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		T

		hree Months. It had been three months since Chakotay had last seen a living soul. He was alone, completely alone, in a wrecked shuttle on the surface of a gaseous moon. Somehow, the moon’s gravity had sucked him in while he was passing it to get to an archaeological dig on its mother planet, and he’d lost control of the shuttle in the moon’s volatile atmosphere. On impact with smoking rocks the ship had crushed and rolled, but by some miracle the pilot cabin had survived and he with it. But while he’d been lucky enough to survive the crash, and without major injury, his luck seemed to be a curse when day after day went by without rescue. With every passing day his resources depleted and he had no hope of replacing them as he could not leave the cabin. The gaseous atmosphere outside was so toxic that it would kill him in minutes. A part of Chakotay wished that it would kill him, that somehow the menacing red vapors outside would penetrate his shuttle and smother him, but the greater part of him clung to life. For if there was anything he’d learnt during the Voyager years, then it was to never give up hope, no matter how hopeless things seemed. And there was no denying that things were pretty hopeless. There was no way that a rescue team were still looking for him after all this time. They’d have given up on him after only a few days. His only hope now was that somehow, someway, someone would find him. It was unlikely, he knew that, but it wasn’t unheard of for people to be found months, or even years, after being stranded. To have survived the crash, to be still alive now, he had to believe it was not his time to die, and if it was not his time to die, then someone would find him.

	    Suddenly, there was a thumping against his shuttle. Chakotay turned around, not knowing what to expect, and through red fog he saw the form of a person outside. He or she was wearing a white spacesuit and was pounding against the shuttle with a fist. For a moment Chakotay thought he was hallucinating, that the vapors had indeed penetrated his shuttle and were playing with his senses, but then a light flashed across the cabin and the thumping began again. Chakotay hurried over to the console, created a porch of forcefield before the dented door, and then tried to open the door. It screeched as it moved, crushed metal scraping, and only managed to open a bit before jamming. But the gap was big enough for a person to squeeze through, so the person outside squeezed through it. When they were in, Chakotay closed the door, purified the air within the forcefield, and then removed it. He then turned to the person, who he knew to be Starfleet from the suit, and spoke.

	      “I’m sure glad to see you,” he said.

	      “Not half as glad as I am to see you,” a familiar, a dearly familiar, voice said.

	      Chakotay’s heart skipped a beat and he stepped forward. “Kathryn?”

	      The helmet came off and Kathryn smiled. “The one and only.”

	      There were tears in her eyes and they mirrored the tears in his.

	      “Am I dreaming?” he asked. “Or are you really here?”

	      “I’m here,” she said. “At least I hope so.”

	      As they looked at each other, Chakotay noticed a bleeding gash on her forehead.

	      “You’re hurt,” he said.

	      “Just a scratch,” she dismissed. “It was a bumpy landing. But we don’t have time for chit-chat. We’ve got to get out of here. A storm’s on its way and I’d like us to be gone when it hits. Have you got a suit?”

	      “Yes, but it’s in the rear of the shuttle. I can’t get it because that part of the ship is exposed.”

	      “Then I’ll get it,” she said, putting her helmet back on. “Seal off this cabin with a forcefield.”

	      Chakotay did as she said and then remotely opened the doors that led to the back of the shuttle. As soon as he did, red vapors hit against the forcefield he’d erected. Kathryn quickly walked into them, studying her tricorder, and disappeared into the red mist. She was gone a long time, so long that Chakotay was beginning to think he really had dreamt her presence, but then she returned, dragging a blue trunk.

	      “It was trapped,” she said. “But I got it free.”

	      Chakotay closed the inner door, enveloped Kathryn with a forcefield, and then did all necessary air purifications before removing the protective barriers.

	      “My ship’s some way from here,” Kathryn declared as Chakotay opened the trunk, “but we’ve got about an hour before the storm hits. We should make it in that.”

	      Chakotay quickly put on the suit and then picked up a big black bag by the helm.

	      “My logs and something I’ve been working on,” he said. “I don’t want to leave them behind.”

	      Kathryn manually opened the exit door and red vapors poured into the cabin. She then stepped out into the toxic air and waited for Chakotay. Before leaving, he took one last look at the cabin that had been his home for so long, then he stepped into the smog and left it forever.

		  

	      Fierce winds blew against Chakotay and Kathryn as they walked through clouds of toxic gas to reach her ship. The smoking ground beneath their feet was rocky and treacherous and every step had to be made with care. Several times Chakotay almost lost his footing, but somehow he managed to stay upright. His bag felt a thousand times heavier than when he’d started, but as burdensome as it was, he was determined not to forsake it. Suddenly, as they edged their way down a craggy slope, Kathryn slipped on the rolling stones and crashed to the ground.

	      “No… Kathryn!” Chakotay cried.

	      As fast as he could, he made his way down the slope and hurried over to her. To his relief she was moving when he reached her and trying to get to her feet.

	      “I’m ok,” she said.

	      “Are you sure?” Chakotay asked.

	      “Yes… I… I’m fine. Not far now. Come on.”

	      She tried to walk, but as soon as she put pressure on her left leg she cried out in pain.

	      “I’ll carry you,” Chakotay said. “Put your…”

	      “No,” Kathryn cried. “I’m fine. Just give me your arm…”

	      Chakotay did as she asked and arm in arm they continued their walk.

		  

	      After what seemed like forever, Kathryn’s ship finally came into view. It was resting on the edge of a canyon and was visibly damaged. Kathryn opened the door, leaning still on Chakotay, and together they stepped into the ship. When the door shut behind them, Kathryn let go of Chakotay and collapsed into a chair at the helm.

	      “Computer, purify air.”

	      “Air purifying,” the computer replied. “Air purified.”

	      At that, Kathryn took off her helmet and began to operate the console.

	      “We’ve got about ten minutes to get the hell out of here before the storm hits,” she said. “Let’s hope we can fly.”

	      Chakotay took off his helmet now and joined her at the helm.

	      “Damn,” she said. “Engines are not…” She stopped talking and put her hand to her brow, as though she was dizzy.

	      “Let me,” Chakotay said. “You need to…”

	      “No,” she interrupted. “I’m fine. Got to… get us out of here.”

	      Chakotay could see that she was anything but fine. Her face was flushed and there were beads of sweat on her forehead.

	      “Kathryn…” he protested.

	      “I said I’m fine, Chakotay…”

	      Engines responded at last and the ship powered up.

	      “That’s it,” Kathryn said. “Up we go.”

	      The ship shook as it lifted up into the red clouds, jostling Kathryn and Chakotay in their seats. As their altitude increased, the shaking got worse, until they were both thrown to the floor. Chakotay landed heavily, bruising his shoulder, but he got right back up and climbed back into his seat. Kathryn was still on the floor, perhaps unconscious, but he could attend to her later. Right now he had to keep them alive. Up the ship went, up, up, up, until at last it broke orbit and the shaking stopped. Chakotay tried to go to warp, so he could fly them a safe distance from the moon, but several of the ship’s systems were damaged and the warp-drive was offline. He had to settle for a maximum speed of 50,000 kms and hope it was enough to stop them getting sucked back into orbit by the moon’s unpredictable gravity. The speed set, he activated the auto-pilot and went over to Kathryn. She was lying on her side, murmuring feverishly, and the gash on her head was bleeding again.

	      “Kathryn,” Chakotay said. “Can you hear me?”

	      Kathryn made no reply and Chakotay’s anxiety increased. There was something very wrong with her and he didn’t know if it was because of her head injury, because of her fall down the slope, because of a new injury, or because of all these. Quickly, he grabbed a medkit, pulled out a tricorder, and began to scan her. As he did, he detected a festering wound on her lower left leg that was making her feverish. His eyes instinctively homed in on that part of her body and to his horror he saw burning black flesh beneath a rip in her suit.

	      “My God,” he cried.

	      He quickly pulled off his gloves, put on medical ones, and tore the suit for a better look. Almost all her lower leg was black and bubbling.

	      “Hang in there, Kathryn,” he said. “I’ll get us help.”

