.

“Thenwhat...?” hesad, at aloss.
“We can useit to get alot farther than that,” Harry said.

Tom stepped dightly forward. His bright blue eyes blazing, Tom finaly made their enthusiasm clear for
Chakotay.

“We can useit to get home, Commander.”

Vorik felt better. As he rested on one of sickbay’s empty biobeds, the crushing weight that had



descended so suddenly upon his mind had begun to lift, thanksin large part to the neurd inhibitor that the
Doctor had placed on hisforehead. The Doctor stood beside him, running amedical tricorder around his
head and neck and clucking softly &t the readings he was seeing.

Taking severa dow, measured breaths, Vorik tried to remember exactly what he had been doing before
the painful interruption. ..something about the sngularity’ sevent horizon. ..

Vorik.

The voice wasin hismind. The shooting pain that had so recently brought him to his knees threatened to
cripple him again asthe Doctor stopped in midscan to ask, “What just happened, Ensign?’

“I don't know...” he managed through gritted teeth, clutching his head in both of his handsto keep it
Stabilized atop his neck.

“I"'m detecting a drop in neuropeptide production in your limbic system,” the Doctor said, attempting to
hidehisadam.

The Doctor quickly coded a hypospray, and with a soft hiss the medication flowed from Vorik’ s neck
directly into his bloodstream.

A few breaths|later, Vorik again seemed camer.
“Canyou tdl mewhen...” the Doctor began.

But Vorik couldn’t hear him. Thistime, what entered his mind was afragment of amemory. Hewas
sested across from Tuvok in the messhall, long after his duty shift had ended. They were playingkal-toh,
aVulcan strategy game where severa small pieces were arranged to form a semblance of a sphere, but
only the proper dignment of each piecein relation to the otherswould result in perfection. Tuvok wasa
magter of the game. This particular match had taken place over severa daysand, if this moment was any
indication, would take as many more as Vorik’ s dense brain would require. It wasn't that Tuvok was
letting him win, though Vorik knew full well that had Tuvok so desired, their game would have ended
within hours of itsinception. Thiswas meant to be ingtructiond for the young Vulcan, an exercisein
disciplined gtrategic thinking more than atest of the players respective skills.

What differentiated this moment from his actua recollection of the game wasthat as he sat staring at the
configuration of metal pieces, he could actualy see the solutions.

All of them.

The complexity of the gamelay partidly in the fact that hundreds of different combinations could result in
avictory. A skilled player could see several dozen steps ahead of any given move. Tuvok could probably
seetwicethat many.

But when Vorik played, he was, invariably, making a best guess with each move.

Until now.

Somehow the precise order of nineteen moves that would lead to the quickest victory, no matter how

Tuvok choseto counter, was as clear to him as any text on apadd. Fifty variations that would draw the
game out longer but lead to the same conclusion were aso vividly playing out in hismind.



What was overwhelming about this experience was the absol ute peace that accompanied the certainty
which consumed him. It was unlike anything he had ever known before.

Vorik.
Thevoice again.
Thistime Vorik knew it was Tuvok’ svoice.

Turning his head dightly to the right, he saw Tuvok lying behind the forcefield, amass of pulsing tentacles
obscuring most of hisbody. But Tuvok. ..whole and separate from the entity that was joining with
him...was 4ill anindividud apart from that creature.

And Tuvok needed him.
Over the Doctor’ s strenuous objections, Vorik sat abruptly up and crossed to the forcefield.
“You must dlow meto pass,” he said with asoft urgency.

“I'm afraid that’ simpossible, Ensign,” the Doctor replied. “Now kindly return to your biobed. Y ou may
bein seriousdanger...”

With uncharacteristic rage, Vorik dapped his hand againgt the forcefield. Willing himsdlf to endure the
pain as hisfingers began to fry, he stared hard at the Doctor, who called within seconds, “ Compuiter,
lower theforcefield around station one.”

Without another glance, Vorik moved to the head of the bed and gingerly placed his hands on whét little
flesh of Tuvok’ sface remained vishble.

“Enggn, what areyou...?’ the Doctor sammered, fully aware that he was not in control of this moment
but somehow flabbergasted just the same at how quickly the worm had turned.

“My mind to your mind,” Vorik said softly, initiating the mind-meld that he somehow knew would be
Tuvok'slast link to theliving world. “My thoughtsto your...”

But before he could complete the last word. ... thoughts. ... the meld took him and he returned to the state
of peace and harmony that he had never before known.

The Doctor stood by, virtualy helpless. True, he could have overpowered Vorik had he chosen and
forced him to comply with hiswishes. He was not ahuge fan of mind-meldsin theory or practice, though
he had to acknowledge that this skill had come in handy on afew occasionsin his practice aboard
Voyager.

But the smplefact of the matter was that he had run out of optionsfor treating Tuvok. The creature
would be fully formed in afew hours, perhaps less. Tuvok was about to die, and there was
nothing....absolutely nothing....that he could do about it unless Tuvok stopped resisting his only trestment
option. He dlowed himsdlf to nurture aslent hope that whatever V orik was doing might somehow bring
Tuvok to his senses. After hislast disastrous attempt to separate Tuvok from the creature, he had been



forced to conclude that the cause of hisfailure had been Tuvok himself. He did not want to be cured. He
had indicated in every way imaginable from the moment he had been brought back on board that he
wanted thistransformation to happen. At the very least, should Vorik succeed, he might gain someinsight
into Tuvok’ sthoughts. The Doctor had faced failure of this magnitude on precious few occasons and
didn’t like to admit to himself that he hesitated to stop Vorik because the attempt was the lesser of dl
evilshewas currently facing.

Vorik stood perfectly till, hiseyes closed, his head lifted dightly. The Doctor thought he saw the faintest
hint of asmile playing acrossthe ensagn’ sface, but that seemed unlikely. Vorik reminded him of nothing
s0 much as himsdf, when he siood aonein his sckbay on aquiet morning listening to Mozart or Puccini.

Moments later, Vorik nodded his head, till entranced. He did not open his eyes until he had removed
his hands from Tuvok’ sface, but when he did, they burned with afire he had seen only once beforein
the ensign, atempestuous passion that could have been mistaken by aless experienced hologram for the
onset of thePon farr.

“I have been asked to relay two messages, Doctor,” Vorik said evenly, his calm, cold voice bringing the
moretypica mask of Vulcan restraint over therest of hisface.

“By al means,” the Doctor replied, not bothering to hide his annoyance.

“Tuvok intends to complete this transformation. He does not wish you to take any further stepsto
preventit.”

“That sthe message”?’ the Doctor said pointedly. “Was there anything €l se? Perhaps something | hadn't
aready intuited from Tuvok’ s behavior over the past ten hours?’

“You will not understand,” Vorik replied, crossing to the Doctor and gazing at him with something that
resembled pity.

“Try me, Enggn.”
“Areyou familiar with the Vulcan principle of theKol-ut-shan 7’ he asked.

“It meansinfinite diveraty ininfinite combinations,” the Doctor answered matter-of-factly. * For most
Vulcansit isaphilosophical concept or afocus for meditation. However, | believe that there are certain
Vulcan...what would be the word....mydtics.... who have gone so far asto suggest thet it isaso agtate
of being which aVulcan may aspireto. Of course this experiential Kol-ut-shan ispracticaly impossibleto
achieve, not unlike a human mydtic achieving Nirvana, or the Questran notion of Soumantica. ”

Vorik’s next words were difficult for the Doctor to accept, despite the uncharacteristic passion that
burned behind the young Vulcan’ s eyes as he said them. “ Once the transformation is complete, Tuvok
will live as one with the new life-form that is gestating within him. In this state he will achieveK ol -ut-shan.
Wheat is happening to Tuvok isagift. It isnot something any VVulcan would willingly refuse.”

“Does he dso understand that hisbody will die? What useisit to experienceinfinite diversity ininfinite
combinationsif onewon't be around long enough to enjoy it?’

“But hewill,” Vorik replied, thelight flaming again in his eyes. “ The man we have known as Tuvok will
die, but hiskatra, hisessence, dl that makes him truly what heis, will survive. Wewill suffer, but he will
never again know the torment of life...only itspossibilities”



The Doctor frowned.

Vorik’ swords painted a pretty picture. What he described was something akin to the fulfillment of his
most secret desire to actually become human. But he could not believe such athing wasredlly possible.

“That iscomforting to know, Enggn,” hefindly replied. “Especidly sncethereispreciouslittle| canto
do prevent it.” Tossing histricorder on the workstation, he was about to raise the forcefield again when it
occurred to him to ask, “What was the second message”?’

“Before hisbody dies, Tuvok wishesto speak to someone caled Assylia”

Janeway stood on agently doping rise above adimly lit plain. Thefield below was awash with chaotic
activity. It was a battle. That was easy enough to see. The two opposing sides appeared to be equally
matched. The dying lay strewn about like discarded playthings.

She turned to see Phoebe standing beside her.
There were athousand questions she wanted to ask.
What wasthis place?

How did this moment fit into the picture that was coming dimly into focus, theimage of the Nacene,
fighting among themsdves to find the solution to the problem posed by the strings?

She wondered whether or not this struggle was gtill ongoing, until a degper fear struck her.

Perhaps thiswas avison not of the past, but of the future....afuture in which she now had ahand to
play.

A flutter of motion caught Janeway’ s eye. Turning to look over her shoulder, she saw avast army
arrayed behind Phoebe, standing on the rise, watching the battle bel ow, just as she was. She recognized
some of them...which wasto say, she recognized their species. Among the throng were Hirogen, Borg,
Ocampa, llliderians...amost every race she had encountered in her voyage through the Delta Quadrant,
and countless others she could not name.

One of them who vaguely resembled a Monorhan male pushed hisway through the throng, and called to
those assembled in acommanding voice, “Wherewill you sland?’

The assembly stared blankly a him. It was asif they were dl certain that to enter the fray unleashed on
the field was certain degth, and though they clearly had astake in the outcome, they were unwilling to
sacrifice themsdavesto assure their victory.

“Weareone!” the Monorhan cried again. “We have experienced life beyond time and know now that
our infinite existence was ill too small. The Otherswill force you to choose between davery and exile. |
would make another choice, here and now. | would choose victory!”

Janeway felt her heart riseto the cdll of this stranger’ swords. Though she had no obvious persona stake
in the outcome of this battle, the force of his passons cdled out to her to stand with him and face death



rather than shrink from thisfight.

But the faces of the listeners did not flame with the same passion Janeway felt surging within her. It was
difficult to place asingle name on so many disparate and dien expressions, but the best description that
cameto Janeway’ s mind waspity.

Turning his back to the othersin defiance, the valiant and doomed speaker ran to the edge of the cliff
and legped. Though from this height Janeway could only assume that he had aready met aviolent desth
when hefdl to the ground below, moments later she saw him clearly join the battle.

Finally it dawned on her that, like Phoebe, these must all be Nacene who had taken other forms. In their
more“natura” state, they appeared as flowing masses of trand ucent energy like the thousands who were
engaging one another on thefield below.

In aflash of light, something shot upward from amid the Nacene assembled behind Janeway, and took
flight into the sky. It was astrange Sight, astar rising with the same speed it might have fallen from the
heavens. Moments | ater, other members of the crowd began to follow. For adazzling minute, the sky
wasfilled with their beautiful exodus. Many of those on the battlefield turned to witness the spectacle.
Oncethe last had fled, the baitle was resumed, though it seemed to Janeway that this desertion had given
one sde energy and enthusiasm to pursue their ends that had been absent in the more evenly matched
battle that had been waged moments before,

Janeway and Phoebe were alone upon therise.

“Why didn’t they follow him into battle?” Janeway demanded.

“Wewereafraid,” Phoebereplied smply. “Wewanted to live.... to explore...it is our nature. Wedid
not understand that thiswas our moment. In Exosia, time does not force us to make such choices.”

Exosa?

Janeway had heard that word before.

“Exogaisyour reddm?’ she asked.

“Itisour home.”

“Wait aminute,” Janeway interjected hastily. “When we encountered the Caretaker’ s mate, Suspiria, we
weretold that Exosiawas her ream. It was the place she went to when shewasn't present with the
Ocampa she had taken to her array.”

“Who told you that?’ Phoebe asked with barely concedled contempt.

“The Ocampawho led usto her...hisnamewas... Tanis, | believe,” Janeway replied, annoyed.

“Then hewas misnformed,” Phoebe said flatly.

“I beg your pardon?’

“The Nacene you knew as Suspiriawas aliar,” Phoebe said. “I am certain she was attempting to reenter
Exosa...shewas probably using the lifeforce and abilities of the...what did you cdl them...?”



1] OC&T]pa_ . ”

“Y es, the Ocampa, to create some crude key of her own. But she has been barred from Exosiaaong
with the rest of usfor tens of thousands of your years. Whatever the Ocampawho followed her were
told...whatever they believed. .. neither she nor any of them would ever have been capable of entering
Exosiawithout usand the Key.”

Janeway considered this and spared amoment of regret for those Suspiria had mided before another
question rose to the surface of her mind.

“Didyou say Suspiriawas aliar.... asin, sheisno longer...” Janeway let the thought trail off.
“I can no longer sense her among us.”

“Then she' sdead?’ Janeway asked, asthe faint hope of ever encountering her again and perhaps
helping her to see reason and returnVVoyager to the Alpha Quadrant started to fade.

“Not asyou understand it. But | am confident that if Exosawas her god, the Others have found away
to put astop to her efforts that would be more permanent than death.”

Janeway paused and looked again at the tumultuousfield. “Isthisavision of Exosia?” Janeway asked,
taking in every detall of the field and the outcropping of rock on which she stood.

Phoebe smiled.

“Of course not. Y ou could not survive therein your present form. Our existence thereis beyond you.
Thisisthe place between. . .the place where the last battle was fought and logt.”

Janeway struggled to piece together the fragments of information she had gleaned through her journeys
with Phoebe.

“Let meseeif | havethisright,” shesaid. “Y ou and the Others were once in Exosia, where you
discovered the strings. Y ou learned to interact with them and somehow that knowledge alowed you to
leave Exosaand enter our dimenson?’

“We played with them, as you played with your toys when you were a child. But asyou saw, to touch
one, wasto disrupt them all.”

“ S0 the strings which somehow form the fabric of al space-time were disrupted by your... play?’
Janeway asked, incredulous.

“We meant no harm,” Phoebe replied.

Neither would afive-year-old who picked up a phaser, Janeway thought. But that wouldn't changethe
outcomeat all.

“Bethat asit may, you created the imbalance and your choice to remain in our dimension o that you
could continueplaying forced the Others to close the gateway between Exosiaand our dimension to
prevent the imbalance from getting any worse?’



“Yes,” Phoebereplied.
“What isthe nature of theimbaance?’ Janeway asked.
“Y ou have seen part of it for yoursdlf,” Phoebe answered.

Janeway thought back. She had forced the children out of her mother’ s home, just as some of the strings
must have been forced from Exosiawhen the opening between Exosiaand what Janeway considered
normal space-time was created.

Thelight.

Suddenly she remembered vividly the strange glowing balls that had approached the house once the
children were gone, and theiicy inexplicable terror their presence created in her.

“It hasto do with photonic energy, doesn't it?” Janeway theorized.

“It does,” Phoebe replied. “There can be no photonic energy within Exosa. It isdisruptive to our natura
dtate. Before the gateway was closed, it began to bleed into our existence in away that
was...dangerous.”

Turning again to the battlefield, Janeway redlized that the struggle had ended. A host of Nacene—the
victors,she did not doubt—were rising into the sky, much like those who had abandoned the fierce and
vaiant warrior who had tried to lead them. Asthey did so, the landscape began to take on aform that
was somehow familiar. What had been an anonymous rock face and a barren field took on amore
specific quality. The colors...the textures. . .she could not put her finger on this place, but she knew
beyond adoubt that the familiarity wasredl.

A lonefigure rose from among the dead. It was the vaguely Monorhan warrior. He cried out in avoice
that echoed throughout this new creetion. In any language, the sound would have communicated clearly
his utter despair.

Ashiscry died out, two stars rose above the horizon. Janeway had spent severd days andyzing them
and knew them at once. They were the two suns of the Monorhan system, Protin and the Blue Eye. But
even with her naked eyes, Janeway could seethat the Blue Eye at its birth in no way resembled the
warped, collapsed star they had discovered only afew days earlier.

“Monorhan space wasthe place... in between,” Janeway said in recognition. “It wasthefirst placein our
gpace-time that was damaged by your play, wasn't it?’ she asked.

“It was. Those of uswho remained behind chose exile rather than return. Thisredlity was created after
the Others had retreated to Exosia. Life was not meant to exist here. The Others had forbidden it.”

“But why?’ Janeway asked. “Why not return to Exosiawith the Others?’