	      He hurried over to the helm and scanned for the nearest Starfleet vessel, but there wasn’t a single one nearby. The closest ship was two days away. There was no way Kathryn was going to survive for two days. She needed urgent medical treatment. With tears in his eyes, Chakotay went back over to Kathryn and knelt beside her. She was now unconscious and Chakotay knew he had to act fast. He injected her with powerful antitoxins and antibiotics and then carried her to a biobed at the back of the ship. It was difficult to move freely in his bulky spacesuit so he tore it off and cast it aside. Then he scanned Kathryn again, hoping the medicines were having some effect, and was relieved to see that they were. He’d bought her some time, enough at least for him to contact the closest ship and get some medical advice. Leaving Kathryn on the biobed, he returned to the helm and tried to contact the ship. But the communication system was damaged and he could not.

	      “Damn,” he cried. “Damn it!”

	      He tried to send out a distress call, tried several times, but the first few attempts failed and the rest were unconfirmed. After trying everything he could, he had no choice but to give up on making contact and return to Kathryn. She was exactly as he’d left her, but just a quick glance at her leg told him it was worse. The black had spread to her ankle and was almost at her knee. There was only one sure way Chakotay could think of saving her and that was to amputate her lower leg. Blinking back the tears, Chakotay took Kathryn’s hand in his and cradled it.

	      “I have to do this,” he said. “I can’t let you die, Kathryn. I have to do what I have to do to save your life.”

	      He kissed her hand, her precious hand, and then gently let it go. Then he put a hypospray to her neck, to make sure she remained unconscious, and got to work.

		  

	      Four hours later, Kathryn’s fever was down and her condition was stable. The operation, which was a simple procedure with 24th century technology, had been successful and she was out of danger. To make her more comfortable, Chakotay had moved her to her bedroom on the ship and she was now lying in bed, her face as white as the sheets over her. Beneath her spacesuit she’d been wearing black shorts and a blue t-shirt and he’d kept these on her. Kathryn was a very private person and she’d hate for him to have undressed her. As she slept, Chakotay sat beneath a window of stars and waited for her to wake up. As he did, he heard noises in the cabin, sounds like footsteps and talking, and he went to investigate. When he got there, he saw two Starfleet Officers looking around. One was a woman with long brown hair and the other was a tall man with short gray hair.

	      “Oh, hello,” the woman said when she saw Chakotay. “I’m Commander Brett and this is Lieutenant Willis. We’re responding to your distress call.”

	      “Thank you,” Chakotay replied. “But how did you get here so soon? Your ship is two days away.”

	      “Evidently your short-range scanners are not working. We were only a few hours away when we received your distress call. Who are you and what’s happened?”

	      “I’m Commander Chakotay,” he answered, “and I have Admiral Kathryn Janeway onboard. My shuttle got sucked into the Red Moon’s orbit three months ago and I’ve been stranded there until today. Admiral Janeway found me and we left the moon in this ship. She was seriously injured in a fall on the surface and I’ve had to do what I could to save her life.”

	      The man spoke now. “Are you the same Chakotay and Kathryn Janeway who are supposed to be in the Delta Quadrant?”

	      “We were in the Delta Quadrant,” he answered, “but we got home a year ago. You must be returning from deep space?”

	      “Yes,” the woman replied. “So forgive our ignorance. It’s an honor to meet you. The courage and fortitude displayed by Voyager’s crew has been a great inspiration to us all. How is Admiral Janeway now?”

	      “Stable, but she needs medical attention.”

	      “Then we’ll beam her to our ship. Then we’ll fly this vessel into our shuttle bay and give you both a ride home.”

		  

	      Time passed very slowly as Chakotay waited in the starship’s canteen for news on Kathryn. Every passing second felt like an hour and every minute felt like a day. Then, at last, the ship’s nurse, a kind looking woman with red hair and green eyes, arrived in the canteen and came up to him.

	      “How is the Admiral?” Chakotay asked.

	      “Good,” the nurse smiled. “She has regained consciousness and is asking to see you.”

	      “Does she know… about her leg?”

	      “Yes, and has taken it very well. In a few days time, when she’s stronger, her leg can be reconstructed. Thanks to your quick thinking in severing her foot from her amputated leg and preserving it, it can be used in the reconstruction. This means only the bones in her lower leg will be artificial.”

	      Chakotay lowered his eyes and was silent for a moment. Then he spoke. “Did I do the right thing?”

	      “Yes,” the woman replied. “If you hadn’t of amputated, the Admiral wouldn’t be with us now. You saved her life.”

	      “No,” Chakotay said sadly. “She saved mine.”

		  

	      Kathryn was alone in sickbay when Chakotay arrived there. She was sitting up in bed, propped up by pillows, and there was more color in her cheeks.

	      “Hi,” she said when she saw him.

	      “Hi,” Chakotay replied. Slowly, he walked over to the bed and stood beside her. “How are you feeling?”

	      “Groggy,” she answered, “but otherwise I’m ok. You?”

	      “I’m fine.” Tears filled his eyes. “I’m sorry, Kathryn.”

	      “For what?” she asked. “For saving my life?”

	      “For you saving mine. You shouldn’t have come looking for me. You shouldn’t have risked your life this way.”

	      Kathryn reached for his hand and took it in hers. “Of course I should have. And I’m glad I did. My leg is a small price to pay for your life.”

	      A tear ran down Chakotay’s cheek. “How did you find me?”

	      “By hard work. As soon as I heard you were missing, I flew out here to help look for you, but when I got here the search had been called off and your research team were abandoning the dig. They all believed you were dead, that you couldn’t possibly have survived a crash landing on the moon, and they weren’t going to risk their own lives to look for you. I tried to persuade them to keep looking, but they wouldn’t listen. So, I stayed here by myself and did my own search. I knew there was every chance that you were just stranded, not dead, and I wasn’t going to give up until I found you. Using all the data collected on your flight I estimated where on the surface you’d crashed and began to scan for your shuttle. It was difficult, as the moon’s atmosphere is impervious to sensors most of the time, but over weeks I was able to narrow down your position to a few square miles. Then, yesterday, I detected your shuttle near a canyon. I wasn’t able to get a full reading, so I didn’t know if you were still alive or not, but it would be days or even weeks before I could hope for a better reading and I couldn’t wait that long. So, when the conditions were right to attempt a landing, I flew my ship down and… well, the rest is history.”

	      “Thank you,” Chakotay said. “For not giving up on me. But I wish you had. It’s so unfair that I’m standing here and you’re… lying there.”

	      “We’re both going to live, Chakotay, that’s all that matters. Losing my leg is nothing compared to losing you. A leg can be reconstructed. A person can’t. And you’d have done the same for me. I know you would have.”

	      “Yes,” he said honestly. “I’d give my life for yours.”

	      They gazed deep into each others eyes, both losing themselves in the other, but then the ship’s doctor came out of her office and they turned to look at her instead.

	      “That’s all for tonight,” the doctor said. “You need to rest, Admiral.”

	      Chakotay reluctantly let go of Kathryn’s hand and stepped away from the bed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	      Kathryn nodded, as reluctant for him to part as he was to go. “Tomorrow.”

	      “Goodnight, Kathryn.”

	      “Goodnight, Chakotay.”

	      The doctor then ushered Chakotay out of the sickbay and the doors closed behind him.

		  

	      When Chakotay arrived in sickbay the following morning, he found Kathryn chatting and laughing with a blonde woman of about her own age.

	      “This is my old friend Reba Marlow,” Kathryn said. “She’s a commanding officer on this ship. We went through the Academy together and served together on The Al-Batani.”

	      The woman smiled warmly. “It’s an honor to meet you, Commander.”

	      “Likewise,” Chakotay said.

	      “We haven’t seen each other for… I don’t know how long for,” Kathryn went on, “but too long for sure.”

	      “Join us in a coffee?” Reba asked. “It’s real and hot.”

	      “No, thank you,” Chakotay replied. “I’ll let you both catch up.”

	      “Are you sure?” Kathryn asked. “There’s plenty.”

	      “I’m sure,” he said. “See you later.”

	      With that, he turned around and left.