“And spend eternity tending to the strings?” Phoebe asked.

Janeway remembered the strange figure seated in the chair and its constant fruitless sewing. Compared
to Phoebe and her fellow Nacene, those who were actively engaged in constructing and deconstructing

an entire universe, she could easily understand Phoebe' s choice, however irrespongible it might have
been.



Another thought struck her.

“Y ou said life was not meant to exist here. But Monorhaisfilled with life. How did that happen?’ she
asked.

“Our life gavelifeto this place. It is of us, though the creatures that arose once we had |eft are not,”
Phoebe replied.

“Isthat why the Monorhans, and the shipsthat they built using their natural resources cannot leavethis
system?’ Janeway asked.

“They are anomalous, just as you consider thisregion of space to be anomalous,” Phoebe answered.
“They should not exist here. The one that gave our potentia for life to them did not foresee that the very
life he gave them would bind them to this place for dl eternity. Though that which isimpossible exists here
through hiswill, that will did not stretch beyond the gateway and could not sustain them beyond its
borders.”

“Who isthe onethat you are speaking of 7’ Janeway asked.

“Look...”

Janeway turned again to the field. The single Monorhan-looking Nacene was moving among the dead.
Ashedid, he collected them, gathering up their remains and forming them into an object he held firmly
with both hands.

“TheKey,” Janeway said in utter disbelief.

“Yes,” Phoebe answered.

“And what doesthe Key do?’ Janeway asked.

“It was created so that when we learned from this existence how to solve the problem, how to balance
the strings without destroying this dimension or countless others, we could return home and share our
knowledge with the Others. Without it, those who remained behind and undertook this great cause will
be trapped here forever. The Key opensthe conduit, and is the only safe way for usto return home.”

Janeway didn’t want to sympathize with Phoebe. The reckless abandon with which her entire species
had wreaked havoc on their own dimension and now hers, was unpardonable. But the smple truth of
Phoebe' swords resonated in away she could not help but relate to.

Home.

Every moment of whatever life Janeway had |eft would be selflesdy devoted to the same quest. Here, at
least, shefinally met Phoebe on asmall shard of common ground.

“If the Key was made by your kind and |eft here to be used when you had collected the knowledge you
seek, why am | important?’ she asked.

“It was unforeseen,” Phoebereplied. “TheKey livesdill...initsway...and hastheright to choose its
owner.”



“How isthat possible?’ Janeway asked. “The first Nacene we encountered, the entity known asthe
Caretaker, told us he was dying. Theform that he reverted to at the end...that was death, wasn't it?’

“Inthisdimension, yes,” Phoebereplied. “We are eternd, but the longer we stay here, the more energy
isrequired to sustain our existence. The entity you encountered waited too long. Had he returned to
Gremadia, he would have found the energy he required to continue his existence in his chosen form. But
he has never known degth as you understand it.”

Suddenly another truth was clear to Janeway. “ That' swhy you built the array, isn't it?” Janeway posited.

“Gremadiaisaplace where dl the exiles must return from timeto time in order to replenish themsdvesif
they wish to continue their explorations.”

“ And those who do not...”

“Some have chosen to cease the struggle. They wait at Gremadiafor our number to be complete again
and for the conduit to be opened when the Time of Knowing isupon us.” Phoebe answered. “ Those who
fell onthefield of battle were forced to remain behind. They lacked sufficient energy to rediscover their
true form. The formation of the Key was a gift given to them by the one | have spoken of; the one we call
theLight.”

“The onewho tried to lead you?’

Phoebe nodded.

“Kind of ironic name, isn't it?” Janeway mused.

Ignoring her, Phoebe went on, “ The form he gave them isavague reflection of the onenessthey knew in
Exosia And only in that form can they continue to exert any kind of will. Through that power, they
choose their owner. They first chose aMonorhan called Dagan. They did not understand that their choice
would kill him. The Monorhans feared the Key, and locked it away. By refusing to touch it, they aso
denied the Key theright to chooseits next owner.”

“Why isit necessary for the Key to have an owner?’

“So that there will always be one with the power to open the conduit. Without that, thereis no hope for
any of us”

“What happened to the Light?” Janeway asked.

“1 do not know,” Phoebe said almost sadly. “He has been lost to usfor longer than | can remember.
Some believe he died. Some believe now that he never redlly existed, that this memory of usis somekind
of hopeful illuson. All | know for certainisthat | cannot sense him or his power among those of uswho
areleft.”

Phoebe paused to let thissink in, then pleaded, “ Do what | ask, willingly, and | promise no further harm
will cometo any other life-form that inhabits this space and time. Help me open the conduit.”

Janeway was about to agree. But onefinad disturbing question remained.



“Areyou ready to return home?’ she asked. “ Have you solved the problem?’

As she waited, bregthless for Phoebe to respond, she thought of the array, the technological miracle that
she knew the Nacene who had remained behind could only be responsible for. She thought of the power
structure, the adaptive life-support system, and the computer core capable of holding every fragment of
data about the entire universe in one place and hoped silently that Phoebe would say yes.

But as she watched thisface, aface whose subtlest thought had been plainly read by her since the day
her sister had been born, she knew that she wasn't going to get the answer she was hoping for.

“We have not,” shereplied. “But it no longer matters. Y our actions here brought me to the gateway. |
have called the exiles and we must use the Key now. If we do not, the Otherswill return.”

“How do you know that?’ Janeway demanded.

“When you destabilized the gateway, they were drawn here aswe were. | told them | would destroy the
Key. They gave methree daysto do so. In less than twenty-seven hours they will be back to make sure |
have upheld my side of our agreement. If we do not use the Key and return to Exosiabefore that time,
we will not even be alowed to choose to remain exiled in this dimension. The Otherswill destroy us,
Kathryn, and al that you and | both hold dear, just asthey did once before.”

“But you said the gateway was closed. How can the Others come back, if you cannot pass through it
without the Key?” Janeway asked.

“Thewill of the Othersin Exosiakeepsthe gateway closed. They are the only beings who can enter or
leave asthey please, though to my knowledge they have never chosen to do so until now.”

Janeway looked again at the field. She shuddered at its barrenness. Even the masses of “dead” had been
somehow more comforting than the wasteland that stretched asfar as she could see. There were ancient
lessons of war which were dtill taught at Starfleet Academy. The one that came to Janeway’ s mind now
wasfirg taught by one of the earliest races of humansin recorded history to successfully civilize their
small corner of the planet Earth.

“They made adesart and caled it peace,” Janeway said softly.
“And will do so again,” Phoebe added. “ Even we, sometimes, fall to learn.”

Janeway sighed deeply, raised her eyesto meet Phoebe' s and said, “ Take me back to my ship.”

After the third successive probe test had been completed to Chakotay’ s satisfaction, he wasamost as
excited about the prospect of the tetryon transporters as Tom, Harry, and B’ Elannawere.

Harry had been right. Thetetryon field emitted by the system actualy bent space and aslong asthe
appropriate coordinates were transferred to the system, they seemed able to set a specific end point that
extended far beyond the realm of any transporter he had ever seen...theoreticaly...al the way to the
AlphaQuadrant.

Tom had aso been right. The system was designed to accept tel epathic commands for coordinates, and
even in species, like humans, who were generdly not telepathic, their thoughts took them to any



destination they desired. Chakotay’ s biggest concern had been trusting any human mind with such ahuge
variable. On hisbest days, when hefelt most calm and serene, he had rarely been able to experience only
onethought at atime. With so much riding on the outcome, he would never have agreed to the test had
not B’ Elannasolved the fina problem to his satisfaction.

Voyagerstored dozens of organic containers that were used in transport tests when an operator was
uncertain whether or not alife-form could safely transport to a specified area owing to interference or
distance. Harry had been the first to come up with the idea of using the organic matter inside the probes
to take the place of ahuman and add the “thought” variable to the equation, but B’ Elanna had been the
first to successfully code the organic materid to emit a specific frequency of “thought” that the tetryon
transporter could read. By piggybackingVoyager’ slong-range sensorsto the array’ s much more
powerful sensor grid viathe datarinterface cable il tethered toV oyager, they had successfully detected
three successive probes containing the coded organic matter at their appropriate coordinates. Thethird,
their most ambitious test, had been transported a distance of amost twenty thousand light-years. It
wasn't the Alpha Quadrant, but it was twenty years closer to home. Chakotay would have been thrilled
with one-quarter of that distance.

Thefind test would be a shuttle test. Since Tom and Harry had volunteered to pilot the shuittle, all had
agreed that this manned flight should be set just beyond the borders of Monorhan space, the closest
destination possible that was outside the system, but within twenty hours of the array at impul se speeds.
In order to avoid any potentid pitfalls of usng human thoughts to control the tes—no one could say for
certain with two men aboard whaose thoughts woul d take precedence, should on€' s concentration
fail—the shuttle’ s navigationd array and been routed through one of the coded organic canisters, exactly
as had been the case with the probes.

“Seeyouinafew hours” Tom said jauntily as he stepped insde the shuttle. If all went as planned Tom
and Harry would immediately reenter Monorhan space once the shuttle had arrived at the coordinates
and return to the array at full impulse.

Chakotay planned to use that time to force Phoebe’ s hand by taking the Key back to the array and
placingitinthe“lock.” Assuming the captain did not return of her own accord, he was il unwilling to
accept the ideathatVVoyager would leave the array without her...especially when their next stop might be
home.

Chakotay gave Tom anod of good luck, then left the shuttlebay to monitor the test with B’ Elannain
astrometrics. Nedlix, who had been asthrilled asthe others at Tom'’ s potential discovery, had aso asked
to attend the test and was pacing nervoudy about the staging area before the main viewscreen when
Chakotay arrived.

“ShuttleHomeward Bound, you have clearance to transport,” B’ Elanna said over the comm as Chakotay
joined her at the sensor control console.

“Homeward Bound?’ Chakotay asked.

“Tom renamed the shuttle while we were reconfiguring the navigationd array. SomehowMonticdlo just
didn't havethering hewasgoing for,” B’ Elannareplied with asmirk.

Chakotay nodded with approval and took a deep breath. In seconds, at |east one of their problems
might very well be solved.

“ Activating enhanced navigationd array,” Harry announced.



“Coordinates locked in,” Tom replied.

Thiswasit.

“Activating tetryon trangport system on my mark...three...two...one...mark.”

The shuttle lifted from the bay deck and inched toward the invisible plane created between the two

transport alcoves, now separated awide enough distance to accommodate the shuttle’ swidth. In aflash
of brilliant whitelight, Homeward Bound disappeared from the shuttlebay.

A pregnant pause...

...long enough for B’ Elannaito confirm the shutti€ sarrivd....

...Slence...

Chakotay’ s jaw tensed.

“Where are they, Lieutenant?’ he asked.

B’ Elanna sfingers were flying across the sensor controls. Grid after grid was being searched, each
replacing the last on the viewscreen as the computer confirmed quicker than the eye that the shuttle was
nowhere to be found.

“I can't...” B’ Elannastammered, then dammed her fists onto the pand in frustration.

“I havenoideg,” shefindly said.

“Doesthat mean they didn’t reach the edge of the system...or...?7" Nedix asked, hurrying to join them.

Hewasinterrupted by acall from Ensign Brooks over the comm.” Shuttlebay oneto Lieutenant Torres.”

“What isit, Brooks?’ B’ Elanna snapped.

“Thetetryon transporter has been...wdll...” He paused, asif searching for the right word.

“Hasbeen what?’” Chakotay demanded.

“It melted, Sr,” Brooks replied.” There was no explosion. | can’t imagine where the heat necessary to
generate something like this.. . both of the alcovesfrom the array were completely destroyed, and they

took two meters of conduit and panelsin every direction with them.”

“Begin an immediate anadysis of the debris. I’ll expect afull report within the hour. Chakotay out.”
Turning to B’ Elannahe said expectantly, “Wel?’

“They didn’'t arrive at the set coordinates,” B’ Elannasaid stoicdly, “and they’ re not within ahundred
light-yearsin any direction of the coded end point of the transport.”

Before any of them could giveinto an inkling of despair, Chakotay raised his shoulders and snapped,
“Find them, Lieutenant.”



B’ Elanna s eyes were brimming with tears. Refusing to allow them to fall, she managed afirm “Aye, sr,”
and turned back to the console to begin her search.

In thelast few months B’ Elanna had lost too much. The first news she had received from the Alpha
Quadrant while she had been building anew life for herself aboardVoyager had been about the massacre
of the Maguis she had served with. The Maguis had taken something with them when they died,
something she had never forced hersdlf to clearly name. It was her passion, and her hope...thefirein her
belly that had seen her through every impossible situation she had encountered asVVoyager’ schief
engineer. For months she had suffered thislossin silence, unsure how or where to even begin to make

peace withit.

Shewould be damned before she would aso |ose one of her best friends, and the man she loved.

Not today, anyway.

Chapter 14

Seven of Nineintercepted Nedlix en route to join Commander Chakotay in transporter room three.
“Oh, hello, Seven,” Nedlix said somberly as shefdl into step beside him.

“Areyou unwell, Nedix?" she asked, more out of curiosity than concern.

“Oh...I'mfine” He shrugged unconvincingly.

“Y ou disapprove of the commander’s plan?’ she asked. She had seen thousands being led into
assmilation chambers. Nedlix resembled those who dready knew what they were facing.

“Waell, let'ssee,” Nedix said, “in the last ten hours we' ve managed to lose the captain, Lieutenant Paris,
and Ensign Kim, and we re about to intentionaly antagonize at least one, possibly many of the Nacene
while risking another encounter with the crestureswho led Tuvok here and infected him with the parasite
that isabout to kill him. | don’'t know if *disapprove istheright word,” hefinished, shifting hismodified
phaser rifle from hisright to hisleft shoulder. “1 supposeif it were up to me, | might serioudy consider
just cdlling thisthe disaster that it’ s been and getting out of here as soon as possible.”

The ocular implant seated at Seven’ sbrow rose quizzically. She had rarely known the Talaxian to be so
vehement or pessmidtic.

“The commander is attempting to see that the captain isreturned to us,” Seven observed. “Y ou do not
believe the potentid for success outweighstherisksinherent in the misson?’

Neslix sighed.

“Part of me does. But the rest of me keeps thinking about Naomi. There sonly so much I amwilling to
sacrifice, Seven,” Nedix said defengvely.

“1 understand,” Seven replied.



“Youdo?

“The officers and crew aboard this vessdl volunteered for the services they are performing. Naomi
Wildman did not have the opportunity to make such achoice,” she stated with typica detachment. “It
is...unfar,” shefinished.

“I am certain of only onething,” Nedlix said after athoughtful pause. “ There are forces at work here that
are more powerful than we are. And | don’t believe those forces have any of our interests at heart. The
longer we stay, and the more we do to irritate them, the worse thisis going to get. | don't take our losses
lightly. But we should accept them and move on, before thereis no oneleft to grieve for those who are

qone”
Seven' s placid gaze remained fixed on Nedlix.

“Y ou are proposing an efficient method of resolving thiscriss,” she said.
“Wéll, thank you,” hereplied, not sureif shewas actudly complimenting him.

“Unfortunately, in my experience,Voyager’ scollectiveisrarely concerned with efficiency,” she added as
the doorsto the transporter room did open before them.

Chakotay had aready returned the Key to its ceremonia box and placed it on the transporter pad. He
was configuring histricorder when they entered.

“I’ve andyzed the schematics of the array and found away to take alittle time off of our journey,”
Chakotay said asthey joined him.

“The pattern enhancers Seven and B’ Elanna set up on theBetad's are il functioning. Once we re there,
we'll travel afew hundred meters on foot to the nearest tetryon transporter.”

“Y ou're not actudly suggesting we use them again? Nedix said in disbdlief, before adding a somewhat
respectful “Commander? | mean, after what happened to Tom and Harry?’

“Thereisno other way to get from the first to the second ring where the lock for the Key islocated.
We ve used them before and I’ m reasonably certain that aslong as we use them as they were designed,
we should be safe”

Nedix didn’t appear to be convinced, but hesitated to voice another round of doubts.

“From there, we should be able to transport to the series of transport alcoves nearest the room where
thelock islocated,” heindicated, pointing to the schematic. “ Thanksto Tom's experiments with thelr
trangport system, we have figured out how to manualy enter our destination into their system and bypass
the telepathic controls, aslong as we are moving from one transport hub to another within the array.
Otherwise, we' re taking about ajourney through the array on foot of dmost two kilometers. | don’t
want to risk exposure to the creatures that infected Tuvok for that long, but if either of you disagree,
now’ sthe timeto say something.”

“I have been tracking the multiphasic life-formsfor the past severd hours,” Seven noted. “Most of them
are currently located in what we believe to be the array’ s engineering center, located on thefirst ring. By
following the course you have set, we run very littlerisk of confronting them,” she said, adding,



“ Assuming our presence does not disrupt them in any way.”

“Nedix?" Chakotay asked.

“The quickest route sounds best to me,” he said as enthusiastically as possible.

“Very wdl,” Chakotay replied, taking his place on the trangporter pad. “ B’ Elannaand | reconfigured the
modified phaser riflesyou are carrying to stun the multiphasic life-forms. My rifleis equipped with the
neural agent that istoxic to the Nacene. If we should encounter Phoebe, or any other Nacene, mineisthe
only weapon that will harm them.”

Seven and Nedlix hodded their understanding as they joined him on the pad.

When they were set, Chakotay ordered the transporter officer to energize.

Once aboard the array and then on to the second ring, the away team made its way through afew short
winding corridors, some lined with the strange pattern-shifting portals Chakotay had discovered, until
they reached the halway that ended with the large metal doorsthat led to the chamber they were
seeking.

Seven had kept her eyes glued to her tricorder as they walked, continuing to track the movements of the
multiphasic life-forms. Nedlix, whose thoughts were clearly e sewhere, managed to run straight into
Chakotay at theturnto thefina corridor.

“I'm sorry, Commander,” he began to apologize, but Chakotay cut him off with aquick “ Shhh!”

Nedlix stepped aside and followed Chakotay’ s fixed stare.

“Commander?’ he asked, the remnants of his undigested ration pack making its uncomfortable presence
in hisstomach known to dl three.

The end of the corridor was shrouded in darkness, but Chakotay had come to an abrupt halt at afaint
flicker of movement in the shadows.

“Seven?’ Chakotay asked, ignoring Nedlix for the moment.

“One of the multiphasic creatures has just gppeared at the entrance to the chamber,” Seven said evenly,
stowing her tricorder and raising her rifle to its ready postion.

Nedix immediately did likewise, and they allowed Chakotay to move into position behind them before
they continued cautioudy down the corridor.

Chakotay knew what to expect. Thefirst creature had been terrifying to encounter, but he was confident
that the shrieking approach he knew had to be imminent would not be sufficient to unnerve Seven, and
for dl hisblusgter, Nedlix was both tougher and shrewder than he usudly let on.

Pacing hisfaith in both of them, he tread softly behind their formation, willing his nervesto slence their
cdl for himto order dl threeto turn around and run for their lives.



The creature passed out of the shadows. Seven and Nedlix got their first glimpse of the life-form they
had seen up to this point on sensors only.

Chakotay’ s expectations, though well founded, were nonethel ess disappointed.

To Janeway’ s surprise, she and Phoebe remateriaized insde engineering, afew metersfrom the
diagnogtic station where she and B’ Elanna had been studying the Key shortly beforeV oyager had
boarded the array. Janeway’ s breath caught when she remembered that the Key had gone missing just
before she had confronted Phoebe in her quarters, but Phoebe calmed her with areassuring hand.

“1 had to hide the Key in order to protect it,” she said, crossing to the station and rerouting transporter
controls to remove the Key from the warp core.

As Janeway moved to join her she heard Ensign Glenn tap her combadge and cdll, “ Glenn to Lieutenant
Torres”

“Torres here,” B’ Elannareplied.

“Lieutenant, the captain has returned. She and her Sster are in engineering.”

Moments later, B’ Elanna entered engineering and crossed briskly to confront them.
“Captain,” she said as she gpproached, her eyesdight.

But Janeway slenced her, raising her right hand and saying, “A moment, Lieutenant.”
“TheKey isgone,” Phoebe informed Janeway.

“Youdidn't think we' d leave it in the warp core, did you?’ B’ Elanna snapped.

Both women turned on B’ Elanna at these words, but only Phoebe' s face contained suspicion.
“Whereisit now, Lieutenant?’ Janeway asked camly.

“Captain,” B’ Elannabegan, somewhat unsure of her footing, “permission to speek fredy?’
“Of course,” Janeway replied.

B’ Elanna s eyes darted to Phoebe, and Janeway added, “ Phoebe and | have come to an understanding,
B’Elanna. Y ou may say whatever you likein front of her.”

“Shel sNacene,” B’Elannasaid, asif unsure whether or not Janeway had forgotten, or was merely
overlooking thisfact for the moment.

“And | have agreed to help her,” Janeway answered her unspoken question.

B’ Elanna’ s next thought was easy enough to read on her face, though Janeway appreciated the fact that
sherefrained fromvoicingit.



| just hope you know what you’ re doing.
“When you disappeared, we did &l we could to discover the purpose of the Key,” B’ Elanna said.
Janeway nodded. She would not have expected less.

“It's our understanding that it opens a conduit of some kind between our space and...” B’Elanna
fatered. “To be honest, Captain, we don’t know exactly whereit leads.”

“Exoda,” Janeway replied. “ Phoebe and her people intend to use the Key to return home.”

“Commander Chakotay wanted to use the Key to find you. He staken it to the array to placeit in the
mechanism designed to open the conduit.”

Janeway threw a questioning glance at Phoebe, who was obvioudy perturbed at this development.

“Hewill not be alowed to do so,” Phoebe said. “ Only your captain can use the Key to open the
conduit.”

Janeway tapped her combadge and called, “ Janeway to Chakotay.”
There was no answer.

After another unsuccessful attempt, B’ Elannasaid, “I’' m sorry, Captain. Our communications have been
spotty at best aboard the array.”

“I' will find him,” Phoebe offered. “1 know where he hasgone.”

“Return him to the ship immediately,” Janeway ordered. “Bring the Key with you. And make surethe
rest of your people know we have only afew hoursto open the conduit.”

Phoebe vanished, and B’ Elanna finaly found voice to ask accusatoridly, “ Captain, why are you trusting
her?'Y ou know what shedid to dl of us”

“Thereismore a stake here than our personal regard for her or her tactics,” Janeway replied. “1 agree
she' sathrest, but she’ s by no means the most significant one we arefacing at present.”

“I hopeyou'reright,” B’ Elannareplied.

“What' sthe ship’s status?’ Janeway asked.

B’ Elannatook amoment to gather her thoughts.

“All systems are operating at maximum capacity, Captain. Repairs from our entry to the array have been
completed. Our interface with the array’ s control systemsis stable and assuming we can navigate the
sngularity’ s event horizon, we should be ableto leave on your order.”

“I’'m sure Lieutenant Parisis up to the task,” Janeway said, intending her words to be comforting.

With sdf-restraint that was palpably painful, B’ Elannainformed the captain of their attempt to harness
the tetryon transporters and the subsequent loss of Tom and Harry without coming completely unglued.



“Assoon asthisisdone, we' Il find them, B’ Elanna,” Janeway said once B’ Elannahad finished. “Y ou
have my word on that.”

“Yes, Captain,” B’Elannareplied.

Janeway’ s reassurances, even in astuation asdire asthis, obvioudy did alittle to lift her withering
Soirits.

“What' s Lieutenant Tuvok’s condition?’ Janeway asked next.

“I honestly don’'t know,” B’ Elanna answered. “With everything else going on...”
“Ishedtill in sckbay?” Janeway asked.

“I believe so, Captain.”

“I’m going there now to check on him. Ask the commander and Phoebe to meet me there when they
return,” Janeway ordered.

B’ Elanna acknowledged thiswith anod and as Janeway turned to go said, “Captain?’
Janeway halted her steps.

“It’ sgood to have you back.”

Janeway offered her atight smile.

“It’ s good to be back.”

She had dmost made it to the door when the Doctor called over the comm system,” Sickbay to
Lieutenant Torres”

Janeway stopped again to hear histransmission.

“Go ahead, Doctor,” B’ Elannareplied.

“Canyoutdl mewho Assyliais?’

“She was the commander of the Monorhan ship we discovered, Doctor.”

“Then perhaps you can dso tell mewhy Lieutenant Tuvok is asking to speak with her?’

Janeway’ s eyes widened as B’ Elanna hurried to join her at the door. “I’m on my way, Doctor. Torres

“What is he talking about?” Janeway asked.

“I'll explain ontheway,” B’ Elannasaid.



In the short distance that separated engineering from sickbay, B’ Elanna gave the captain a complete
report on their discovery of Assylid s consciousness and the meansthey had devised totrapitina
holomatrix. She was aso ableto give Janeway arough summary of al that Assylia had discussed with
Chakotay, including the fact that she had been responsible forVVoyager' snear destruction when they
boarded the array. Chakotay had left a standing order before he left the ship that under no circumstances
was Assylia s program to be brought back online.

The Doctor appeared pleasantly surprised to see Janeway enter sickbay along with Lieutenant Torres.
But hisobviousrelief at this development was short-lived.

“Doctor, report,” Janeway requested, taken aback at the sight of Tuvok’ s body covered by the
pulsating mass of trand ucent energy.

“Asyou can see, Captain, the transformation begun when Tuvok was infected by one of the parasitesis
amost complete. A short time ago, Tuvok called to Ensgn Vorik teepathicaly. Vorik initiated a
successful mind-meld with him. He was able to communicate Tuvok’ swishesto me, including hisrequest
to spesk with Assylia. Asthereisno record of her in the ship’s manifest, | have been a aloss asto how
best to fulfill thisrequest.”

Janeway turned to face Vorik, who was still standing beside Tuvok’ s biobed.
“Why does Tuvok wish to peak with Assylia?’ she demanded.

“I do not know, Captain,” Vorik replied. “He hasamessagefor her, but that isal | wasableto learn
before he terminated our meld.”

“Captain,” B’ Elannainterjected, “ Tuvok has been unconsciousin sickbay since he was brought back on
board.”

“That' s not entirely true, Lieutenant,” the Doctor said. “He did regain consciousness long enough to
disable my program, and even unconscious has successfully fought off each attempt | have madeto
separate him from the parasite.”

“My point, Doctor,” B’ Elannasaid with barely concedled irritation, “isthat thereis no way Tuvok could
have known that Assyliais on board.”

Janeway didn’t know what to make of this, but for the moment, she had amore pressing concern.

“Doctor, you said Tuvok hasresisted your attempts to separate him from the parasite. Does that
mean...?7’

“According to Enggn Vorik, Tuvok iswel awarethat hisbody will die when the transformation is
complete. Heiswilling to sacrifice hislifein favor of anew state of being which Tuvok believesis
somehow superior to life asyou know it.”

Janeway’ s mind reded. She had last | eft sickbay completely confident that the Doctor would be able to
save Tuvok’slife. Nothing could have prepared her to accept the ideathat Tuvok would willingly commit
suicide.

“I'm sorry, Captain, but thereisn’t much timeleft,” the Doctor said. “If it is possible for Tuvok to spesk



with Assylia, he should do so right away.”
Janeway nodded.
“Trandfer Assylia sholomatrix to sickbay, B’ Elanng,” she sald.
A few moments of tense silence later, Assyliaappeared before them.
“Wheream |7’ she asked. “Where is Commander Chakotay?’

Janeway addressed her. “I am Kathryn Janeway. | am the captain of thisvessdl. We have transferred
your program to our sickbay.”

“| wastold you had departed,” Assyliasaid flatly.

“And asyou can see, | have returned,” Janeway replied. “One of my crewmen has been infected by a
paradite...acreature like that we believe was responsible for the death of your people.”

“Chakotay spoketo meof this,” Assyliareplied. “I am sorry for your loss.”

Janeway winced at her premature condolences.

“My crewman, Lieutenant Tuvok, wishesto speak with you. Areyou willing to do this?’
Assyliaseemed disconcerted by the request, but replied, “ Of course,” adding, “On one condition.”
“I beg your pardon?’ Janeway said.

“1 requested your Commander Chakotay’ s aid when last we spoke. Have you discussed my request
with him?”" she asked.

“To what request are you referring?’

“| offered to help your ship escapethe array in return for your help in destroying it. Are you willing to
asss me?’

Janeway was dumbstruck. Only afew momentsin Assylia s presence had answered any question she
had as to why Chakotay had terminated her program and ordered it to stay offline. She was
demondtrating an gppalling lack of sengtivity to their Situation. Shetried to dlow for the horrible fate this
woman had suffered, but even so, could not see hersdlf acting the same had their Situations been

reversed.

“Wewill be leaving the array shortly,” Janeway said. “1f you wish for usto transfer you back to your
ship before we do o, | will be happy to comply. But thisarray is not yours or mineto destroy. | have
been in contact with the beingswho created it, and | have no doubt they would respond with deadly
force should ether of us attempt such athing.”

Assyliaaccepted thisal too willingly for Janeway’ sliking.

“I understand, Captain,” shereplied evenly. “Whereisyour Lieutenant Tuvok?’ she asked.



Janeway gestured toward the biobed where Tuvok lay motionless.

“How am | to spesk with him?” she asked.

Vorik stepped forward to offer, “1 will initiate another meld. Y ou may communicate through me.”

“That will not be necessary,” Tuvok said.

Everyonein the room turned in disbelief at the sound of Tuvok’ svoice.

With dow, ddliberate movements, Tuvok rose unassisted from the biobed and stood to address them.
The creature that engulfed him did not hinder his movement, or the clarity with which he spoke. Indeed, it
seemed that it had intentionally wound itsway over hisbody in order to facilitate such movement,

disengaging itself from Tuvok’ s head and neck. Tuvok stood before them now, wearing avibrant suit of
pulsating light.

“You are Assylia” he began.

“I am,” shereplied.

“I have amessage for you...from your people.”

“My people died fifty years ago, just asyou are about to die,” she said in a cold, measured voice.

“No,” Tuvok contradicted her. “ They did not. Y our entire crew...dl of them...aredill diveand well
within Gremadia”

The creature that glided ddlicately toward the awestruck Chakotay, Nedlix, and Seven wasin every way
the polar opposite of the first multiphasic life-form that Chakotay had encountered aboard the array.

Itsface was familiar. But only now could Chakotay see that the soft rounded eyes set above the
extended jaw were definitely Monorhan. From the uppermost section of the torso, severd pairs of
delicate wings guided its serene movement. Only one set of arms was visible, extending from the lower

portion of the creature s body, and folded with the palms of the hands together, reminiscent of meditation
or prayer.

It made no sudden movements, hating its progress when it had come within afew meters of Chakotay
and histeam.

“Commander,” Nedix asked nervoudly.

“Hold your fire,” Chakotay said softly. Histhoughts and fedingsflew in theface of dl logic, but
nonetheless, he could not sense ashred of hostility emanating from the creature.

With one hand, Seven of Nine pulled out her tricorder and scanned the area.
“Commander,” shesaid, “I am detecting thousands of multiphasic life-forms approaching our area.”

Chakotay had atheory. The creature’ s face and demeanor had locked into place a piece of the vast



puzzle he had been trying to solve, and al he needed now was away to test it.

Stepping in front of Seven and Nedlix, Chakotay walked afew paces closer to the creature. It betrayed
no sense of darm at his approach.

“We mean you no harm,” he said. “But we must enter this chamber.”
He could have sworn that joy, mixed with unutterable longing, radiated from the cresture’ s eyes.
“Will you dlow usto pass unharmed?’ he asked.

In response, the creature retreated, leaving an unobstructed path between the away team and the door
of the chamber, which gtill hung dightly gar after hislast forced exit.

“Thank you,” Chakotay said, and gestured for Seven and Nedlix to follow, adding, “Lower your
wegpons.”

“But Commander,” theterrified Nedix perdasted.
“That’san order, Nedlix.”

With Chakotay in the lead, al three passed unhindered by the creature and crossed the threshold of the
vast chamber where the tattered sphere hung suspended in midair. They stopped almost as soon asthey
entered and their eyes confirmed the tricorder readings Seven had detected moments before. The entire
chamber wasfilled with the creatures. Thefragilelight that emanated from their bodies bathed the vast
chamber in an eerie dlver glow. Through its dimnessthey could make out that a clear path to the base of
the sphere lay open before them, but Chakotay hesitated for amoment to continue.

“Commander, | don't understand,” Nedlix said under his breath.

“B’Elannawasright,” hereplied. “ The parasites that infected the Monorhans did not kill them. They
were transformed, just as Tuvok isbeing transformed. They mean us no harm. The Doctor said that
Tuvok should not have survived hisinjuries. They might have infected him to save hislife. We ve been
here long enough that had they wished to do the sameto us, they could easily have found away.”

“But you said the creature you and Tom saw...” Nedlix began.

“These creatures retain physical aspects of the host bodies that were infected by the parasites,”
Chakotay answered. “ The first one we encountered was different. It displayed none of the serenity or
sdf-control we are seeing here.”

“Maybethey’'rejust waiting for usto get alittle closer,” Nedlix suggested.

“I do not believe that isso,” Seven said. “The Doctor described the transformative processin Tuvok as
amerging. The origind paraste must merge with the consciousness of the host. The more horrifying
creature you saw could have been created if a parasite infected a body that was devoid of such
CONSCiousNess.”