		  

	      Over the next four days, Kathryn spent a lot of time with Reba Marlow and Chakotay hardly got to see her at all. She was still on limited visiting hours and, as so many people wanted to talk to her, he barely got to spend five minutes with her at a time. People wanted to talk to him too, mostly about the Voyager years, and he was constantly in demand. Then, before he knew it, the ship was in orbit of Earth. Chakotay was glad for their safe arrival, but at the same time he was sorry that the journey was over. This was the first time in months that he and Kathryn had been together and there was so much that he wanted to say to her. There was so much that he needed to say. He needed to tell her that he loved her, that nothing in his life was the same without her, but as always the fates conspired to deny him the chance. Maybe he and Kathryn were just not meant to be, it certainly seemed that way, but every time he was with her, the only thing he felt sure about was that he belonged at her side.

	      When the ship landed, Chakotay disembarked with the crew, but Kathryn was transported to San Francisco’s main hospital. Chakotay went there as soon as he could, but by the time he got there, Kathryn’s family was already at her bedside. Mark Johnson, her former fiance, was there too and through the room’s window Chakotay saw him hand Kathryn a large bouquet of flowers. She took them with a thank you and then kissed his cheek. When Chakotay saw this, he decided not to go in but to leave. Mark was now divorced, this Chakotay had heard some months ago, and by the look of things he was back in Kathryn’s life. So, with the flowers he’d brought for her under his arm, Chakotay turned around and left the ward.

	      SIX WEEKS LATER

	      In the warmth of a summer sun, Chakotay chopped up logs in the yard of his pine lodge in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. It was a small lodge, having only two bedrooms, but it was in a spectacular setting. Behind it, evergreen trees sloped up to majestic peaks and before it a glassy lake glistened in the sun. As Chakotay stopped chopping to take a drink, he noticed a figure in the distance walking towards the lodge. He raised up his hand to shield his eyes from the sun’s glare, and he saw that the approaching person was Kathryn Janeway. She was wearing a white cardigan over blue jeans and was walking as well as ever. Chakotay put down his ax and walked over to the muddy path to greet her.

	      “Hi,” he said when she was close. “This is a surprise.”

	      “A welcome one, I hope,” she smiled.

	      “Always,” he said. “Please… come in.”

	      Kathryn followed him into the lodge and a large white dog got up from the fire to welcome her.

	      “Hello there,” Kathryn said, tickling his ear. “What’s your name, big chap?”

	      “This chap’s actually a lass,” Chakotay smiled, “and her name is Ivy.”

	      “I beg your pardon, Ivy,” Kathryn laughed.

	      “Would you like a coffee?” Chakotay asked.

	      “I’d love one,” Kathryn said. “Thank you.”

	      “Then one black coffee coming up. And please, sit.”

	      As he went into the kitchen, Kathryn sat down in a wicker chair and looked around the lounge. It was small, rugged, but cozy and welcoming. There was a rug by the fire, weavings on the wooden walls, and patterned throws over the chairs. On a stone chimney was a picture of a tiger and scattered throughout the room were curious wood carvings.

	      “I’m afraid the coffee’s replicated,” Chakotay said when he returned, “but I have a feeling you don’t mind.”

	      “Not at all,” she smiled, taking the coffee gratefully. “I actually prefer it now. After seven years of drinking the stuff, I just can’t get used to the real McCoy. And, it kind of reminds me of those days, know what I mean?”

	      “Yes,” Chakotay said, sitting opposite her. “Whenever I smell banana pancakes, or eat scrambled eggs, I think of Voyager.”

	      “I miss those days,” she said sadly.

	      “Me too.”

	      There was a moment of reflective silence, then Chakotay broke it.

	      “How is your leg?”

	      “Fine. It was stiff for a few days after the reconstruction, but now I can’t tell the difference between this leg and my old one.”

	      “I’m glad,” Chakotay said. “But I’m sorry for all you’ve been through.”

	      “I’m not. I’d do it all again. I’m only sorry for your guilt. Because you don’t have to feel guilty, Chakotay. I knew the risks and I took them. And I’m glad every day that I did.”

	      “I don’t feel guilty as much as sorry,” he told her. “I did what I had to do to save your life and I don’t feel guilty about that. I’m just sorry that you saving me ended with me having to save you.”

	      “If you don’t feel guilty,” Kathryn said, “why have you been avoiding me? You barely stayed five minutes after the reconstruction and didn’t come to my birthday party at all. I know you’re not one for parties, neither am I, it was all my mother’s idea, but you usually make the effort for a friend.”

	      Chakotay uncomfortably got up from his chair and walked over to the window.

	      “Because it hurts too much being around you,” he said. “I love you, Kathryn. I love you with every part of my being and I can’t stop. I’ve tried, I’ve tried to move on, but without you nothing makes sense. But you’re not mine to love, you’ve never been mine to love, and you never will be.”

	      Kathryn put down her coffee, got to her feet, and joined him at the window. “You’re sure of that?”

	      Chakotay turned to her. “You want someone else.”

	      Kathryn frowned. “Who?”

	      “Mark.”

	      “Mark? What gives you that idea?”

	      “I saw him with you at the hospital when we got back to Earth. He gave you flowers and you kissed him.”

	      “You were there?”

	      “Yes.”

	      “Then why didn’t you come in? I wanted to see you. I longed to see you.”

	      “Because I didn’t want to intrude.”

	      “Oh Chakotay, you wouldn’t have. I won’t deny that Mark wanted us to give things another go, but as far as I’m concerned what we had was over a long time ago. It’s you I want, Chakotay. It’s you I love.”

	      Tears filled his eyes. “You do?”

	      “Of course. I thought it was you who had moved on. I fell in love with you on New Earth and I love you still. Very much. Over the past year I’ve missed you so much that I’ve only felt half alive. But do you really feel the same about me as you did all those years ago? So much has happened since then and we’ve both changed.”

	      “I do,” he said. “And more. We’ve been through so much together, have seen the best and the worst of each other, and you’re the best friend I’ve ever had. I’ve missed our friendship, missed all the little things we used to do together. And when I was on that moon, alone day after day, it was only the hope of seeing you again that got me through.”

	      He left the window and walked over to a wooden cabinet. Upon it were a few carvings and he carefully picked up one. Then he returned to the window and showed it to Kathryn.

	      “This is what I made all those weeks I was there.”

	      It was a beautifully carved bust of herself.

	      “Oh Chakotay…” Kathryn said, reaching out and touching the mirror of her face.

	      “I did it from memory,” he told her, “and I made it with love.”

	      Kathryn looked up at him and they gazed deep into each other’s eyes.

	      “I love you, Kathryn,” he said, “I’ve always loved you, and I always will.”

	      Kathryn smiled and a tear trickled down her cheek. “Then if you still love me and I still love you, I suggest we do something about it.”

	      Chakotay put the bust down on the windowsill and closed the gap between them. “Any ideas?”

	      Kathryn slipped her arms around his neck and gently kissed his lips. “This, for starters.”

		  Chakotay smiled happily, wrapped his arms around her, and then kissed her in return.
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		A

		dmiral Kathryn Janeway  was tired but happy following Voyager’s third anniversary celebration. For the first time since their return to the Alpha Quadrant, the entire senior staff had been together, and Kathryn had spent much of the evening just looking at them. They were her surrogate family, and she loved them with maternal intensity bordering on obsession. She was especially pleased to see Chakotay and Seven again, for they had missed the last reunion and hadn’t been back to Earth for nearly eighteen months.

	    She’d arrived at her quarters shortly after midnight, but her late night habits from Voyager survived intact. After a long, hot bath, she fixed a pot of coffee, turned on a piano concerto, and settled down in her lounge chair with a favorite book. Fifteen minutes later, the door chime sounded.

	      “Who could that be at this hour?” she wondered as she made her way to the door. “Seven?”

	      “Admiral.” The former drone peered into her apartment. “I saw your lights were on and wondered if we could talk.”

	      Kathryn smiled. Some of the most productive discussions they’d had on Voyager had taken place during the wee small hours of the morning. “I’d love to. But you must call me Kathryn.”

	      “Very well.” Seven walked down the steps to the living area and sat down on the sofa. “You always choose such restful music.”

	      “Music to fall asleep by. Can I get you something to drink?”

	      “No, thank you.”

	      Kathryn sat down across from her protégé and poured herself another cup of coffee. “What are you doing wandering around at this hour?”