“Assylia,” Chakotay nodded.

“Quite possibly,” Seven replied.



Therewas aflutter of motion near the base of the sphere. Though the creatures kept their distance from
the away team, their anxiousness was papable.

“Let’sgo,” Chakotay said, sarting toward the sphere.

They were within afew paces of it when the creatures closest to the base retreated from their positionin
aflurry of mation.

Asthey cleared an opening, Phoebe appeared amid the rapidly retreating throng and placed herself
between Chakotay and the lock.

“Y ou have taken something that belongsto me,” she said solemnly. “Y our captain and | have reached
and understanding. Y ou will return with me to your ship and bring the Key with you.”

Chakotay hesitated to respond, but the creatures did not. They closed the space around the away team
and Phoebe, cutting off all accessto the chamber’ s exits.

“I’'m not sure we' re going to be alowed to do that,” Chakotay findly replied.
A faint smilelit Phoebe sface...agmilethat did not touch her eyes.

“Isthe captain dive?’ Chakotay demanded.

“Sheisawaiting our return toVoyager as we speak,” Phoebe replied.
Chakotay tapped his combadge.

“Chakotay to Janeway.”

The only response was a sharp burst of satic.

Phoebe took astep toward him and said, “ Take my hand, Chakotay. It is necessary for meto return
you to your ship. Your cgptainiswaiting.”

The agitation of the creatures was papable. They closed the circle, floating within ameter of the away
team and the Nacene. The only path open to Chakotay led past Phoebe, directly to the lock.

“Do not be afraid of these abominations,” Phoebe said. “I will not alow them to harm you. They are of
no consequence. Only the sporesthat live within them matter.”

Asif to prove her point, arazor-sharp tentacle flew from Phoebe s side, encircling the torso of the first
cregture it encountered and forcing it to the floor of the chamber. For afew tortured secondsit writhed in
obvious agony, until it ceased to struggle. Once it was dead, asmal tranducent worm emerged from its
belly and crawled toward Phoebe sfeet.

Phoebe bent and collected the small wriggling spore.

“Do we understand each other, Chakotay?’ she asked.

Chakotay didn’'t honestly know whether the captain was dive or dead. But he was certain that if she



was, whatever “dedl” she had struck with Phoebe did not include the arbitrary sacrifice of innocent lives.
“Do we understand each other?’ Phoebe asked again.
“Perfectly,” hereplied.

Lowering his phaser rifle, heamed it directly at Phoebe and fired.

Chapter 15

“Youlie” Assyliashouted, closing the small distance between herself and Tuvok.

B’ Elannaand the captain ingtinctively reached for their phasers, sensing the hostility buried for so many
yearswithin Assyliaand now given leash. But Janeway dso immediately redlized that their phaserswould
have no effect on the hologram. Janeway’ s eyes locked with B’ Elannd s and a subtle nod communicated
her wishes. B’ Elannamoved slently to the holomatrix control station located near the entrance to sickbay
and waited for the Situation to develop. With the flick of afinger, she could deactivate Assylia' s matrix
from here and diminate any threat she might pose.

“No, | do not,” Tuvok replied.

“| watched them die, hundreds at atime. Our surgeons confirmed their deaths, and my helplessness,”
Assyliachoked.

“What you witnessed was the first stage of their transformation. During that time, their bodies died. But
their consciousnesses, dl that they are apart from their bodies, were merged with the beings that had
entered them. | have heard their thoughts and their memories. In our new existence, there are no barriers
between us. Once the completeness of their new existence was clear to them, they...like me...welcomed
this process.

“We enter the final stage of transformation in complete willingness. It cannot be achieved otherwise.
Y our people exist now as pure consciousness in aform which alows them to experience the universein
way's you cannot imagine. Once they have returned home, they will never again know or fear desth.

“They share only two regrets. Thefirst isthat you have suffered needlesdy these fifty years. Had you not
separated your mind from your body just before your body was found by the spore, you would be one
with them now. They would have you know that they can fed your concern, but it, like your pain on their

behdf, isunnecessary.”

Assylialistened, gpparently unmoved. It was asif she could not...orwould not... accept hiswords.
“Y ou contradict dl | have been taught of life, death, and the will of the Blessed All-Knowing Light. If
what you say istrue, then the faith which has sustained my people for thousands of yearsisfase,” she

sdd haughtily.

“Y our faith wasimprecise. It was based on an understanding of space and time which your people have
now transcended. Their belief in your Blessed All-Knowing Light has never wavered. They understand
now, as| do, that hisexistenceisasred asthers. Heisnot, asyou could not help but believe, agod. He
ismerely amore evolved state of consciousness and energy with whom they will now be able to enter
into didogue. They await hisreturn to this city he created, and desire nothing more than to follow him
home when the Time of Knowing is complete.”



Janeway followed Tuvok’swords with amixed sense of regret and relief. She understood now that the
god of the Monorhans, their Blessed All-Knowing Light, wasin fact the Nacene who had tried to lead
his people againgt the Others, and that he had been trapped in this dimension againgt hiswill, the same
entity Phoebe had referred to more smply asthe Light. Despite the dight panic rising within her, sheadso
began to understand the dlure of the transformation that Tuvok had described. She had often wondered
at thelifeheand al VVulcanswere resigned to live. She understood the delicate line they were forced to
walk. Their experience of emotions was an overwhelming and al-consuming one. They had been ableto
evolveinto the rich and advanced society they were only by imposing total control on those emotions.
Thelr cult of logic had undoubtedly served them well. And she knew that despite their inability to express
themsalves as emotiona beings, they did possessfedlings, and that when they permitted themselvesto
fed them under strict controls, it was asatisfying experience.

But if she was hearing Tuvok correctly, the existence he was about to accept would be far superior to
the congtant battleground that had been, up to this point, every moment of hislife. Purelogic was a state
every Vulcan would aspire to but understood was impossibleto attain in any practical form. Tuvok’s new
exisence would be, by definition, an experience of this purity, and much as she hated to admit it, she
could not deny that to hold him back from this opportunity would be both sdfish and crud.

Assyliapaused, then spoke again, saying, “How isit possible that you could have sensed my people and
their need while I, who was bound to every single one of them from the moment | became their
rih-hara-tan, have known nothing of this?’

Tuvok cocked his head to one side, his gaze curious. “Y ou have heard them, just as| did. But your pain
and anger blinded you to their truth. Y ou were incgpable of understanding.”

“I heard nothing,” she said flatly. “1 sensed. ..fromtimetotime...”

“Y our connection to your people was broken in the transformation. But nonetheless you were aware of
their presence...and of their need.”

Though Janeway did not truly understand the finer points of the argument that was happening in front of
her, she could sense Assylia sinability to deny Tuvok’ swordstry as she might, aswell as her
unwillingness to accept the entirety of what he was saying.

“What need?’ Janeway interjected.

“Ther exigence within thisdimengon is...incomplete. They are meant to pass beyond this place, through
the conduit of light described by Dagan. Theyneed to go home.”

Janeway’ s mind spun at the thought. Thiswas something Phoebe had obvioudy failed to mention on their
little educationa sabbatical. Clearly the spores that infected the M onorhans were meant for the Nacene.
Now that the two species had unintentionally joined, the transformed Monorhans dso believed that
Exosawasther true home. The question was, if the Nacene needed the sporesin order to undergo a
amilar transformation before they could traverse the conduit, were there enough |eft on the array to
facilitate thisfor Phoebe and the others who had been exiled?

Throughout this entire exchange, asmal corner of Janeway’ s thoughts had been fretting over the fact
that Phoebe had not yet returned with Chakotay. That worry began to blossom into fear.

Tuvok continued to address Assylia, unperturbed. “I, too, misunderstood at first. Our fragile minds



cannot hold but afragment of their truth. Nonetheless, | felt their need and answered it. They honored
thisby saving my life and offering me a place among them.”

Finaly Assyliasaid, “1 require proof. What you are asking meto believeisimpossble.”
“What proof could | offer you?” Tuvok asked.

“Thebeingsthat | have sensed are cgpable of exerting their will upon the controls of this sation. | havea
request to make of myshi-harat.”

“What isit that you wish Naviim to do?” Tuvok asked, noting that Assyliawas shocked that he would
know her servant’s name.

“Thereisadataport on theBetass which has been compromised by the creatures you speak of. It
tethers my ship to this station. Have them removeit so that | may send theBetasis back to Monorha.
Those we left behind have aright to know of our fate.”

Tuvok closed hiseyes, and for asilent moment, al stood by, breathless, awaiting his response.

Finaly he opened them and said, “It isdone, myrih.”

Horror cascaded across Assylia s stern face.

“Naviim,” shewhispered.

“Beat peace,” Tuvok said, then clicked histongue in amanner Janeway recognized was meant to
communicate a degper, more persond thought meant for Assyliaaone.

For Assylia, thismoment was aliving nightmare. She had never forgotten Naviim' sface as he sood
beside her, willing to face degth to protect her rather than seek out the safety of one of the preservation
pods. As her fina wordsto Naviim before the transfer that had trapped her within her ship were echoed
back to her through this dien’ slips, she saw, sensed, and knew that in this moment, she was speaking to
her belovedshi-harat.

“Naviim...” Assyliasaid again, and for thefirst time it was clear to Janeway that Assyliahad seenthe
truth in Tuvok’ swords.

“NOOOOOQ!” A frantic wail erupted from Assylia sthroat, and shefell to her knees, clutching her
facein her hands.

Janeway moved immediately to Assylia s Side, unsure how best to console her, or why this moment was
S0 devadtating to her.

“Assylia...” she said softly.

“Rollinsto Torres” asharp voice interrupted over the comm.



“What isit?’ B'Elannaasked.

“WEe re reading a massive energy buildup within the docking bay where the Monorhan ship is berthed. It
looks asif an autodestruct system of some kind has been activated.”

Janeway knelt beside Assyliaand grasped her by her forearms, forcing her to look directly into her eyes.
“What have you done?’ she demanded firmly.

“I didn’'t know,” Assyliastammered through her sobs, “I didn’t...what he said isn’'t possible.”

“Why are your ship’s systems suddenly overloading?’ Janeway pushed.

“The dataport connecting my ship to the array regul ated the flow of information between the two
systems,” she began.

“We are maintaining asimilar connection now, Captain,” B’ Elanna offered.

Shuddering, Assylia continued, “ Thanksto that connection | have been able to monitor thearray’s
systems and interact with them from timeto time.”

For example, when you disabled the array’ s guidance system and a most destroyed my ship, Janeway
thought, but thought best to keep to hersdlf. Nodding sternly, she willed Assyliato continue.

“My ship and | were one. It knew my thoughts and wishes. The only thing which kept it from acting on
those wishes dl thistime was the cable that connected usto the array. The dataport regulates dll
commands between theBetas's and the array and will automaticaly override commandsthat could
damage its systems. It would never dlow my ship to execute my find order.”

Janeway didn’t have to ask what that order had been.

B’ Elanna had moved to another computer interface and re-rerouted the sensor data.

“Captain, Rallinsisright. TheBetas's isgoing to explode.”

“How much time do we have?’

“Ten minutes, no more,” B’ Elannareplied.

Janeway wanted to shake Assyliabut forced hersdlf to remain cam.

“Canyou stop it?’ she asked. “Isthere an emergency override?’

Assyliashook her head weakly. “It was my last wish...to die here...asthey did.”

“But they’ re not deed,” Janeway said, then turning to B’ Elanna asked, “Will the explosion be contained
within the docking bay?’

“No, Captain,” B’Elannareplied. “It will destabilize the ring’ s structura integrity. Once the explosion hits
the angularity’ sevent horizon it will set off achain reaction....”



“Can wereturn Assylid s consciousness to her ship? Could she counteract the command from within the
sysem?’

“The bioneurd systems of theBetasi's were infected with Borg nanoprobes. It was the only way we could
force her consciousnessinto the holobuffer. | don’t think she could survive within...”

Janeway raised her hand. She didn’t need to hear any more. She had |ess than ten minutes to get
Voyager asafe distance from the array.

Seven watched in darm as Chakotay fired on the entity known as* Phoebe.” Had she been in command
of thismission, it would certainly not have been her first choice. Though shewould not have hesitated to
defend hersdlf, or the team, she sensed vulnerabilities in Phoebe that Chakotay seemed oblivious of. Why
had she not smply killed them and taken the Key if that was her goa? To Seven it seemed obvious that
the captain was, most likely, just as Phoebe had said, dive, and that up until the moment Chakotay fired,
might till have the upper hand in her dealings with the Nacene.

Nonethdless, Chakotay’ saim was true. The blast from his phaser rifle stuck Phoebe' s chest, and she
was thrown to the deck, where she remained motionless for afull five seconds.

“Good shot, Commander,” Nedix offered too soon.

The Monorhans were agitated, fluttering about the room but keeping a safe distance from Phoebe' sinert
body and Chakotay’ s team.

“Commander?” Seven said.

“Take Nedlix and get back toVoyager, ” he ordered, kneeling to remove the Key from his pack.
“Y ou may yet require our assstance,” Seven replied.

“That’san order, Seven,” he snapped.

But even as she turned to comply, courses of bright blue energy began to stream visibly through
Phoebe sbody. At firgt it appeared asif she was undergoing some sort of primitive electroshock
treatment. But when her eyes opened and she started to Sit up, Seven’s curious fascination was instantly
replaced by asolid and sharp sense of self-preservation. The problem now was that Chakotay held the
only weapon that had any chance of damaging Phoebe at al.

As Chakotay moved to fire again, aburst of invisible energy shot from Phoebe’ s hand and impacted his
chest, sucking the wind from hislungs and knocking him severd feet from his prior location.

Seven tried to aim her weapon at Phoebe, who was rising from the floor, but the Monorhans, attempting
to aid the away team, were rushing to surround Phoebe and denying Seven aclear shot. Seven did not
truly believe her weapon would damage the Nacene, but she was certain it would kill the Monorhans and
hesitated to injure or anger her only dlies.

She glanced aside to see Nedlix searching the room for cover, asafer place from which to attack
Phoebe or repa her next ondaught. Spotting along, low bank of computer stations aong the room’s
edge, he rushed to Chakotay’ s side and began to pull him to safety.



Seven saw hisactions and intuited his destination. Keeping her am fixed on the last spot where she'd
had an unobstructed view of Phoebe, she moved to cover Nedlix as he pulled Chakotay to the relative
conced ment of the gation pand.

Dozens of the Monorhan crestures where thrown from Phoebe' simmediate vicinity. Poking her head
above the computer station, Seven watched as Phoebe' s head and torso, still arcing with flashes of
brilliant blue light, began to destabilize. Her face gppeared firgt to flatten, then eongate. Her ams
extended, losing their hands and fingersin favor of severd longer cilialike appendages. Severa smilar
tentacles emerged from her chest until dl that had been vaguely humanoid in Phoebe' s appearance
dissolved in favor of the nightmarish cresture Naomi had described to the captain when she awoke from
her surgery. The Doctor had dutifully recorded Naomi’ s description in hislogs, and Seven had
committed them to memory in preparation for thisaway misson.

Thetoxin il flowed through Phoebe. The trand ucent tentacles now pulsed with an inky black dudge,
and the flashes of light gradudlly intensified from a cool blueto an angry red hue.

Phoebe, in her true Nacene form, was capable of inflicting substantially more damage upon her
attackers. Monorhans were grasped by her powerful tentacles, and one after another, the lifewas
drained from them. In each case, the smal wormlike spores emerged in the fina throes of death and
began to collect in the center of the floor beneath Phoebe.

At this point, the only advantage the away team had was numbers. But given therate at which the
Monorhans were succumbing, Seven could not predict how long that advantage would hold.

Chakotay was tirring. Seven helped him to knedl, saying, “We are pinned down. The Monorhans are
keeping Phoebe busy for the moment, but are taking heavy losses.”

“We haveto get the Key and get out of here,” he said firmly.

“Aninteresting tactical choice, when you had that option only moments ago,” Seven replied.

“Don't tell me you trust her?” Chakotay asked.

“I donot,” Seven said smply. “1 was merely pointing out to you...”

“Later,” Chakotay cut her off. “I’m going back for the Key.”

“I will make the attempt,” Seven replied.

Chakotay next thought process was clear enough to read on hisface. He was considering the fact that
this had been hisfoolhardy idea, aswdl as Seven' srelative vaue to the crew andVoyager 'smission,
and was obvioudy sorely tempted to contradict her.

“You are bardly ableto st up, Chakotay,” Seven chided him.

“Go ahead,” he nodded. “But try and stay down.” Raising hisrifle to his shoulder, he moved to Nedlix's
Sdeto cover Seven as she moved quietly away.