	      “We’re staying in the guest quarters in this building.” Kathryn nodded. She was well aware that “we” meant Seven and Chakotay. It had taken awhile, but she’d finally accepted their relationship as permanent. “I was unable to sleep and hoped I’d find you awake.”

	      “Is something troubling you?” Seven’s preference to discuss moral and philosophical issues with her former captain had been a sore point between Kathryn and Chakotay. However, Kathryn had been more of a mother to Seven than she had ever been to anyone. Or ever would be. And the former Borg trusted her mentor to be fair and impartial.

	      “It’s personal.”

	      Janeway grinned. “Just tell me, Seven. I can handle it.”

	      Seven shifted in her seat. “As you know, the research on Voyager’s Borg upgrades has prevented me from accompanying Chakotay on his archeological digs.”

	      “You mentioned that at the party.” When Voyager had first returned, the couple had agreed to stay within transporter range of each other. The connection she had first noticed on the bridge the day they’d arrived home had blossomed as they’d faced the long months of debriefing. Seven had needed a trusted confidante, and Chakotay had been perfect for her. But, archeology was uninteresting to Seven, and so she had joined a research team in the Alpha Centauri system while Chakotay worked at a dig elsewhere in the sector.

	      “For the last eighteen months, Chakotay has been away for five or six weeks at a time.”

	      Kathryn winced. “Separations like that are difficult, I know, but they’re inevitable with a two-career couple.”

	      “Is that why you’ve never become seriously involved with someone?”

	      Kathryn felt a blush crawling up her skin. “Actually, Seven, I’ve been engaged twice in my life and endured long separations from both of my fiancés. While we missed each other, we managed to keep the relationship intact through subspace messages and frequent meetings. It can be done, but it takes a lot of effort.” She sighed. “I just haven’t met anyone I felt was worth the effort since Voyager returned.”

	      “I wish you’d shared some of this with me on Voyager.”

	      Kathryn studied the young woman carefully. “I was exceedingly busy on Voyager, Seven. As I recall, the Doctor advised you on social matters. And then Chakotay.”

	      “I’m afraid the doctor oversimplified relationships.”

	      “In what way?”

	      “I thought that I would fall in love with one person and that we would always be together. I didn’t know it could happen again.”

	      “Ah.” She sat back in her chair, somewhat shocked. Suddenly she realized what Seven’s problem was and the course the conversation was taking. “Chakotay is your first beau. But first love doesn’t always last.”

	      “No one told me that.”

	      They sat quietly a few minutes. “What’s his name?”

	      “John Riordan. He’s an engineer on the project with me. We spent a lot of time together while Chakotay was gone. I never meant for it to happen, but I think I love him. I want to be with him.”

	      “Does Chakotay know?”

	      “He suspects that something is wrong, but we haven’t discussed specifics.” She looked away. “I feel like I’ve betrayed him.”

	      Kathryn’s heart was breaking for both of them. “It’s not your fault. We always forget that your experience is not commensurate with your chronological age.” She shook her head, trying to convince herself that this very mature-looking woman was the emotional equivalent of a teenager. “Most of us go through this stage as adolescents, Seven, not in our late twenties, but it’s truly a normal stage of your emotional development. My first love was a boy named Cheb. I thought I’d die when we broke up, and I’ll always have a special place for him in my heart. But we were only seventeen… it wasn’t meant to be. Neither of us was mature enough for a long-term relationship.”

	      “Will Chakotay understand?”

	      This time, Kathryn looked away. Chakotay was a mature adult, not an inexperienced teenager, and she knew he felt strongly for Seven. And, while Seven was apparently not ready for a commitment, he surely was, especially since most of his family was gone. “In time, he will. You have to do what’s best for you, Seven.”

	      “How do I tell him?”

	      Kathryn smiled grimly. “There isn’t an easy way. You just have to be honest with him. And gentle. But you can’t keep him from being hurt.”

	      Tears welled up in Seven’s eyes. “John is here in San Francisco and wants me to meet his parents tomorrow.”

	      “Then you must speak to Chakotay at once. There’s nothing to be gained by waiting if your mind is made up.” She leaned forward. “I’m proud of you, Seven. You’ve come so far, done so well. This is a setback, but not a serious one. Chakotay will get over this. Time heals all wounds.”

	      “Thank you, Kathryn. I should leave now and let you get some sleep.” She started toward the door with Kathryn in tow.

	      “Will I see you again before you leave? I’d like to meet this John Riordan.”

	      “I can’t promise that we’ll have time, but I’ll try.”

	      “Keep in touch.” Kathryn pushed the door closed and turned back to survey the apartment. Somehow, she doubted she’d get much sleep for the rest of the night.

		  

	      At noon the next day, Kathryn returned to her office from a marathon meeting, hoping to have some soup and a quick nap before the afternoon briefings began. She entered her darkened office, ordered soup, coffee, and crackers, and made her way to her desk. When she looked up, she saw a familiar figure in the shadows. “Chakotay?”

	      “I guess you’re happy.”

	      “I beg your pardon?”

	      “You never approved of my relationship with Seven.”

	      She sighed. Seven must have worked quickly. “I never said that.”

	      “You didn’t have to. I could see it in your eyes. You thought I was too old for her. That she was emotionally immature.”

	      She shook her head. If anything, she’d felt too close to both of them to adjust easily to their being together. It was as if her daughter was dating her brother. “You’re putting words in my mouth. Tell me what’s happened.”

	      His eyes flashed. He stood up with his fists clenched. “Don’t play the innocent with me, Kathryn. She told me she’d discussed this with you, that you gave her advice.” He stormed toward her, putting his hands on her desk and leaning toward her menacingly. “’First love doesn’t last’? ‘Time heals all wounds’?”

	      Kathryn was just as angry. It wasn’t her fault that his love affair had ended, and she wasn’t about to take the blame. She stood up and faced him. “I didn’t tell her to break up with you, Chakotay. She’d already decided to do that. You’re her first love, her first romantic encounter. Who was yours? Where is she today?”

	      He stepped back, surprised at her response. “I was a child then, barely sixteen.”

	      “Seven’s an emotional child now, in spite of her age and physical maturity.” She circled the desk. “I know this hurts, Chakotay, because you love her. But she’s inexperienced. She wants to experiment. She needs to play the field. It could be years before she’s ready to settle down, and even this new beau will probably be long gone by then.”

	      He stared at her a long while, then wilted, and she guided him to the sofa. “She’s all I have.”

	      “That’s not true. You have a sister. And what about Tom and B’Elanna? Harry. Tuvok. Ayala and Chell. The rest of Voyager’s crew. What about me? Aren’t we family?”

	      He buried his face in his hands as he sat down. “How can I face them after Seven’s dumped me?”

	      She put her arm around his shoulders. “She didn’t ‘dump’ you, Chakotay. Neither of you did anything wrong. You have nothing to be ashamed of. Things didn’t work out for you and Seven. You just need time to get over it.”

	      “I’ll never get over it.”

	      “You will.”

	      He looked up at her, tears in his eyes. “How can you be so sure?”

	      “You’ve survived worse than this, Chakotay, and you have dozens of people who care about you and want to help you. Go back to work. Stay busy. Time does heal all wounds.”

	      As the tears fell, she pulled his head onto her shoulder and comforted him.

		  

	      Nine months later, Admiral Janeway walked up to a makeshift cabin that reminded her of the Starfleet shelter she and Chakotay had shared on New Earth. The twin suns of the Rhai Trutani system were punishing at that hour, so she wasted no time in knocking on the door.

	      “Come on in before you roast.” The inside of the building was dark and cool, and Kathryn groaned with relief. “Here. Come sit down and I’ll get you a drink of water.”

	      She collapsed at the table and gratefully took the water, pushing the hood of the heavy white desert robe off of her head. “Thank you,” she said her voice a dry whisper.

	      “Kathryn?”

	      She looked up at Chakotay and smiled. “Surprised?”

	      “What are you doing here?”

	      “I had business in the sector and decided to come check up on you. If I don’t bring back news, B’Elanna’s threatened to skin me alive.”

	      He chuckled. “Only B’Elanna would have the audacity to threaten an admiral.”

	      “No one’s heard from you in months. We were afraid you’d burned to a crisp on this God-forsaken planet.”

	      “No one in their right mind goes out at this hour, Kathryn, for obvious reasons. Why didn’t you wait until dusk?”

	      “And what would I do at the transport site for six hours? Twiddle my thumbs? No, I’d rather take my chances and do something.”

	      “That could be your motto, Kathryn,” he said, chuckling. “More water?”

	      “Please.”

	      He studied her as she drank the second full glass of water. She’d changed very little in the nearly four years since Voyager had returned. She looked better fed and more rested, actually, and she was more vivacious and out-going than he’d ever seen her. He liked the change. “Let me guess. You’re here for the test of the new prototype.”

	      She nodded. “They tested it last week. Except for a few glitches, final design of the first ship can get underway.” She shrugged the robe off of her shoulders revealing the pips of a vice-admiral.

	      “Congratulations on the promotion.”

	      “Thanks. How’s the dig coming along?”

	      He got up and brought two shards of pottery to her. “Look at these artifacts. Iconian.”

	      “Really?” She picked them up and studied them quietly. “They’re beautiful examples of the Jalenai period. I had no idea the site was so old.”

	      He smiled. “You amaze me, Kathryn Janeway. You know Iconian pottery styles?”

	      She handed the shards back. “I have a dear friend who’s involved in a dig. I’ve read up on it.”

	      He studied the larger piece, turning it in his hands. She’d written him often, keeping him apprised of the happenings with the Voyager crew, and never once chastising him for his silence. “I never realized what a good friend you could be, Kathryn.”

	      “That’s because I was always the captain, every day, all day. For all those years.” She looked around at the cabin, noticing the sand paintings and dozens of little improvements he’d made. “I love what you’ve done with the place.”

	      “I was advised to get busy, so I did. It helped get through the days.” Their eyes locked. “Is she still seeing John?”

	      “No. Right now she’s seeing a Michael somebody. She’s the Belle of the Ball. I think she has her pick of the young men at the Institute. Well, the whole Federation, actually.”

	      He sighed. “I’m not sure if I miss her or just the idea of her.”

	      “The ‘idea of her’?”

	      He looked away. “I get lonesome. It would be nice to have someone special to think about.” He turned toward her. “Don’t you miss that?”

	      “Of course. But at my age it’s hard to find someone who’d put up with all the Starfleet rigmarole. Most admirals have spouses with years of conditioning. They practice by being an ensign’s spouse, a lieutenant’s spouse, a captain’s spouse. To jump in at the admiral level is asking the impossible.”

	      “You underestimate yourself.”

	      “Not really. Besides, I enjoy mothering the Voyager crew, and I keep very busy at Starfleet command.” She stifled a yawn.

	      “The heat takes it out of you, doesn’t it?” He laughed as she yawned again. “Why don’t you take a little siesta? I’ve got some things I want to finish here. Once the sun goes down, I’ll show you the dig.”

	      “Sounds good.” She let him lead her to his sleeping alcove.

	      “When you wake up, I’ll fix us some vegetable curry.”

	      She smiled up at him. “You’re spoiling me. I’ve never gotten my replicator to come close to your curry.”

	      “Give up, Kathryn. When you want vegetable curry, you’ll just have to come see me.” She collapsed on the cot. He helped her pull off her boots and then covered her with a light blanket. “Sweet dreams.”

	      “G’night,” she replied, snuggling into the pillow and falling instantly into an exhausted sleep.

	      For a long time, Chakotay stood at the door watching her.

		  

	      The fourth annual Voyager reunion had arrived. Chakotay decided to attend, even though he would probably see Seven there with her current boyfriend. It was time to grow up and face facts, and it was time to reclaim his position as former first officer of the crew. He just hoped he could pull it off.

	      The first person to accost him when he entered the room was none other than B’Elanna Torres. “Good for you,” she said, giving him a big hug. “I was hoping we’d see you here.”

	      “Why wouldn’t I come?”

	      “Don’t play dumb with me, Chakotay. I know you’ve been worried about what we’d think about you and Seven.” She glanced around and lowered her voice. “She was all wrong for you. You deserve better than an adolescent with a crush.”

	      “If you say so.”

	      “Come on in. Tom and Harry are hanging around the champagne fountain.”

	      She took his hand and dragged him through the crowd. Various crewmembers said hello and patted him on the shoulder. He spied Kathryn and Tuvok in deep discussion, and he noticed that the Doctor’s new wife was pregnant. “B’Elanna. Don’t tell me the Doctor’s going to be a father.”

	      She laughed. “Would you believe that Dr. Zimmerman is the donor?”

	      “Want to bet the baby’s born bald?”

	      “Very funny.” B’Elanna stopped suddenly, and Chakotay nearly knocked her over. “You might as well get this over with. There’s Seven with her new boyfriend. I think his name’s Patrick.”

	      He turned to see Seven enter the room with a tall, muscular man of about thirty years of age, blond, athletic, and very handsome. The Delaney sisters were practically knocking each other over to get to him. Chakotay expected to feel his heart breaking, but instead he was only curious. Maybe he was finally over losing her. “He’s quite a specimen.”

	      “Yeah, well. The last one—Michael—got drunk and made a pass at me while we were testing the prototype.”

	      “Really? What did Tom do about it?”

	      “Picked him up off of the floor after I punched his lights out.”

	      Chakotay laughed. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

	      The evening was pleasant. If anyone mentioned Seven to him, it was simply to assure him that better things were on the way. It occurred to him that their relationship had started so late in the journey that most of the crew never really saw them together. He was doing fine until he found himself facing her at the bar.

	      “Hello, Seven.”

	      “Chakotay. You’re looking well.”

	      “Thanks. So are you. I understand the prototype is in the final stages.”

	      “The new ship design is well underway. We may be on our way to the Delta Quadrant before you know it.”

	      “Send me a card.”

	      “I beg your pardon?”

	      “I’ve been there, done that. I think I’ll stick to the Federation.”

	      She nodded and gave him a long look. “I hope you are happy,” she said quietly. “I never meant to hurt you.”

	      “I know that, Seven, and I’m fine.”

	      She picked up a second glass of wine, nodded at someone behind him, and left with a promise to keep in touch.

	      Chakotay turned to find himself nose-to-nose with Kathryn Janeway. “Eavesdropping?”

	      She smiled. “I’m getting some wine. Besides, my hearing is fine. I don’t have to get this close to eavesdrop.” She sipped her wine and gestured toward the balcony. “How about some fresh air?”

	      “Sounds good to me.”

	      They walked into the warm quiet of the balcony and visibly relaxed. “Is it me,” he asked, “or are the natives unusually restless tonight?”

	      Kathryn turned and leaned against the balcony so she could peer into the room where the crew was growing louder as the evening progressed. “They miss being together, I think. Maybe we should extend these get-togethers to a whole week.”

	      “Not a bad idea. We could have a family picnic, too, so we could include the children.”

	      She studied his face. “You know, I miss your good ideas. If you were living on Earth, I’d put you in charge of the plans for next year.”

	      “I might be living on Earth.”

	      “Really?”

	      “The dig is about finished, and Oxford was pleased with the paper I presented at the conference last week. They’re thinking of offering me a visiting professorship next year.”

	      “That’s wonderful! It would be great to have you so close after all these years.” She leaned forward and whispered. “You could help me baby-sit for Tom and B’Elanna.”

	      “Miral and Eugene ? Why not? I’m just not too excited about the damp and rainy climate.”

	      “I’d think it would be a welcome relief after the oven you’ve been living in.”

	      He chuckled. “I was hoping for a happy medium.”

	      “What about the south of France ? It’s the same time zone, and you could easily transport back and forth.”

	      “And you say I have all the good ideas. Any suggestions on where to live?”

	      “Well, actually, I’m taking an assignment in Paris, in the diplomatic corps. While I’m looking for a place, maybe I could find something for you, too.”

	      “That would be very kind of you, Kathryn.”

	      “So, you’ll take the Oxford job?”

	      “Why not?”

	      “I think that’s a good move. You’ll make all kinds of contacts for future positions, plus you can do the planning for next year’s reunion.”

	      “I knew you had an ulterior motive!”