The scene playing out before Chakotay’ s eyes was chaos. One after another, the Monorhans made
auicidal runstoward Phoebe, and each time she managed to capture and subdue most that crossed within
reach of her tentacles. The collection of ...what had Phoebe called them?. .. spores beneath her was
growing. Between Phoebe swords and Assylia's, it seemed safe to assume now that the Nacene's
gpores and the Monorhans' parasites were one and the same. Assuming Chakotay and histeam
managed to somehow return toVoyager, if Phoebe' sintent wasto allow the sporesto attack their crew
as the Monorhans had been attacked, Chakotay didn't like the odds of their survival.

“| guessit could beworse,” Nedlix muttered.

Suddenly there was alow cracking noise from behind them both. Once, years ago, Chakotay had
agreed to go ice skating on aholographic lake with afellow Academy cadet he' d found charming. Apart
from confirming his bitter distaste for cold-wesather activities, Chakotay had received a
near-hypothermia-inducing lesson in the sound thin ice made when it was about to give way. The sound
that was now meeting his ears from more than one location behind him indicated in no uncertain terms
that something solid was dowly weakening and about to rupture.

Hedidn't have to turn his head to understand what was happening. He clearly remembered the stasis

chambersthat lined the room and the hundreds, probably thousands of beings which were held in those
chambers.

“It' sworse,” Chakotay replied.

The creatures continued their attacks on Phoebe. Chakotay could barely make out Seven'slithe form,
staying aslow to the floor as she could, but failing to find a clear path through the throng. Dozens of
Monorhans had surrounded Chakotay’ s rucksack and seemed intent on thwarting anyone who might
approach.

“We haveto get away from thesewalls,” Chakotay shouted to Nedlix.

“Why?" Nedlix asked.

The answer came in the form of adeafening crunch as a casing gave way. It had housed a creature more
than three meters high with four appendages attached to its exoskeleton, each terminating in sharp
pincers. Disoriented, the cresture ssumbled from its stasis chamber, barely missing Nedlix’ s head asit fell.
More loud crunchesfollowed, as Chakotay pushed Nedlix toward Seven, into the melee.

“Don’t look!” he ordered. “ Just run!”

Janeway’ sfirst response was to order B’ Elannato the bridge.

“Bring the impul se engines online and release the docking clamps. Force your way freeif you haveto.
Take shidds and structurd integrity to maximum, and wait for my order. If you don't hear frommein
eght minutes, getVoyager to safety.”

“But...” B’Elanna started to argue.

“There' sno timefor explanations, B’ Elanna. | have to get to the Key. If Phoebe was serious about



bringing it to me, she’d dready be here. If I'm not back with Chakotay’ s team by then, we re not coming

B’Elannaforced astoic nod and an “ Aye, Captain” before caling for Vorik to join her and hurrying from
the room.

Assyliawas till crouched on the floor, sobbing. The Doctor had moved to her side and was attempting
to murmur somewords of comfort, which were obvioudy having no effect whatsoever on the broken
woman.

Tuvok stood immobile, watching Assyliawith the same curious eyes that had been fixed upon her since
her strange request of someone called Naviim.

Moving directly into hisline of sight, Janeway said, “ Tuvok?’

His eyes blinked rapidly and then took on amore familiar expression.

“Captain,” hereplied.

Physical displays of affection had never been part of the unspoken vocabulary of their long relationship,
but the bittersweet pain of this moment overwhelmed her and she placed a ddlicate hand on the area of
the glowing creature that rested above his heart as her eyes brimmed with tears.

“Y ou said that you would enter the find stage of transformation willingly,” she said.

“That iscorrect,” hereplied.

“Thenitisn't too late?”

“Too latefor what?" he asked.

“The Doctor might till be ableto saveyou,” she said urgently, “If you will dlow himto.”

Tuvok met Janeway’ sfervent gaze. Hiseyes, usudly filled with cold and dark resolve, werelit with an
emotion Janeway was certain she had never seen there. It was amixture of kindness and regret.

“1 would not choose another course, Captain, nor would | have one chosen for me,” he said.

“But, Tuvok...” Janeway implored, the breadth and depth of the loss she was faced with tensing
between them.

Doubt and confusion played across Janeway’ s face as she tried to push her own heart out of the way
and congder this choice only from Tuvok’ s point of view.

Findly she offered awesk, semi-serious “| could makeit an order.”
“You could,” hereplied.

“But though that might change your course of action, it would not change your choice, would it?” she
asked.



“It would not,” hereplied.

Removing her hand, she looked directly into hiseyesand said, “I will missyou. But | would not deny
you this. Goodbye...my friend.”

“Goodbye...Kathryn,” hereplied. “Livelong and prosper.”

Without another word, she turned and rushed from sickbay.

Ensign Clayton was halfway through her third straight duty shift in transporter room three when Janeway
entered, dinging amodified phaser rifle over her shoulder. Clayton had followed the awvay team’s
progress from theBetass into the first ring. But once they had used the dien trangporters to move to the
second ring, she had logt astable lock.

She had noted with surprise and relief when Chakotay’ s team had activated a set of pattern enhancers
within the second ring. She watched, bleary-eyed, for the first moment she might detect their sgnas
within the range of the enhancers, certain that their arrival there might indicate aneed for argpid
evacuation, and she had no intention of disappointing them.

Clayton wasthefirst in her family to enter the Academy. The second daughter, one of three children, she
had been taken to Bgjor by her parents when she and her siblings were just toddlers. Because her
parents were Federation citizens not affiliated with Starfleet, the Cardassian authorities had granted them
permission to work as teachers within the occupied territories. Thiswas one of many postive facesthey
tried to put on the Occupation for many years. But Clayton knew intimately the true methods and means
of the Cardassians, and their unspoken determination to crush Bgjor’s people and civilization. Her Sster
and brother had died fighting for the resistance not long after their parents had been stripped of their
satus as“neutrd advisors’ and thrown into alabor camp. Clayton had been smuggled off on acargo
vesse and, once returned to the safety of the home of her father’ s sister on Earth, had immediately
transmitted her application to Starfleet Academy. The years on Bgjor had lft an inddlible mark upon her
spirit. Human by birth, a Starfleet officer by choice, in her heart she was, and dwayswould be, Bgjoran.

Voyagerhad been her first assgnment, and Clayton had done her best by Captain Janeway. She had
served for four yearsin relative obscurity as anameless, faceless, but nonethelessintegral part of
Voyager’ ssurviva upto thispoint.

“Engign,” Janeway barked as she entered, “do you currently have alock on Commander Chakotay’s
postion?’

“No, ma am,” shereplied. “Hislast known location was section fifty-seven epsilon of the second ring,
where he activated a set of pattern enhancers, but | haven't had aclear sgnd for the past eleven
minutes”

“Show me that section of the array,” Janeway requested, stepping shoulder-to-shoulder with Clayton to
examinethe display. As she pondered the schematic, Janeway said softly, “Where was he headed?’

“Thereisalarge storage bay only afew hundred meters from the pattern enhancers, Captain,” Clayton
offered. “I believe that was hisintended destination.”

“What'sin that storage bay?’ Janeway asked.



Overlaying asensor display on the schematic, Clayton answered, “ There are muted biosignatures and. ..
oh,my...”

“What isit?’
“The multiphasic activity in that room is off the charts.”
“What doesthat mean, Ensgn?’

“We ve been tracking the life-forms Commander Chakotay discovered, and from the looks of it, aimost
all of them are now located in the storage bay where the away team was headed.”

“Can you transport me directly there?” Janeway asked.
“Maybe.”

Janeway raised an eyebrow. Clayton knew full well that when the captain posed a question she was
accustomed to receiving ether adefinitive answer or alot more information.

“Explan.”

“Themineral compound that blocks our transporters has an unusud crystaline formation. It refractsthe
beam, thereby destabilizing it. But there are sections of the array that do not contain the compound, less
than ten percent. If we use the pattern enhancers the away team set up and direct the beam from there
through the unaffected sections, | think | can get you in the room.”

“Youthink?’

“I’'verun afew smulations...in the event the away team couldn’t make it back to the enhancers. I'd just
have to reverse the settings,” Clayton replied. “ Of course you might want Lieutenant Torresto check my
caculations”

“Thereisn’'t time,” Janeway said, stepping up to the transporter pad. “Doit.”

Clayton took adeep breath and reset the transport parameters. When it was done she said, “Ready,
Captain?

“Energize, Endgn...Clayton, isn't it?" Janeway asked.
“Yes, Captain,” shereplied. “Ensgn Grace Clayton.”

“Good work, Grace,” Janeway replied with atight smile. “Now energize”

Chapter 16

In Janeway’ s abrupt exit she had missed the wave of emotions that washed over Tuvok’ sface following
her departure. Tuvok’ s gaze had shifted to Assylia, still wailing and rocking back and forth inconsolably.

Her pain was a magnet, tearing a the powerful and new emotionsthat he had discovered in his



communion with the transformed Monorhans. His thoughts turned back to thefire. ..the certainty and
peace that now lay within hisgrasp. Their cool firm smplicity bathed him in peace, bringing him one step
closer to the acceptance that would mean his death and release.

But something e se, equaly powerful, sayed him. He had intentiondly severed hislink with the
Monorhans, those who were waiting so anxioudy for himto join their vast and brilliant harmony. He had
opened himsdlf to them only oncein the last severd hours, at Assylia srequest. And though he had
sensed Naviim’ s presence, and alowed Naviim to move through him for amoment to address hisrih,
Tuvok was now aone, standing on the precipice of complete abandon and wondering why, now that he
had come so far, he was hesitating.

Other than to deactivate the holomatrix, the Doctor was helplessto ease Assylia s suffering. Shewas
beyond his minigtration, or any that could be offered by anyone else.

Except for Tuvok.
He had never beforefdt compassion.

He understood it. He had seen it in action many times, particularly in hisinteractions with Janeway and
her crew. He knew its value and the absurd lengths to which it often led humans.

But he was completely unprepared for the salflessness of the emotion.

Hisfirgt contact with the transformed M onorhans had been atangle of confusion. But once his mind had
been opened to them....or by them...he had alowed the struggle to cease and given way to the torrential
rain of emation that had aways been buried within him.

Thiswas part of the alure of the new life that was being offered to him. Pure logic was only part of the
experience. Logic baanced with emation...the end of the Sruggle. . .wasthe dusive prize he 0
desperately sought.

But now that he was no longer able to submerge hisfedlings beneath asolid layer of logic, hefound,
much to his surprise, that the choice that lay before him was not as smple as he had beieved up to this
point.

He could accept that hisfriends and family...those wholoved him...would fed pain when hisbody died.
It was atestament to their devotion to him that they would willingly suffer this pain so that he might take
thefind step inthisjourney he had chosen. And it was appropriate that they honor his choice.

But Assylia s suffering moved him in away he had never experienced. Even with al of the promise that
lay before him, he was not certain he would be able to find complete peaceinit, if it meant he had failed
to relieve the pain of another whose tortured existence demanded that any being who was sentient of it
respond withcompassion.

Theredization hit him.

Hewould aways regret this choice.

But not as much asthe dternative.

Hisarmswere bound to his side, condtricted by the presence of the life-form awaiting thefind transfer of



his consciousness. He gently requested release, and the creature rearranged itself so that he could place
hishands on Assylid sface.

Kneding before her, he said quietly, “My mind to your mind...”

The meld wasinitiated. Hewas dl too aware that the enhanced mental abilities he was currently
enjoying, the same abilities that had alowed him to cdl to Vorik and find the strength to ddliver the
Monorhans message to Assylia, would belost to him forever if what he was about to attempt
succeeded. But the part of him that knew compassion did not care.

Once hismind was firmly linked to the consciousness that was embedded within Assylia s holomatrix, he
opened the door that linked him to the minds of Assylia s people. For amoment, both were bathed in a
seaof conflict and terror.

Something waswrong.

Protect them.

The Key has been recovered.

Danger.

Itisthe Time of Knowing.

It must be stopped.

Blessed be the All-Knowing Light.

Resdt.

Surging through the sea of these vast conflicting fragments of thought, Tuvok saw the chamber where the
Nacene known as * Phoebe” was daughtering the Monorhans.

His despair was overwhelming. But from Assyliahe received an infuson of righteousrage.
She knew what he knew.

These were her people, and they were once again under attack. But thistime, there was something she
could do to help them.

Tuvok?

He heard her words clearly in hismind.

The choiceisyours he answered her.
Thisrespongbility ismine. | must help them,she replied.
Then do so.

Tuvok was again seated in front of thefire, grasping the hand of hismirror image. Assyliasat besde him,



and as he made hiswishes clear to the creature that had shared every aspect of hisbeing sincethe
transformation had begun, theimage of the face across the fire began to shimmer.

For abrief moment, Tuvok knew sadness. The features of the face distorted and were replaced by a
mirror image of Assylia Though Tuvok did not remember releasing the hand of his counterpart, he saw
now that the entity firmly grasped the hand of Assylia.

Then, thefirewas gone. He was done again in the darkness of hismind. But the anticipated and familiar
loneliness did not ache within him asit had so recently. Anicy wave washed it awvay asthe pain, regret,
and compassion buried themsalves deep in the recesses of his mind where they belonged.

The Doctor watched in amazement as the glowing creature that had engulfed Tuvok began to writhe and
wriggle, moving down Tuvok’s arms and beginning to envel op the holographic body of Assylia

She did not seem to resist the trandfer. In the space of afew short moments, the creature completely
disentangled itself from Tuvok and covered every visible portion of Assylia

Force of habit called the Doctor to scan both of them with histricorder, but it wasn’t necessary to
understand what was happening. Tuvok had said that the final choice to accept the creature was his and
hisaone. Clearly he had made the choice to allow the creature, now fully formed, to merge with
Assylia s consciousness rather than his own.

Thetransfer was complete.

Tuvok fell unconsciousto the deck asthe cresture formed itsdlf into atight cocoon around Assylia. A
few momentslater, the Doctor watched in awe as an organism of unspeakable beauty burst forth from
the cocoon, unfolding its massive wings and beginning to beeat the air with them to hold astationary
position above Tuvok' s supine form.

Two ddlicate arms emerged from the cresture' storso. Long tapered fingers reached for Tuvok’ sface
and gently caressed him. Then, in abrilliant flash of blinding white light, the creature was gone.

The Doctor knelt over Tuvok and activated histricorder. The readings were impossible, but confirmed
when Tuvok opened his eyes and Started to Sit up.

“Gently, Lieutenant,” the Doctor said in his maost soothing voice. “It gppears you are going to befine.”

Thefirg thing Janeway was conscious of as she materiaized in the center of the chamber where
Chakotay, Seven, Nedlix, and the Monorhans were battling for their lives was a complete inability to
breathe. There was smply no space around her which was not occupied by billowing rapidly besting
wings. After afew seconds of tumbling through this disoriented jumble, she threw hersalf facedown on
the floor of the chamber.

Through the confusion she heard the unmistakabl e hiss of wegponsfire.

That would be the away team, she thought, and the fact that at |east one of them was till diveand
wielding aweapon stedled her resolve. With one arm raised above her head to shidld it from the



relentless ondaught of frenetic activity, she started to crawl toward the only opening she could make out
within the swirling mass. Within afew meters, her hand struck something solid. Raising her eyes, she saw
astandard-issue rucksack, and within it the rough edges of the ceremonial box in which the Key to
Gremadia had been presented to her.

Frantically, she opened the pack and pulled the box free. With aloud click and hiss, shereleased the
ceremonial lock and cracked the box open.

Blinding rays of pink light—accompanied, perhgps only in Janeway’ simagination, by a screeching
wall—poured from the box.

| guessthey’re glad I' m back, Janeway thought, relatively undisturbed by the fact that she was now
accustomed to thinking of the Key asmany living things.

The frenetic efforts of the creatures that surrounded her increased exponentially when the Key was
revealed. The box was pulled from her fingertips and lifted from the ground, then abruptly clattered back
to the floor as the creature who had grasped it was pulled from the melee by an unseen force.

Thistime, Janeway managed to rise dmost to her hands and knees, and in one quick motion threw her
body over the box, clutching it to her chest and folding herself around it in afetal position.

The creatures ceased trying to grab the box and instead turned their efforts on her. Sharp fingers
plucked at her from al sides as she struggled by fed to pull the box open and release the Key.

Finaly, her pdm found its smooth warm surface and she was able to shift hersdlf into apostionto pull it
free.

The moment her entire hand was positioned securely on it, she had the Strange sensation that it was
stuck there. She wouldn't have risked testing the theory by letting go, but she definitely didn’t like the
feding.

Like apiece of metd drawn to a powerful magnet, Janeway’ s other hand was pulled without aid of her
will to the sphere. Squinting her eyes automaticaly to shield them from the powerful light emanating from
the Key, sherose, or was pulled by itsforce, to a standing position. She folded her arms over theKey in
aprotective gesture, pulling it into her abdomen, and for the first time since her arrival was ableto teke a
full breath, and then see exactly what kind of disaster she had transported into.