	      She laughed and turned to look out into the garden. “I’m glad Voyager returned in the spring. The flowers are beautiful.”

	      He put his arm around her. “I wonder what the other Admiral Janeway would think of what’s become of us.”

	      “She wanted all of us to have a chance to be happy.”

	      “She sacrificed her life for her crew. Our crew.” He looked down at her. “You would, too, wouldn’t you?”

	      “I would, and so would you. For starting off as enemies, we managed to become pretty good friends out there.”

	      “Best friends.”

	      “Yes.” They stood there awhile enjoying the quiet before Kathryn spoke again. “When I saw you talking to Seven, I was worried about you.”

	      “Afraid I’d be depressed? Or angry?”

	      “Something like that. I came over to give you a ‘release valve.’”

	      “I appreciate that, but I’m all right. She’s still a gorgeous woman, but I’m beginning to realize that I was probably dazzled by her good looks.”

	      Kathryn smiled. “And other physical attributes.”

	      He felt his face get warm. “Right.”

	      “So, did you date anyone at the dig?”

	      “Kathryn, you met the women there. Two Bolians, a Vulcan, and a seventy-five-year-old Ktarian.”

	      She laughed. “Oh, right. Well, Oxford will have plenty to offer.”

	      “I seem to choose disastrously. Maybe I should let you fix me up with someone.”

	      “Oh, no. I’m not taking the blame for a failed romance. But I’m glad you’re doing better. I want you to be happy.”

	      “What was it you told me? Time heals all wounds?”

	      The sliding glass door opened. “There you two are!” Harry said. “We want to do the toast.”

	      “On our way,” Janeway said, smiling up at Chakotay.

		  

	      “I don’t like it when you’re gone for weeks at a time,” Chakotay complained as he tossed the salad. “Nobody else puts up with me the way you do.”

	      “Practice makes perfect.” Kathryn laughed as she finished setting the table. “My least favorite parts of the diplomatic corps are the travelling, the interminable meetings, and the boring receptions. Believe me, I’m having no fun while I’m gone.”

	      “Right. I heard about the ski trip while you were on Octan V.”

	      “One fun afternoon, Chakotay, out of four long weeks is not enough.”

	      He smiled at her as she poured them some wine. “Your aide called while you were in the shower. He said the Vulcan ambassador’s reception had been moved up a week.”

	      “Damn. That makes it this Saturday.”

	      “Is that a problem?”

	      “Tuvok was going to be my escort, but he won’t be on Earth until next week.”

	      “You need an escort?”

	      “Well, not really, but if I don’t have one, they’ll pair me up with someone awful—like the Bolian ambassador—and I’ll have to put up with Delta Quadrant questions all night. ‘Just how ugly were the Kazon in person?’ ‘How young is an Ocampa when it goes through puberty?’ Or my favorite: ‘What does a Borg cube smell like?’”

	      Chakotay laughed. “I could go with you.”

	      “I wouldn’t inflict the Vulcan reception on you.”

	      “I’m volunteering, Kathryn.”

	      “You have no idea what you’re in for.”

	      “It can’t be worse than the reception on Relix, when we were treated to the entire canon of their ancient playwright. Six plays in one night. What was his name?”

	      “I’ve repressed that entire evening. Thank god they had plenty of wine.”

	      “So, do you want me to go and save you from the Bolian ambassador?”

	      She gave him a long look. He was relaxed and happy as he put the finishing touches on the salad. He’d gotten a killer tan while she was gone and his daily runs on the beach had helped him drop fifteen extra pounds. He smiled at her, and the flash of his dimples made her stomach flip. “Okay, but don’t blame me when you’re bored stiff. This was your idea.”

	      “It won’t be a problem.”

		  

	      Late Saturday night, Kathryn made her farewell tour of the ballroom while Chakotay picked up their jackets. He had been devastatingly handsome in his tuxedo and had charmed everyone at the reception, including the Vulcan ambassador’s wife, not an easy feat. In fact, it seemed to Kathryn that he’d actually enjoyed himself, and she’d gotten a kick out of watching him work the room.

	      Kathryn’s last stop was the Federation president, Laxta Churalin, from the Altain sector. “You must bring this charming gentleman to the Federation Ball,” she told Kathryn in a soft voice. “I want to get to know him better. Such charm and polish. Those dimples. That tattoo. The eyes. He’s a welcome addition to any gathering.”

	      For once, Kathryn was speechless. She looked up to see Chakotay approaching with their jackets, his dimpled smile on full display. “Yes. He’s a dear friend.”

	      “Only a friend? Then he’s available?”

	      She felt her face grow warm. “I’ll invite him to the ball, Miss President.”

	      “Be sure of it,” she said, turning to Chakotay. “Sir, you’ve been the highlight of the evening for me. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

	      “It’s been my pleasure, I assure you.”

	      They walked silently out of the building and toward the transporter station, an unusual tension developing between them. Finally, Chakotay could take no more. “Kathryn, is something wrong?”

	      She sighed. “I think the President has a crush on you. She wants me to invite you to the Federation Ball next month.”

	      “Sounds like fun.”

	      She stopped and stared at him. “Is it that you haven’t attended many of these functions, or do you really like them?”

	      “What’s not to like?”

	      She shook her head. “You had a good time?”

	      “Didn’t you?”

	      “I was working, Chakotay.”

	      “I wasn’t.”

	      She smiled and took his arm. “You were the hit of the party. I couldn’t take my eyes off of you. You had everyone eating out of the palm of your hand. It was an amazing performance.”

	      “I aim to please.”

	      “And exactly who were you trying to please, may I ask?”

	      “You. I wanted you to be glad I came.”

	      She stopped again and faced him, putting her hand to his forehead to brush the hair away from his tattoo. “I’m always glad to be with you, Chakotay.”

	      “The feeling’s mutual. Now, should I wear a different tuxedo to the Federation Ball?”

	      She laughed. “And people say women are vain.”

		  

	      “What’s an Oxford reception like, anyway?” Kathryn asked as she studied her image in the full-length mirror. Since Chakotay had escorted her to several Starfleet and Federation functions, she had consented to return the favor.

	      “Didn’t you attend university functions with Mark Johnson?”

	      “Yes, but almost all of those were at Starfleet Academy. That place, I understand.”

	      He stepped tentatively to the door and stared at the slender, beautiful figure of Admiral Kathryn Janeway in a red shimmering formal. “This party is exactly the same, only without uniforms, with a preponderance of English accents, and with a startling absence of military strategizing. I must say, Admiral, that you clean up well.”

	      She faced him, holding her arms out and twirling. “You approve?”

	      “Red is your color. Is that why you switched to command?”

	      She beamed at him. “It’s as good a reason as any.”

	      She found herself enjoying the reception immensely, realizing that it was the first gathering she’d attended in years where she wasn’t a principal or an honoree. She wasn’t working, so she was just herself. She was talking to Professor Moira Fleming, an astrophysicist, about the supernovas Voyager had observed during the Q’s civil war when she saw a young woman staring at her with obvious dislike. The look of hatred so surprised her that she stared back in confusion. Fleming followed her gaze.

	      “That’s Jeanette Simmons,” she said, pulling Kathryn toward the refreshment table. “She’s jealous of you.”

	      Kathryn was familiar with jealousy. No one achieved the rank of admiral and wielded the considerable power that comes with it without seeing jealousy in the eyes of many underlings and contemporaries whose careers had stalled. This woman, though, couldn’t begrudge Kathryn her rank. “Whatever for?”

	      “She has a terrible crush on Chakotay, but he won’t give her the time of day.”

	      “I see.” But, she didn’t see. “What do I have to do with that?”

	      “Don’t you and Chakotay live in the same town in France? Doesn’t he usually accompany you to Federation functions?” She leaned in and whispered. “Didn’t he bring you to this party tonight?”

	      “But we’re just friends!”

	      Moira laughed. “Of course you are, Kathryn. Of course you are.”

	      Kathryn was troubled for the rest of the evening, and Chakotay quickly picked up on her change of mood. “Ready to go?” he asked her. “You look tired.”

	      “Whenever you’re ready, Chakotay.”

	      “I’ve talked to everyone I need to. Let’s get out of here.”