Thefirg thing to strike her was the sudden compartive tillness and silence of the moment. She now
had a clear vision of the creatures who had been buffeting her about the floor asthey cleared a space
around her, revealing the rest of the room to her sght and further illuminating it by the glow of their
bodies, which seemed to pulse with light.

She knew ingtantly that these were the Monorhans. The structure and trand ucent glow of their bodies
were smilar to that of the creature that had been joined with Tuvok. But the faces that now turned to her
with expressons of mingled ave and reverence were unmigtakable both in their physical character and in
the spiritsthat spoke to her through their large haunting eyes.

On ether side of her, down the sides of the room asfar as she could see, hundreds of dienswere
wrestling with the creatures. She recogni zed some of them. There were many she could not place. But
the memory of the field of battle Phoebe had shown her and the mass of Nacene who had assumed other
formsin order to fecilitate their explorationswas till vivid in her mind.



The exiles have returned, she thought, but dmost as quickly corrected hersdf when she saw the sasis
chamberslining thewalls and dozens of dien life-formsforcing their way through the barriers that
separated them from the battle.

Or these are the ones who gave up the struggle, she redlized.

Neither thought was particularly comforting.

But even as sheredlized this, she saw at the same time that, like the Monorhans, they had ceased to
engage with one another and were turning their attention to her instead.

From thefar end of the chamber afamiliar voice cdled, “ Captain!”

“Chakotay,” shereplied, searching the scene for him and smiling with relief when she saw him pull
himsdlf free from the clutches of what looked like alarge green spider. When the alien’ s eye stalks were
directed toward her, it seemed to lose al will to engage Chakotay and stood quite still as her first officer

hurried across the room toward her.
From the opposite flank, Seven and Nedlix cameinto view and likewise began to runin her direction.

No one, neither the Nacene nor the Monorhans, seemed inclined to stop them. The dl stood still, many
openmouthed, staring at Janeway.

At firg thiswas difficult to understand. Then the intensifying heat of the Key clutched firmly in her hands
reminded her that, at least for the moment, she was holding the only ace in the room and nothing seemed

asimportant to either sdein this conflict as how shewas going to play it.

“You'redl right,” Chakotay said on ragged shallow bresths as he reached her.

Janeway nodded, managing awesk smile.

Therewas ill onedl important factor in the equation that was missing, and Janeway was impatient for
her to show hersdlf.

A largewriggling pile pulled her atention to her left. The spores, sheknew in aningant. Lifting her eyes
above the wormlike organisms, she saw Phoebe, a mass of writhing black tentacles floating above the

spores. Her first reaction to Janeway’ s presence was to release several Monorhans who were held in her
grasp. Once they were free she gently glided to the floor and dowly lurched toward Janeway and her

officers
“Kathryn,” her voice boomed, echoing throughout the chamber.

At least Phoebe no longer looked or sounded like her sister. In some ways this made what must come
next much easer for Janeway.

“You didn’t return toVoyager, ” Janeway began, then quipped, “| was sarting to worry.”
“Captain, the life-forms we detected...” Chakotay began.

“Don’'t worry, Commander,” Janeway halted him. “I think | know everything about thisSituation | need



tofor thetimebeing.”

“Y ou will return the Key to its box, Kathryn,” Phoebe said in atone more commanding than
supplicating. “Wewill not dlow it to be used until the rest of the exiles have returned.”

“That was our understanding,” Janeway replied, nodding dightly, but making no moveto releasethe
Key, dill clutched to her somach.

“Then why do you hesitate now?’ Phoebe demanded.

“It gppearsthis Stuation isalittle more complicated than you described to me,” Janeway replied.

“Y ou refer to the abominations,” Phoebe said.

“And thefact that thisarray is about to be destroyed,” Janeway added.

Thefilaments of red light that had been coursing through Phoebe' s undulating form were transmuted to a
vivid shade of violet. Something in this change gave Janeway the distinct sensation that Phoebe was
attempting to verify what Janeway had said.

A moment later, her suspicion was confirmed. “ It cannot be stopped,” Phoebe said with resignation.

“I didn’t think it could,” Janeway replied. “Y ou will alow Commander Chakotay and histeam to return
unharmed toVoyager, ” she said in atone which clearly indicated that this was a demand, not arequest.

There was a pregnant pause as Phoebe appeared to consider her options.
“Of course,” Phoebefindly replied.

Chakotay opened his mouth to protest but didn’t have a chance before Janeway said, “ Thank you,”
adding, “Commander, if I’'m not back on board in five minutes, I'm not coming back. Y our orders areto
get the ship asfar away from the array as possible and resume a course for the Alpha Quadrant.”

Chakotay’ s head was pounding. The sudden rdlief he’ d felt when Janeway appeared in the chamber,
hei ghtened when she addressed Phoebe in the calm commanding voice that had seen them through
Stuationsworse than this, evaporated in aflood of conflicted pressing needs. She had aplan. That much
was obvious. But if she was honestly willing to give her lifein the execution of it, the biggest part of his
heart felt it was his duty to stand by her sdewhile shedidit.

“Send Seven and Nedlix,” hesaid quickly. “But let me stay,” he said.

“Thisisn't up for discussion, Commander,” Janeway replied. “ Assyliaactivated her ship’s salf-destruct
mechanism. This entire place will be destroyed in the next six minutes. Tuvok isdead. Tom and Harry are
missing.Voyager needs you morethan | do right now.”

Shewasright and he knew it.

But he couldn’t force himsdlf to accept it.



“Now, Chakotay,” Janeway commanded.

Therewasn't timeto think of &l the things he wanted to say to her. Thetruth was he had never allowed
himsdlf to imagine saying goodbye to her. With an emptinessin his heart that threatened to suffocate him,
Chakotay turned to Seven and Nedlix and nodded for them to join him in moving quickly toward the exit.
The creatures cleared a path, and within seconds the chamber was behind them as they ran as quickly as

they could toward the waiting pattern enhancers.

Phoebe moved closer to Janeway, saying, “I have done as you wished. Now put the Key away.”

“Tel meonething first,” Janeway demanded.

“What isit?’

“Why didn’t you tell me about the Monorhans?’

There was another pause as Phoebe considered the best way to answer this question. Therewasn't a
truthful answer that was going to get her anywhere, but as she tentatively pushed hersdlf into Janeway’s
mind, searching for an dternative, she saw dl too plainly that there was dso no point inlying. The exiled
Nacene who were not aready here were still en route to the array. By the time they arrived the array

would be destroyed, but neither Phoebe nor those already present would use the conduit until their
number was complete. That |eft precious few options but one.

Janeway would have to die aboard the array.

Her death would further destabilize the gateway, but the Key would remain intact to be used in another
time and place.

Phoebe was spared the need to explain thisto Kathryn as a high-pitched screech filled the chamber.
Every head in the room snapped toward the far entrance where the soulless creature, the unknowing one,

floated forward, propelled by its ragged, misshapen wings, heading straight for Janeway.

Chakotay’ steam had no difficulty reaching the pattern enhancersthey had set up near the chamber.
Clayton trangported them from the array directly ontoVVoyager *sbridge. Rising from the captain’ s chair,
B’ Elannarushed forward.

“Chakotay, what happened?’ she demanded. “Where sthe captain?’

Therewas, unfortunately, no time to answer her question.

“Chakotay to transporter room three,” he barked.

“Go ahead Commander,” Clayton replied over the comm.

“Do you have alock on the captain?’

“Yes, dr,” shereplied.



Findly, some good news.

He debated calling for an emergency transport right that second. But Kathryn had asked for five
minutes. If they were histo give, he would.

“Computer,” he caled, checking the time on hisarmrest console. “Begin afour-minute countdown with
audible confirmation every Sxty seconds, starting now.”

“Countdown enabled,” the computer replied.

Turning to B’ Elanna he asked, “What' s our status?’

“All systems are stlanding by, Commander,” shereplied. “Impulse engines are online, shiddsand inertia
dampers at maximum. Our interface with the array’ s docking controlsis stable. We ve plotted a course
that skirtsthe edge of the singularity’ s event horizon and we' re ready to depart.”

“Excdlent,” Chakotay replied. “ Seven, you'reon tactical. B’ Elanna, takethe hem.”

“Aye, Sir,” they replied in unison, taking their Sations. Chakotay took half a second to appreciate that it
wasthefirgt truly harmonious moment they’ d shared since their mini-collective state had ended.

“Commander,” Nedix sad.

“Get down to sickbay, Nedlix,” Chakotay ordered. “Tell the Doctor to prepare for casuaties. Boarding
this godforsaken place was dmost adisaster. | don’t expect we'll have an easy time on the way out
ather.”

“Yes, dr,” Nedix snapped, heading immediatdly for the turbolift.

Taking his seat next to the captain’s chair, he opened a comm channel to the entire ship.

“Three minutes remaining,” the computer said.

“Thisis Commander Chakotay to all hands. We are ready to depart the array. Red dert.”

Asthe bridge was bathed in the pulsing red glow of the emergency lights, B’ Elannasaid, “ Commander,
the tractor net controlsthat run along the outer edge of the docking bay are ill active. We haven't tried
to disable them yet, but | believe we should do so before we attempt to leave.”

“Why would we do that?’ Chakotay asked.

“Onceweinitiate our separation from the docking bay, our link with the array’ s syslems will disconnect.
If the tractor controls should be activated automaticaly orby anyone else before we clear the bay, we
won't be ableto pull free and maintain our exit vector, and once our link is terminated we won't have any

control over the tractor system.”

Chakotay weighed the pros and cons. Since the entire array was going to be dust in amatter of
moments, he didn’t think it mattered one way or the other.

“Can we target them from here?’ he asked.



“Yes, dr,” Sevenreplied. “Their coordinates are locked in and phasers are ready.”

Chakotay was about to order Seven to fire when the most unexpected of voices cut softly through the
tension enveloping the bridge.

“That would be most unwise, Commander,” Tuvok said, emerging from the turbolift.
Chakotay’ s head snapped toward him, along with the head of every other bridge crewman present.
“Tuvok,” hewhispered, then spoke up, saying, “the captain said you were dead.”

“She had good reason to believe | would be the last time we spoke,” the V ulcan replied with
characterigtic restraint. “But as you can see, she was mistaken.”

“Areyou fit to return to duty?’ Chakotay asked.
“1 would not be herewere | otherwise,” Tuvok replied.

Chakotay shook his head, afaint smile crossing hislips. He and Tuvok had never been the best of
friends, but at this moment he was struck by how much he' d missed him over the past few days.

“Take your station,” Chakotay said. “ Seven, replace Collins at ops.”

“Two minutesremaining,” the computer reported.

Seven complied as Chakotay continued, “ So why shouldn’t we destroy the tractor net controls now?’
“Becauseif we do so, wewill not be ableto safely leavethe array,” Tuvok replied. “ The tractor net
functions as aguidance system, shepherding vessels along the singularity’ s event horizon. Our navigationa
systems are not sophisticated enough to cal culate the required course adjustments, nor could the most
skilled pilot successfully plot the appropriate course. It is one of many safety features crested for this
array and will activate automatically when we cross the docking bay’ sthreshold.”

Chakotay thought back to his conversation with Assyliaand her conviction that the crestures had
broughtV oyager safely on board.

“How do you know that?’ Chakotay asked.

“Itisoneof many things| learned from the life-formswho first brought meto the array,” Tuvok replied
without a hint of remorse.

“Did they tdll you that they were responsible for our safe arrival?’ Chakotay asked.

“Yes, Commander,” Tuvok replied. “ Assyliabriefly disrupted the automated system whenV oyager
approached the array. They were ableto counter her efforts only moments before the ship’simminent
destruction.”

“I hope you thanked them for us, Tuvok,” Chakotay replied, resuming his seet.

“I did, Commander,” Tuvok replied.



“Transporter room to the bridge,” Clayton’ s voice announced.
“Go ahead, Engign,” Chakotay replied.

“Commander, thereisahighly locaized subspace dissonance field forming in section fifty-seven epsilon
of the array’ s second ring,” sheinformed him.

Kathryn, Chakotay thought slently.
“Doesit pose any danger to the captain?’ Chakotay asked.

“I don’t know, gir,” Clayton replied.” But it is effectively jamming the captain’ssignd. | can't keepa
gablelock.”

Chakotay considered hisfew options.

Much asevery cdl in hisbody demanded that he find away to return to the array, he knew that Kathryn
would never forgive himif hedid so.

“Oneminute remaning,” came the computer’ s maddeningly calm voice.

Closing his eyes, Chakotay forced himsdf to take a degp, measured breath. Kathryn’sface and last
words rose unbidden to hismind.

Voyager needs you morethan | do right now.

He knew what he had to do.

Acceptance and peace with this choice would have to come later.

“Lieutenant Torres,” he said softly, “release the docking clamps and go to stationkeeping.”

“Aye, dr,” B’Elannareplied.

A heavy metdlic clank assured him that they were one step closer to putting this debacle behind them.
But at what cost?

“We are clear of the docking clamps and have terminated our interface with the array’ s systems”
B’ Elanna announced. “ The bay forcefield is down and we are ready to depart on your order, sir.”

Theshiprattled, and bucked. At first Chakotay assumed that they were having difficulty maintaining their
position within the bay.

That changed when the bridge was plunged into sudden darkness.

What the...?Janeway thought as the horrific creature unfurled its arms and shot toward her.

She sensed the confused flutter of activity among the others, but none cameimmediately to her aid.



Thisisn't good.

Phoebe spent an entire half-second debating within herself asto whether or not she should intercept the
creature and temporarily save Janeway’ s life. Phoebe knew that the presence of the Monorhans had
irreparably damaged the fragile peace she had made with the captain. Janeway hadn’t cometo the array
with the intention of honoring her agreement with Phoebe.

No. The captain had made her choice.
It was so predictable as to be nauseating.

She was going to try and help the abominations. She either did not know or did not care that that course
would certainly lead to her own death when she became the conduit. Nor did she weigh this more heavily
than the reaction of the Othersin Exosia, who would only be able to see Janeway’ s actionsasa
declaration of war.

Which meant that Phoebe aso had a choice to make. The unknowing one was acting on ingtinct. It
sensed the unclean blood of the lesser being in its path and yearned to purify it with the gift of the newly
generated sporeresting in itsbelly. It was acting on aprima Nacene drive which tied it more closely to
the Others than to Phoebe or the exiles, an ignorance rooted in their unwillingnessto interact with the
life-forms beyond Exosia. Had its transformed body been tempered by a consciousness, it would have
understood, asthe rest of the transformed Monorhans did, that the spore wriggling within it and yearning
for release was not meant for alesser being. It would have sensed the Key and the promiseit held as it
poured itslight into the chamber, waiting for Janeway to pressit into itslock. But the unknowing one
could act only on itsmost basic drives. It would infect the cgptain and she would begin the
transformation. Within hours, if such time existed, another albomination would be born.

But once the spore wasimplanted in the captain’s body, the Key would sense her oneness, her newly
born Nacene-ness, and would disconnect itsalf from her will.

No Nacene could actualy “own” the Key, because no Nacene could become the conduit and use the
conduit at the sametime. Thefatal flaw in the Light’s grand plan had been to tiethe Key’ sactivation to a
lesser being, aflaw Phoebe and the other exiles had attempted to compensate for by gently suggesting a
mythologica origin to the ancient M onorhans which included godlike beings that had created and cared
for them. It was not exactly alie. And asthe Monorhan belief system had evolved to include a
rudimentary understanding of the Key and Gremadia, Phoebe had rested content in the certainty that
whenever she and the exiles chose to use the Key, any number of Monorhanswould willing have
sacrificed themselves to make this happen. After dl, it would have been the will of their Blessed
All-Knowing Light.

The course that lay before Janeway and Phoebe now, as the unknowing one surged forward, deviated
somewhat from the master plan, but was, Phoebe had to acknowledge, a better means to the same end.
Janeway would not die, at least not right away, but she would no longer be the Key’ sowner. Thiswould
briefly forestal the further destabilization of the gateway Phoebe had worked so hard to avoid if Janeway
died without opening the conduit. Thiswould also buy Phoebe the time she needed to gather &t least a
few of those who had been waiting at Gremadiato take them to join the exilesin preparation for the
battle that was surely to come.



In the meantime, the abominations would die, with al the others Kathryn held dear when the array was
destroyed.

All inal, an acceptable compromise.

Too late Janeway redlized that though her phaser rifle was still dung over her shoulder, she could not use
it and hold on to the Key at the same time. She made the attempt anyway, but found that her hands were
firmly glued in place around the Key. Casting aquick glance behind her, she saw the massive tattered
gphere floating there. She took an ingtinctive step back, but almost tripped when her hedl met the solid
base that circled the floor benegath the sphere.