	      They said their farewells, beamed back to France, and walked toward their apartment complex, Chakotay chatting happily all the way. Finally, when he realized how quiet Kathryn had become, he decided to confront her. “Is something bothering you?”

	      “Moira Fleming thinks we’re an item,” she blurted.

	      “Moira Fleming is a gossip.”

	      “She said that Jeanette Simmons has a crush on you.”

	      He laughed. “So? Doesn’t Commander Pedersen have a crush on you? Not to mention half of the ambassador’s staff? Nobody can control that kind of reaction.”

	      “Have you misrepresented our relationship to her to keep her at bay?”

	      “I’ve never discussed our friendship with anyone, including Moira Fleming.” He stopped and studied her face. “What are you so angry about?”

	      She looked away, blinking to keep tears from her eyes. “I don’t know.”

	      “Kathryn, you’re tired. It’s been a long day and you need some rest. We’ll talk about this another time, when you aren’t so stressed out.”

	      She nodded her head, took his arm, and walked with him to her apartment. “I leave tomorrow afternoon for the conference on Risa.”

	      “I remember. Too bad. Such a terrible place for a conference,” he teased. “When will you be back?”

	      “Next Saturday, unless I get roped into the Ambassador’s ‘goodwill’ tour. Will you water my plants?”

	      “Of course. Let me know when you’ll be arriving, and I’ll fix my famous vegetable curry.”

	      “I’d like that.”

	      They arrived at her door. “Thanks for coming with me, Kathryn.”

	      “My pleasure.”

	      He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you next Saturday.”

		  

	      The trip to Risa ended up lasting almost a month. Janeway followed Earth’s ambassador on a myriad of good-will meetings across the Federation, and she found herself with plenty of time to reflect on her feelings about Chakotay and about the assumptions Moira Fleming had made concerning their relationship.

	      She and Chakotay had arrived in the Alpha Quadrant as intimate friends, but he’d been in a serious relationship and they’d gone their separate ways. Since he and Seven had broken up, however, they’d gradually spent more and more time together, walking side-by-side like old draft horses used to pulling a wagon as a team. They’d become more dependent on each other than ever before, and she’d found herself missing him, thinking of him constantly, and spending long hours reading his messages and answering them.

	      The last thing she wanted was to keep him from finding happiness with someone, especially since they seemed destined to be nothing more but close friends. They were so comfortable together, so satisfied with each other’s company, that they’d both stopped looking elsewhere for companionship. They gravitated toward each other because of habit, she thought, because of the long years they’d spent working and living together on Voyager. She realized that if they didn’t break the habit, they would be alone for the rest of their lives. One of them needed to have the courage to make a change, and, since courage was Kathryn’s middle name, she decided it was up to her to make change happen.

	      She arrived at her apartment in the middle of the night, grateful for the chance to get some sleep before talking about with Chakotay. She woke up early, though, made coffee, and settled on a glider on the balcony to enjoy the early morning breeze. She could see Chakotay’s patio from her vantage point and stared at it as she went through what she would say, how she would gain the distance from him she thought they both needed.

	      She nearly choked when she saw Jeanette Simmons walk onto his patio wearing a flimsy black nightgown, obviously quite at home. Her face reddened with embarrassment as she realized that once again Chakotay had begun a serious relationship without giving her a moment’s warning. She felt foolish for worrying about telling him that it was time for them to move on, to change the parameters of their friendship, when he had so obviously gone ahead and done it.

	      She was suddenly uncomfortable on the glider, so she decided to get dressed and go in to her office. She couldn’t continue to sit there and think about Chakotay and Jeanette as a couple, or, worse yet, see him join the woman for an intimate breakfast on their patio.

		  

	      Three hours later, as she sat at her desk, her work was interrupted when her comm panel beeped. She wasn’t surprised to see it was a call from Chakotay. She keyed in her code and smiled woodenly into the viewscreen. “Hello, Chakotay.”

	      “Hello, yourself.” He seemed a little upset. “When did you get back? I let myself into your apartment to water the plants and discovered you were home. Why didn’t you call me?”

	      “I meant to let you know, but last few days of the trip were a continual nightmare. We got home at about 0100 this morning.”

	      “And you’re already at work?”

	      “I woke up early and decided to get a head start on the work that’s been piling up while I was gone.”

	      He shook his head in disbelief. “Kathryn, it’s Sunday.”

	      She stared at the screen, realizing she’d lost track of what day it was on earth. No one worked at the Federation offices on Sunday, yet here she was, slaving away. “I guess I forgot.”

	      “Beam back down here and I’ll fix you some Eggs Benedict or French toast.”

	      “No, Chakotay, I don’t want to interfere.”

	      “Interfere? With what?”

	      “You don’t have to explain. Jeanette is a lovely girl and she obviously adores you. I wish you the best.”

	      “Jeanette Simmons?” A look of recognition crossed his face. “I can explain.”

	      “No need to explain, Chakotay. I really do understand. Now I need to get back to work.” She cut off the transmission.

		  

	      She had hundreds of messages awaiting her, all of them requiring input or decisions, and she knew that the best way to get past his new relationship would be to put off facing it. Later, once she had some time to come to terms with what happened, she could handle his new love interest and accept how it would impact her own happiness. As long as she focused on work, she could ignore the pain in her heart. After all, hadn’t she wanted him to move on? What had she expected him to do? Shouldn’t she be happy for him?

	      She did quite well until she looked up to see Chakotay standing in the doorway. “How did you get in the building?”

	      “It was strictly a Maquis operation,” he joked, putting his dimples on display.

	      She sighed. “Come in and sit down, but I really don’t have much time.”

	      “I’m sorry you’re upset.”

	      “I’m not upset.”

	      “Kathryn, I know you too well.” He watched her fiddle with the stylus from her PADD. When she refused to look him in the eye, he knew that he had to make her realize her mistake. “You saw Jeanette Simmons in my apartment this morning, right?”

	      “Wearing a skimpy nightgown,” she snapped, looking away in embarrassment and closing her eyes as she struggled to regain control of her emotions. “I can’t blame you for that, Chakotay. You’re obviously over Seven, and that’s good. I’m happy for you.”

	      “You didn’t read my last transmission. You couldn’t have. I just sent it to you last night, as a surprise.”

	      She shook her head. She felt a little better knowing that he had written to explain his newfound love. “I guess not.”

	      He nodded at the screen. “Pull it up.”

	      She pulled up her personal mail and scanned until she saw his most recent message. The contents explained that he’d been offered a larger apartment on the second floor right next to hers. He also explained that that Jeanette and her new boyfriend intended to rent his old one.

	      Kathryn felt her face grow warm with embarrassment as she looked into his eyes. “Chakotay, I owe you an apology. I jumped to conclusions.”

	      “You thought Jeanette and I had moved in together, and that thought upset you, didn’t it?”

	      After her bizarre behavior, what could she say? She studied her hands and said softly, “I guess it did.”

	      “Good.”

	      Her head sanpped up. “Good?”

	      “I’ve been jealous of all the time you’ve been spending with Commander Pedersen. I was afraid I was in this alone.”

	      Suddenly she felt as if the oxygen had been siphoned from the room. He’d been jealous of her, too? Was she dissatisfied with their friendship because she wanted more from him, not less? “Chakotay, what are you saying?”

	      “We’ve been friends for so many years that we can’t see the forest for the trees.” He came around the desk and pulled her to her feet, holding her hands in his own, looking down at her with infinite tenderness. “Isn’t it possible that after all these years we’ve finally fallen in love?”

	      She smiled sadly. “It’s too late for that.”

	      “Why?” He stepped imperceptibly closer to her. She could feel the heat of his body, the warmth of his deep brown eyes. “We’ve been falling in love with each other for years.”

	      “But we can’t.”

	      “Why not? I’m no longer your first officer. I’m not even in Starfleet.”

	      She could hardly breathe. She felt herself being pulled toward him like a magnet. “It’s such a cliché. ‘Starfleet captain captures Maquis rebel and falls in love with him.’ It sounds like the plot of a bad movie.”

	      He chuckled. “It might not work in fiction, but this is real life.” He put his arms around her, cradling her head on his chest. “Besides, I’m probably the only man in the quadrant who could put up with the rigmarole that comes with dating an admiral.”