She didn’t know what the creature was, or why, unlike the others, it seemed to show no deferenceto
her position asthey Key’ sowner. Itsrage and hodtility were pa pable, and it took only afew brief
seconds for her to resgn hersdf to theinevitable.

Twenty meters.
Ten.
Oh, hdll.

A brisk blast of noxious air assaulted her nogtrils, but at the last possible moment, the cresture was
pulled from itsintercept course.

Janeway lifted her eyesin awe as one of the Monorhans, one with acurioudy familiar face, gragped the
unknowing oneit itsarmsand carried it safely away from the captain.

Assylia sheredized, her heart catching in her throat.
Then what became of Tuvok?

Janeway watched as dozens of others, seemingly on Assylia s command, joined the fight, tearing at the
cresture swingsand literdly ripping it apart in afrenzied dance of survival. She was reminded of a
holovid she’ d once seen which showed in graphic detail the fury with which a pack of hyenaswould
descend upon awounded lion.

Within moments, the horrific spectacle ended as the creature emitted afina weakened shriek and fell
lifelessto the chamber’ sfloor.

It landed mangled, facedown. One of the small wormlike spores that Janeway had seen piled below
Phoebe emerged from itsremains and in aflash joined its companions.

Throughout this the Nacene who had emerged from their stasi's chambers had begun to assemble
themsdvesin alarge group surrounding the pile. The Monorhans collected themselvesin their own
formation aong the other side of the chamber.

Janeway repositioned hersdlf beneath the sphere. In the apparatus at its base she could clearly seea
haf-circle indentation. She did not know exactly how she knew, but nonethel ess she was absol utely
certain that this had to be the lock that the Key was meant for, and that once the Key was placed there



by her, the conduit would open.

“Kathryn,” Phoebe cdled.
“Theselife-forms,” Janeway asked, referring to the Monorhans, “ how were they created?’

The degth of the unknowing one had frustrated Phoebe' s plan yet again. She wasforced again to face
the lesser of the evils before her.

Just keep her talking until the array explodes. Aslong asit takes so that she doesn’t use the Key and
open the conduit.. ..

“The Monorhans who discovered the station were taken by the spores intended for my people,” Phoebe
sad.

“Teken?’

“We can only enter Exosain apurified state,” Phoebe said. “To do otherwise would further unbaance
our two redlities. The spores were created to facilitate our fina transformation. But as the Monorhans
were created through us, the spores mistook them for us. They are not sentient. They were drawn to the
Monorhansinginctively.”

“ Another unforeseen effect?’ Janeway asked.
“They are of no consequence,” Phoebe thundered.

“How can you say that?’ Janeway replied in disbelief. “ Just because they weren't apart of your highly
flawed plan, that does't change the fact that they exist in their present form because of choices you and
your people made. Like it or not, they are nowaof you, and they belong in Exosia. Not to mention the fact
that unlike you, they are clearly morta and will be destroyed when the array explodes. Any that might
escape would at best be damned to eternal purgatory within this system, wouldn't they?” she demanded.

“Each of them has the power to generate another spore,” Phoebe replied. “ That which liveswithin them
isnecessary for usto reenter Exosia. | will lead them from this place and harvest the sporesthey
possess.”

“Will they survive that process, and will you dlow them to follow you into Exosiawhen you do return?’
Janeway asked.

“Of course,” Phoebe said.

Janeway wasn't fooled. She studied the chamber. 1tsfloor was littered with dead Monorhans, and she
didn’'t imagine for one moment that the pile of sporeswriggling at the feet of the Nacene had materidized
out of thinair.

“I'm sorry, Phoebe,” shesaid findly. “1 wanted to help you. | truly did. But you and | both know that in
order for you to get what you need, one way or another these beingswill die.”



“Why do you care?’ Phoebe demanded.

“Because|I’m not in the habit of placing my own needs above those of innocent life-forms. | would think
you' d know that by now. Ther rights are no lessimportant to me than yours. And | share a sympathy
with them that | cannot find for you or your people. They are not responsible for what has happened
here, and they do not deserve to die now because of your ignorance or arrogance. I’ m sorry, Phoebe,”
shesaid again. “ Our redity is bound by time, and yours has now run out.”

Raising her voice to address the Nacene assembled behind her, Janeway called out, “ Those of you who
wish to return home should make use of the spores that remain. Those who do not will haveto find

another way.”

“Kathryn...you can't...” Phoebe said.

“Oh, but | can,” Janeway replied.

Janeway fell to her knees at the base of the sphere and moved to put the Key inits place.

But Phoebe had onefina card left to play. “ Y ou will not survivethis” she warned.“ The conduit can only
be opened by its owner because the life force of the owner isrequired to sustainit.”

Janeway paused for afraction of a second.

She' d known thistoo. Not the mechanism of her death, but the probability of it. Her gut impulseto
make sure Chakotay and the others were returned safely toVoyager had risen from the belief that
whatever course she chose, she was probably not going to leave this chamber dive.

She thought of the Caretaker.

He' d had another choice. He could have | eft the Ocampato the Kazon and saved himself by returning to
Gremadia. But his sense of duty and responsibility, vauesthat he could have learned only from his
interaction with thelesser beings of this dimension, vaues that Janeway was certain Phoebe had failed to
truly absorb despite the depth and breadth of her experiences, had led him to sacrifice himsdlf to ensure
the surviva of those whose planet he had al but destroyed.

“We are more dike than you think, Phoebe,” Janeway replied. “1 have seen the compassion other
Nacene have been capable of. | suggest, when thisis done, you look harder at yourself and the options
before you. Find away to solve the problem that does not include the wanton destruction of those you
think of aslesser beings. We may not beimmortal, but there’ salesson in our mortdity that you still need
tolean.”

“What isthat, Kathryn?’ Phoebe asked.

“There are some things worth dying for.”

Phoebe was, as Janeway had said,out of time. But in the split second it took her to martia her energy to
stop Janeway’ s heart in her chest and prevent her from thisfinal fatal step, every single Monorhan il
alive came together and formed a protective barrier between Phoebe and the captain.



Janeway sensed their motion and intent, took what she believed would be her final bresth, and placed
the Key into the lock.

Chapter 17

Therewas afaint click asthe Key snagpped into its place. The moment it did, the pink light was
transmuted to orange, then ydlow, finaly resolving into blinding whiteness.

Janeway’ s handsfell to her Sdes. Thefirst thing shefelt was an inexplicable sense of relief. It was asif
the weight of athousand worlds had been lifted from her shoulders.

She thought for a brief moment of Tuvok, and the peace and clarity of hisfind moments. She could not
fed anything so absolute, but in the few secondsthat were till hers and hers done, she did fed something
smilar asakind and loving facefilled her mind’ s eye. It was not the face of her former fiancé, Mark, or
her father, who had died so many years ago and whom she' d missed terribly since. It was not the face of
her sgter, stolen by the Nacene she could only think of as*“Phoebe,” or the face of her beloved mother,
Gretchen.

For reasons only the deepest recesses of her heart knew, the face that rose to her consciousness as she
released herself to whatever must come of this choice was the face of her first officer, Chakotay. Perhaps
thiswas her mind' sway of assuring her that she had |eft her crew in the best possible hands. Or perhaps
he was the last person she thought of because hiswas the heart and spirit that had become the most
important if unacknowledged part of her own in the joys and sorrows of the past four years.

And now hewill never know,she redized with an overwheming sense of regret.

But asthe light emanating from the Key enveloped her, al thoughts of herself were wiped from her mind.
She was lifted from the floor where she had knelt, her arms stretching out at her Sdes as her legs
unfolded. The whiteness surged around her. Shefet certain that it was pulling her gpart. The tattered
remains of the fragile spherica casing that had housed the spores disintegrated around her in a cascade of
fiery sparks as she was drawn to the center of the ring and held aoft by the force of the Key.

And then,they were moving through her. One after another, the transformed Monorhans forced
themsalvesinto the center of her body. They sought out the impossibly small space between the
subatomic particles of her being and passed through like tiny threads through the eye of aneedle.

She did not know what awaited them on the other sde. But in their passage she knew utter and
completejoy. Somehow, they understood the sacrifice that she was making on their behdf, andin the
fraction of a second that the essence of each was mingled with her own, shefdlt their gratitude.

It entered her mind and soul asthe most beautiful of songs. Surging to a perfectly resolved crescendo
within her, the fragmented and dissonant music that had first called to Tuvok now took its rightful place
among the larger symphonic tapestry of the ever-resonating universe.

Phoebe watched this spectacle with rage. Janeway had betrayed her, just as she had attempted to
betray the Others. The few spores that remained were drawn in their present form not to the Nacene
who stood by, helplessy witnessing the end of their hopes, but to the conduit. Given the choice between



the dimension where they had been trapped and that to which their true nature belonged, they sought
Exosa, burrowing through Janeway’ s chest, unaware that when they arrived, they would immediatdy
mest their destruction.

The exileswho had been left behind were crowding around one another, amass of confusion. They had
chosen to return to the array and enter stasis because they had grown weary of their struggle. None of
them would dared have disrupted the spores, but were content to wait patiently for the number to be
complete before they attempted to reenter Exosia. Though they were, for the moment, trapped in
whatever dien form they had last embodied before entering stasi's, Phoebe sensed that they could
nonetheless share in her rage, and suffer some in the knowledge that the existence now granted to the
Monorhans was probably lost to them now for al eternity.

There were too many to contain, but Phoebe gathered those she till had strength to sustain within her,
granting them asmall fraction of her power and will, and left the array in search of aplaceto safely
collect her thoughts and plan for the coming eventudlity.

She could not know for certain exactly what the Others would make of thisintrusion into Exosa She
was absolutely certain, however, that thiswould speed Vivia sreturn and that the next time they met
there would be no hiding the truth from her. The Otherswould have their revenge, and Phoebe knew
beyond a shadow of adoubt that it would be both swift and final.

The only comfort she found as she traversed the frigid barrenness of space-time was in the thought that
whatever she and her people were about to suffer, it would be nothing compared to the fate that would
certainly befal those that Kathryn cared for.

The passage of the Monorhans through the conduit seemed to stretch itself over countlesslifetimes. In
redlity, it took less than two minutes.

The last creature to move through her made more than her gratitude known to Janeway in the fraction of
asecond that they shared as one. Fully aware of the lengths to which Janeway and her people had gone
on behdf of not only the Fourteenth Tribe but all Monorhans, therih-hara-tan Assylia paused for an
infinitesma moment within Janeway’ s expanded consciousnessto give the only gift she could. It wasless
than Janeway deserved, but al that Assyliahad |eft to offer.

Certain that her children werefinally safe, having tasted dl too briefly the song of her people asthey
found the home they had longed for, Assyliatransferred the entire life force within her to thefailing
systems of Janeway’ s body, which had been completely drained, as Phoebe had rightly predicted, in the
process of becoming the conduit for the Monorhans.

For abrief moment, Assyliastood on the precipice of eternity and glimpsed the bright and peaceful
fulfillment of her people. Then, with aprayer of gratitude to the Blessed All-Knowing Light, she asked
that if her life could be taken that Janeway might survive, He, in hisinfinite wisdom, let it be so.

Assylianever entered Exosa

Much to the amazement of the Nacene who were too weak to follow Phoebe, when the conduit was
closed and Janeway’ s body fell in ahegp upon the floor of the chamber now filled with an inky
blackness, the captain was till breathing.



The few secondsit took for the ship’s emergency lighting system to compensate for the shipwide
blackout were interminable to Chakotay. When the bridge was once again awash in the rhythmic pul se of
red light he called, “Report!”

“Commander,” Seven’s measured voice called from ops, “theBetas's isreaching critical mass. It will
explode, setting off achain reaction which will destabilize the array in lessthan one minute.”

“What happened to the lights? Arewe losing power?’ he asked.

“No, sr. The subspace dissonance field coming from the array expanded to alarge enough areato
disruptVoyager *s power grid, but it has now collapsed and | have rerouted nonessential systemsto
compensate for the temporary drain.”

“Chakotay to trangporter room three, have you recovered the captain’ s signal?’

“Aye, gr,” Clayton replied.

“Thirty secondsremaining,” the computer reported.

“Chakotay to Janeway,” he called over the comm.

A sharp burgt of gtatic was the unwelcome but nonetheless fully anticipated response.

Forgive me, Chakotay thought, unsure whether he was addressing the spirits who watched over his
people, or Kathryn.

“Tuvok, drop our shiglds...Clayton, initiate transport!”

Five quick heartbeatsater Clayton caled,”1 have her, Commander.”

“Raise shidds. B’Elanna, get usout of here.”

Under B’ Elanna s calm hands,Voyager glided steadily forward, passing through the docking bay’s
entrance, headed straight for the swirling destructive mass of the sngularity. Just asthe aft section was

clearing the bay, the familiar deep green tractor net flickered to life and surrounded the ship inits
gtabilizing energy web.

At the same time, the central core of theBetas's reached critical mass, and the finest technologica
achievement of Monorha s Fourteenth Tribe exploded, taking with it the docking bay whereit had rested
for fifty years, and vaporizing the upper ring' s Sabilization field controls.

Voyagercareened to starboard.

“Can we go to impulse?’ Chakotay barked.

“Not yet, 5ir,” B'Elannareplied. “We haven't cleared the...”

But the end of her statement was lost as the ship jutted abruptly to port, and the tractor net blinked out



of exisence.

Suddenly, theintertia dampers were pushed to the brink of their capacity asthe ship skidded adong the
edge of the event horizon. The ops and engineering consoles erupted in ashower of sparks, and those
who were able to keep their seats or their footing did so only by holding on for deer lifeto whatever was
nearest.

“Shidds at sixty percent,” Tuvok called from tactical.

The chain reaction that Seven had predicted was swift. Like faling dominoes, each bay to the right and
left of that which had housed theBetas's crumpled in upon itself. Huge shards of metd were pulled free
and plunged into the inexorable gravity of the sngularity. Within seconds, the lower ring was dso
affected. The perfect circleswere ripped from their orbit asthe first sectionsto collgpse were pulled first
toward the center, then caught in the singularity’ s gravity and plucked like petalsfrom aflower and
sucked into oblivion.

Massive pieces of shrapnd flew before the main viewscreen as B’ Elanna nudged the impulse engines
from one-quarter to one-hdf, slently becoming one with the ship as she gently did her best to find the
ever-narrowing course to safety.

She managed to avoid the event horizon by less than a hundred kilometers and for a heart-stopping
second dropped the nose forty-five degrees, heading straight toward one of the only sections of the array
that was dill relatively intact.

“Shidds at forty percent,” Tuvok said.

Chakotay saw it rushing toward them and slently cursed himsdlf for waiting too long. Their rapidly
disintegrating shields would never protect them from head-on impact.

“B’Elanna?’ hecaled dilly.

“Don’'t worry,” B’ Elannasaid softly. At the same time she had been entering one dight course correction
after another, therest of her brain had been calculating trgjectories for the array’ s debris. Though she
couldn’'t have given Chakotay the odds to the decima point, as Seven of Nine would no doubt have
donein her place, shewasfairly certain that in Sx out of ten possble permutations, the mass of meta
they were soaring toward, which began spitting plasma as they approached, would not be in the same
position in less than two seconds.

“Comeon,” she hissed under her bresth.

One of the struts that had extended from the array shot past them like a spear.
One second.

B’Elannaclosed her eyes...and thought of Tom.

They had spent four years as chief engineer and conn officer debating and testing the limits of Voyager ’s
flying capabilities. She wondered for afraction of asecond if he would have chosen the same course.



It doesn’'t matter now.

AsVoyager reached the last obstacle separating them from relatively open space, the cumulative
gravitationd pull of the singularity upon the remaining solid fragment of the array forced the section out of
their path and B’ Elanna punched the enginesto full impulse.

The main viewscreen wasfilled with cadm star-filled space.

Asthe ship hurled itself toward safety, bucking under the protests of the singularity’ s resdua
gravitationd field, Tuvok caled up optica controls at his station and the entire bridge crew watched in
awe asthe swirling mass of particlesthat had been the stable sight of the singularity waslit by thefina
death throes of the exploding array. For afew seconds, it erupted into avortex of orange and greenfire.

A find shock wave shot out, nudging the ship forward in its wake, but compared to the last few minutes,
theimpact was rdatively mild.

Chakotay found voiceto say, “ Good work, B’ Elanna.”
“Thank you, gr,” shereplied.

“Set acoursefor...” He paused asif honestly unsure where they were supposed to go next. “ Set a
course for the nearest border of the Monorhan system. We'll stop there for repairs and begin athorough
search for theHomeward Bound, ” hefindly sad.

“Aye, gr,” B’Elannareplied, her heart snking.

They were headed for the exact coordinates where Tom and Harry should have reentered Monorhan
space. B’ Elannadidn’t know what they would find there. But she was certain it wouldn’t be the lost
shuttle. There was only so much shewaswilling or able to confront right now. As much as she knew they
needed to complete the search, some small part of her knew it was going to be fruitless.

And once that happened. ..

For the moment, she dlowed hersdlf to disconnect from these painful and unspeakabl e thoughts and with
lead-tipped fingers entered the course as ordered.

Captain Janeway had materialized on the transporter pad lying unconscious on her side. As protocol
demanded, Clayton had immediately initiated an emergency site-to-Ste transport to get the captain to
sickbay without wasting a second. Of course, in the brief moments between her successtul retrieva of the
captain and her input to activate the Ste-to-gite transport, the entire transporter system had automatically
locked down to prevent catastrophic cascade failure as emergency systems were rerouted to
accommodate for the requirements of the primary shield, structura integrity, and inertid dampening
gysems.

Clayton hadn’t wasted amoment in rushing to the captain’ s side to check her for injuries that would
make moving her unwise, and when she found no obvious cause for concern, she lifted the captain
unceremonioudly over her shoulder and carried her to sickbay.

In the chaotic minutes that ensued, Clayton had struggled to keep her balance, moving as quickly as



possible through the dimly lit corridors that separated the transporter room from the medica bay. By the
time she reached the doors, her uniform was sticky with sweat and the muscles of her neck and right
shoulder were screaming in protest, but she entered sickbay both proud and relieved that she had
accomplished her task.

“Computer,” she caled, gently lowering the captain on the nearest biobed, * activate Emergency Medica
Hologram.”

At the sametime, Crewman Dalby entered, supporting Ensign Davidson, who was holding hisright arm,
streaked with a nasty-looking plasma burn.

“Unableto comply,” the computer informed them.
“Where sthe Doctor?’ Dalby asked.

“I don’'t know,” Clayton replied, hurrying to the holographic control pand and taking note of the
Doctor’ s mobile emitter dtting in its case on his desk.

“Computer, was the Doctor’ s program damaged?’ she asked.
“Negative,” the computer replied.

Clayton wasn't the holographic wizard that Lieutenant Torreswas, but her first casua glance a the
Doctor' sinitiation file shed at least alittle light on the computer’ s cryptic response to her inquiry.

“What isit, Grace?’ Dalby asked, crossing tojoin her.

“The Doctor’ s program...” she sammered in disbelief. “ 1t sgone.”
Acting Captain’slog

Stardate 52019.1.

It's been twelve hours since we | eft the array. We ve set a course for the border of Monorhan space
wherewewill begin our search for Ensign Kim and Lieutenant Paris and are en route at full impulse.

Repairs are dready under way. Primary systems are functioning at eighty percent and shields have been
fully restored.

The subspace dissonance wave that impacted the ship just before we escaped the array caused a
catastrophic failurein the ship’ s holoemitters. All holographic programs running & thetime, including the
Doctor’s, were damaged.|’ ve ordered Lieutenant Torres to reconstruct what she can of the Doctor’s
program. Apparently even the backup modules we created were logt, and she believesit will be severd
days before we are able to initidize areplacement program. ...if ever.

Captain Janeway was recovered from the array, but for thetimebeing is...

Chakotay paused. He couldn’t even bring himself to say it. He was relieved when achiming at the door
of the cagptain’ s ready room made continuing hislog unnecessary for the moment.

“Comein,” hecdled.



B’ Elanna entered, pausing at attention before the captain’s desk. He rose to greet her, moving from the
chair he could not yet find any comfortable position in and saying, “Report.” He crossed to therall that
separated the main area of the room from the low benches that lined onewall and ran hishand dong its

cool surface.
“I think | know at least part of what happened to the Doctor,” she said.

His head snapped up. She didn’t sound pleased by whatever she had discovered.

“Just before we | eft the array, there was a shipwide blackout,” she began.

“l remember,” he said.

“For reasonsthat aren’t entirely clear to me, when the dissonance field hit the ship, all photonic energy in
its path was pulled into the field. | assumed we smply suffered abrief power drain, but the only systems
affected were those that utilize photonic energy.”

“Which explainstheloss of the lighting systems and the holographic emitters,” Chakotay said.

“Right,” she nodded. “But in the case of the Doctor, thefidld’ simpact was unique. All of the other
holographic systems smply went offline. But the Doctor’ s program was extracted. Thereisn't asingle
subroutine remaining. ..and given the nature of the event, that shouldn’t have happened. None of the

other holograms were deleted. I’ ve never seen anything likeit.”

“What do our most recent scans show about the singularity that Gremadiawas orbiting?’ Chakotay
asked. “Isthere anything that suggests...”

But B’ Elannacut him off, saying smply, “It' sgone.”
“What?’ Chakotay asked in disbelief.

“I can't explainit. Within minutes of the array’ s destruction, the singularity disappeared.”

“That shouldn’t have happened, should it?’

“| stopped asking that question soon after we entered this system,” B’ Elannareplied wearily. “Of course
it shouldn’'t have happened. All | know isthat it did. And now there' s nothing to scan in order to help me

confirm my hypothesis about the Doctor’ s disappearance.”

Chakotay took thisin, gazing out at the starfield that rested in an illusonary static position beyond the
window.

“Nedix,” he muttered.
“1 beg your pardon?’ B’ Elannaasked.

“Nedix said something afew days ago...he mentioned in passing. . .one of those sort of impossible
suggestions you just tend to write off becauseit’'s Nedlix.”

B’ Elanna smiled faintly. Obvioudy she too had been guilty of this on more than one occasion.



“Naomi did adrawing of the Monorhan stars, and gaveit to the cgptain,” he continued, crossing to the
credenza. He found the drawing resting in a cleared space and made amenta note to replicate aframe
for it. “Then she did another, for her mother, and Nedlix got alittle concerned because the drawings were
different. She was using aview from the mess hal for her modd, and at the time the area of space where
we collgpsed the Blue Eye was till vigble. Nedix thought some of the starswere missing.”

B’ Elanna consdered this.
“What are you suggesting, Commander?’ she asked.

“I'm not redlly sure,” hereplied. “There' s so much about this system that we don't understand. We've
theorized and hypothesized and | but decided that there is something artificia about M onorhan space,
that it was probably constructed by the Nacene, and that somehow it is aboundary between what we
consder ‘normal’ space and Exosa. I'm beginning to think that we need to know more about the exact
nature of thisartificia system. The microsingularity created when we destroyed the Blue Eye might be
evidence of somekind of serious destabilization of the boundary.”

“Because in normd space the Blue Eye would have smply collgpsed,” B’ Elannainterjected.

“And not only did asingularity form instead, but we know it’ s getting bigger,” Chakotay continued. “If
Nedix wasright, and for some reason photonic energy is being sucked through the ingtability in the
boundary & the microsingularity...”

“And if the captain did succeed in opening some kind of direct conduit between our space and
Exosa...” B'Elannapicked up.

“A samilar effect was observed. For abrief moment dl photonic energy present in the vicinity of the
conduit might also have been pulled into Exosia,” he concluded.

“I'll do an astrometric scan,” B’ Elannasaid. “If the microsingularity is producing the same effect asthe
dissonance wave....it might...I don't know...” Shetrailed off.

“Give usaplaceto begin to get a better understanding of this system,” Chakotay suggested. “If the
Doctor’ s program was taken intact into Exosia, we might till be able to find him and get him back.”

B’ Elanna paused before asking, “ Should we ater course and just begin our examination of the
microsngularity now?’

It was apainfully difficult choice. The captain had been unconscious since her return from the array. She
was gtill in sickbay, where Seven of Ninewas doing al she could to stabilize the captain’ s condition, but
every moment that went by without the Doctor was one more moment lost in the battle to save her. On
the other hand,Voyager was dso missing her best pilot and senior ops officer. No one—least of dl
B’ Elanna, Chakotay realized—was anxious to see that priority dropped down apeg either.

“Maintain course for now,” hereplied. “But let me know what the sensors show. If there’ sreason to
ater coursethen, I'll consider it.”

“Aye, gr.”

“Have the sensors picked up any evidence of further Nacene activity?’ he asked.



“No.” She shook her head.
“Wall, that’ sgood news, isn'tit?’ he offered.

He looked back at the computer station on the desk. He needed to finish that og, but for the moment
samply couldn’t faceit.

“If youneed me, I'll bein sickbay,” he said.

B’ Elannanodded mutdly as he | eft.

When he arrived, he was somewhat surprised to see Tuvok standing beside the captain’ s motionless
form. Seven of Nine stood opposite him, indicating areading on the neural monitor that suggested
minimal brain ctivity.

“Commander,” Seven greeted him, “there has been no change in the captain’s condition Snce my last
report.”

“Thank you, Seven,” he said, joining them. “1 know you're doing al you can.”

“Sheisgable, for the moment. But she has suffered severe neurological damage. | have thoroughly
studied the ship’s medical database and do not believe it will be possbleto reverse her injuries. We can
continueto artificialy support her body’ s sysemsindefinitely, but sheis, to al intents and purposes,
brain-dead.”

Chakotay nodded, hisjaw clenching involuntarily as his ssomach churned.
“Do you have anything to add, Tuvok?" he asked.

“Only that while | did not wish to see the cagptain come to harm, | am certain that her sacrificewasnot in

van.

Chakotay locked eyeswith Tuvok. At some point, many, many years from now, he might find this
thought comforting. But for the moment, he was struck with an intenseirrationa desireto wring the
Vulcan's neck.

Tuvok did not missthe hogtility flaring in Chakotay’ s eyes, but was, of course, unaffected by it.

“If the captain was successful in opening the conduit between our space and Exosia, the Monorhans
who had been transformed aboard the array were able to pass through into the existence for which they
were meant. They are now at peace.”

“And how do you suppose the Nacene fed about that?’ Chakotay demanded harshly.

“1 cannot speculate,” Tuvok replied. “They are acomplex species, and | do not believe our limited
understanding of their actions or their nature suggests any conclusive answersto that question at this
ti rTe”

“Of course, we don't know if the captain succeeded,” Chakotay said bitterly. “We may never know.”

“That isnot entirely true, Commander,” Tuvok contradicted him.



“What do you mean?’

“The Monorhans were not bound by the physical congtraints of the array. They remained there by
choice. Though most of them would surely have died in the destruction of the array, had even one of
them survived, | believe | would still sensetheir presence.”

“And | takeit you don’'t?’ Chakotay asked.

“No, Commander. | do not.”

The tension flaring between them was dispersed when the doors did open and Nedlix entered, leading
Naomi Wildman by the hand.

“Commander,” Nedix said, “Naomi was wondering if she could speak to the captain?’
Chakotay’ s brow furrowed. He worried that thiswould be atraumatizing experience for achild.

“She understands that the captain isresting, ” Nedix added quickly, “but | didn’t think it would do any
harm.”

Chakotay shifted his gaze to the young girl’ s solemn little face, then saw that she was holding a sheet of
drawing paper in her free hand.

“I’ve drawn apicture of one of my favorite storiesfor her,” Naomi said serioudy. “Evenif shecan't see
it yet, | thought | could tell her about it, theway Nedix tells me every night when | fall adeep.”

“That' svery kind of you, Naomi,” Chakotay replied.

Forcing the hot rush of despair risng within his chest to a standtill, Chakotay watched slently as Seven
set up astool on leve with the captain’ s bed where Naomi could Sit and describe her drawing to the
captain. Seven then retreated to the Doctor’ s office while Neelix moved to Naomi’ s side and Tuvok
remained standing his serene vigil opposite them as Naomi began her story.

“Thisisthe Great Forest,” Naomi said softly, holding the picture between them so that had Janeway
been capable of opening her eyes Naomi’ s drawing would have been thefirgt thing she would have seen.

“And inthe middle of theforest isthe Great Tree. The sunisaways shining there...see...that’ sthe sun.
And it'salwayswarm, but not too hot. When you get to the Great Tree you will always know because
everyone you love will be there waiting for you. Thisis me, and my mother, and that’s Nedlix...”

Chakotay saw Nedlix raise his hand to brush atear from hiseyes.

Turning away, Chakotay alowed those forming in hiseyesto fdl fredly.

Hedidn’t know if it would ever be possible for Kathryn to return to those who loved and needed her.

All he could do was ask the spirits that lived between the unnamed stars of the Delta Quadrant to guide
her on the dim and rocky path that separated life from death.

That...and wait.



Please Kathryn,he sllently prayed,find your way back to us.

Epilogue

Thelast thing the Doctor remembered was standing over the trand ucent remnants of the creature that
had gestated within Tuvok and been transferred to Assylia. He had begun pondering the safest means of
disposing of them only after he had released Tuvok from sickbay and added a brief subroutine to remind
himsdlf to consult with Tuvok once thislatest crisis was past. He did not believe the ship’sdisposa
systems would be capable of recycling them. For dl he knew, B’ Elanna and Seven would want to study
them. But for him they were Smply in the way.

That wasn't exactly true.

Y es, theremainswerein the way.

But thelast thing he remembered. .. wasimpossible.

He had explored as many aspects of humanity as his program allowed, interacting with the crew,
creating a holographic family, engaging in physicd intimacy with Danara Pdl, fantasizing about physica
intimacy with. ..

Had this been afantasy?
Or, perhaps...avison?
Impossible. Holograms didn’t have visons.

Nonetheless, the last thing the Doctor clearly remembered was the sight of Captain Janeway, suspended
inmidair and surrounded by ablinding white light.

One minute he had been in sickbay, and the next before the captain.
No.

Drawn toward the captain.

Which meant...now...hewas...

Where?

Suspended in the absence of light, he could find no immediate answer.

Tom'’ seyesfluttered open. He was disoriented by the sensations that floated into his groggy
CONSCiOUSNESS.

His head rested on a pillow, soft, but...stde. It reeked of something...afoul smell hefound hard to
place.



Isthat cigar smoke?

Tomwas, of course, not asmoker. But from time to time his holodeck programsincluded characters
who smoked cigars, cigarettes, or pipes. Only when the holodeck safeties were off had he ever smelled
the sickening fumes, and had never understood the attraction or felt the dightest inclination to try them
himsdlf.

Bright multicolored lightsflashed in rhythmic patterns on the celling. Rising, he found the source of the
illumination. A large window on the room’ sfar Sde exposed adark sky filled with Sgnsresting atop
dozens of large, ornate buildings. The sgnsflashed and burned in vivid hues, many of which included the
words*“Casino” and “All Y ou Can Eat Buffet.”

The only furnishingsin the dingy room were two beds, the one where he had been and a second, where
Harry lay snoring softly. They were separated by asmall wooden table, atop which sat atruly ugly lamp
in the shape of asmiling circus clown riding a bucking e ephant.

A low dresser sat opposite the beds with a strange box adorned with push buttons and a crude handset.

Isthat atelephone?he wondered in dismay. It was an ancient communications device, one which had
long ago gone the way of the combustion engine and fossi| fuels.

Where are we?

The last thing he remembered was the shuttle. He and Harry, doing thefirst test flight of the tetryon
transporter.

Whatever this place was, it had to be asimulation of some kind. It looked and felt like amotel room,
one he might have found appeding in his younger, wilder days. But where was the shuttle? And how
could Harry deep at atime like this?

“Harry,” he called, crossng to the ensgn and shaking him roughly. “Wake up.”

“Huh...what?’ Harry jJumped, sartled.

“We have aproblem,” Tom said.

Shaking the deep from his eyes, Harry sat up and glanced curioudy around the room.

“Where are we?’ he asked.

“That’ sthe problem,” Tom replied.

There was aloud knocking at the door.

Both of them jumped, but were reluctant to answer immediately.

The knock was repesated...louder.

Nodding to Harry, Tom crossed to the door and as casually as he could asked, “Who isit?’



“Room service,” amale voice replied, with the oddest combination of condescension and gleeit was
possible to project in two words and three syllables.

Tom couldn’t place the voice immediatdly, but casting a questioning glance a Harry, could seein his
adarmed eyesthat Harry recognized it.

“Oh, no,” Harry said.

“What?" Tom asked.

“Don't openit,” Harry replied.
CONTINUED IN
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Glossary of Monorhan Terms

ati-harat: artisan in service to therih-hara-tan
hara.group or pack

herat: maeleader of ahara

heras.female leader of ahara

haran:male or femae member of ahara
kuntafed: wild Monorhan animdl

linuh-herat: seer/prophet, advisor to therih-hara-tan
Protin:Monorha s primary star

rih-hara-tan:leader of an entire Monorhan tribe who can establish the same psionic link with al tribe
membersthat aharat orharas can with hisherhara

shdlahead of asecular committee of Monorhans, established by the Interim Emergency Council
Shi-harat: persona bodyguard to therih-hara-tan
The Blue Eye Monorha s second star

wantain; show
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