	      She slid her arms around his waist. “Everyone will laugh at us. We’ve danced around each other for nearly twelve years, Chakotay, and we’re just beginning to figure things out?”

	      “The first ten years don’t count.”

	      She pulled back from him, tears in her eyes. She thought she’d lost her friend, and instead, she’d found the love of her life. She wasn’t about to push her luck. Sometimes, you just had to let things be the way they were meant to be. “Thinking of you with someone else, with anyone else, was breaking my heart.”

	      “I love you, Kathryn.” He wiped the tears off of her cheeks with his thumbs, cradling her face in his hands. “And I think you love me back.”

	      “I do love you back,” she whispered.

	      “That’s all that matters. I suspect that the Voyager crew will be thrilled.” He gave her a gentle kiss. “What do you say we go home? I’ll fix you some breakfast and then we can figure out where we go from here.”

	      She beamed at him and then snuggled into his warm embrace. “I don’t care where we go, Chakotay, as long as we’re together.”
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		I

		t was a talisman.

		 He knew that. It was a touchstone, something sacred to her, no different from his medicine bundle. As such, he should have understood. He should have been sympathetic and let her have it and hold it, it was just a picture, a smiling gray-haired man and a panting dog in a simple silver frame. Just a reminder of that before life that was so far away now. Just a talisman.

			  He’d seen it in her hands a dozen times, watched her caress the dog’s dusty head or the man’s smiling lips with her gentle fingers, watched her close her eyes and go from him to a place where she could hear the dog’s bark and the man’s laughter. Her face would change, her whole being relax for an instant, and he would glimpse a freedom and ease in her that he never saw at other times, not on the bridge, not in the mess hall, not with him. But then she would stiffen again, perhaps sensing his eyes on her, and replace the picture on the table. By the time she turned back to him, the ease was always gone, leaving him to wonder who she was in that other place, and why that other self had to be left so far behind. Why she couldn’t join him from time to time, even for a moment.

			  Sometimes when she sat beside him on the couch he would catch her staring at it, and move his body a little to hide it from her eyes. Sometimes he stared at it himself while she paced and deliberated in her Ready Room. With a little effort he could will himself into the scene, somewhere just outside the frame, watching them. They were talking about dogs and books and science, laughing together with the ease of long familiarity. She kissed him; the man turned his face to her with an enraptured expression, captivated by her grace, blissfully entangled in her soft hair falling around him. She moved away from him to take the picture. He protested at first, but she eluded his grasp. “Someday when I’m far away,” she said, “I’ll need something of you to remind me.” The man chuckled softly. “I’ll never let you get that far away from me, Kath.” But he took the dog by the collar and smiled for her anyway.

			  He imagined other scenarios, of course. Family gatherings—her parents, of whom he knew almost nothing, his brothers and sisters, children, dogs. They managed to find a moment away from the others; she snapped the picture just as his nephew was about to descend on them both. Or alone in her backyard, an evening in late summer, the sounds of insects and birds and children playing nearby. Or a picnic in Golden Gate Park, just days before she was due to depart from Deep Space Nine, an afternoon away from admirals and briefings and talk of dangerous Maquis renegades. She turned suddenly, as if sensing someone there, and he remembered himself, always standing on the fringe of the gathering or backyard or picnic, somewhere unseen, watching them. He wanted to take a step forward, to call out to her, but the shadows pulled him back and forced him to take cover behind a tree. Always hiding, always one step or one word or one touch away from her.

			  Here, so far away from everything and everyone either of them had ever known, it should have been easy. He should have been able to step out of that shadow and reveal himself to her, and she should have been standing in the light, waiting for him. But the picture, the touchstone. It held her in its grasp, too, and forced her into a shadow as well, somewhere just beyond his reach.

			  He tossed aside the data padd she had sent him to find. A tiny hesitation, then he picked up the picture. He wanted to hide it away. Push it into a shadow and take its place in the light, feel the warmth of that quiet, secret smile. Take away her touchstone and make her see the life she could have, if only she would allow herself.

			  But he knew he could never steal something sacred, not from her, not from anyone.

			  With a sinking heart he brushed his sleeve across the frame, wiping away the trace of his presence from its shiny surface, and replaced the picture on the table. He retrieved the data padd and turned away without looking back. She was somewhere nearby, close, he could feel her. He left the room and crossed the bridge, the image of the smiling man and panting dog still hovering at the edge of his vision. Angrily, he shoved the image away.

			  

			  It was just a talisman.

			  “There was nothing you could have done.”

			  He’d heard it dozens of times in the last twelve hours. Over one hundred fifty beings on the ship, and he suspected he’d heard it from at least half of them. There were variations, of course: “Don’t blame yourself, Commander.” “It wasn’t your fault, Commander.” “We’d have done the same, Commander.” He knew the words were meant to ease his guilt, but he found no comfort in professing helplessness. No honor. Maybe he really couldn’t have done anything, maybe it really was just a terrible accident, but he couldn’t help but feel he’d made a horrible mistake.

			  Once the crisis had passed he put Tuvok in charge and took himself off the duty roster. And so he sat all night in the dimmed sickbay, hovering by her bedside, replaying the events of the day in his mind.

			  A quiet morning on the bridge. They’d talked of home, a long discussion about the rising suns and changing seasons they’d all missed, favorite songs, families. He’d told her about his sister’s sons and how he worried about them. They were his responsibility, after all—in his tribe’s traditions the mother’s brother was given the honor of educating the boys into manhood. She’d leaned over and patted his arm. “Don’t worry, Commander. I’ll get you home to them.” He’d forced a smile, torn between longing for his family and fear that the day they arrived in the Alpha Quadrant would be the last day he’d ever see her.

			  At noon the conversation turned to food. She’d spoken of pecan pie and coffee and fresh bread. He’d told her about orange juice, about climbing the trees when he was a boy and picking the sweetest oranges from the high branches, about squeezing them himself and starting the day with sticky hands that smelled of summer. She had laughed at him—“I never knew you were such a poet, Chakotay.” He gave a lopsided smile when her eyes lingered on him.

			  Then the planet, Neelix’s assurances that a wealth of mineral deposits were there for the taking, in caverns beneath the planet’s rocky surface. A preliminary scan, and they found a suitable deposit with access from the surface. Chakotay rose, assuming he would be assigned to head up the Away Team. He looked back when she spoke his name again, this time with a hint of surprise.

			  “Going somewhere, Chakotay?”

			  “I was going to meet the Away Team in the Transporter Room.”

			  She smiled. “I think I’d like to lead this team, if you don’t mind, Commander.”

			  “Of course not. But are you sure it’s safe?”

			  “Safe enough. But just in case, I’ll take B’Elanna with me.” She cocked her head at him, her eyes full of warmth and humor. “Is that all right with you?”

			  He hesitated, irrationally afraid to let her go into the caverns, then nodded. “I suppose so.”

			  “I’m glad I have your permission.”

			  He smiled. “Just be home by dinner, or I’ll send Tuvok after you.”

			  He’d watched her spring from the Bridge, a handful of quick, businesslike steps, and disappear from his sight.

			  The next few hours went slowly—loads of minerals beamed to the cargo bays, Harry coordinating the storage from above while Janeway and Torres supervised the digging below. Her voice on the comm system described the caverns while he sat alone in her Ready Room and listened.

			  “It’s beautiful, Commander. The caves are a little damp, but cool and quiet. I’ve seen lots of insects, and something that looked like a salamander. But its skin was almost transparent, and it had yellow spots like flowers painted on its back.”

			  He smiled, knowing she couldn’t see him, wishing somehow she could. “I never knew you were such a poet, Captain.”

			  She laughed. “I must have learned it from you, Commander. You and your hands that smell of summer…”

			  “How is the digging coming?”

			  “Slowly but surely. We can only cut through a few centimeters of rock at a time since we’re working at a ninety degree angle to the mineral’s natural cleavage plane.”

			  “Uh…”

			  He could almost hear her smirk. “We’re going against the grain, in other words.”

			  “Isn’t that counterproductive?”

			  “B’Elanna assures me it’s the safest way to go, and who am I to argue with the finest Starfleet engineer in the Delta Quadrant?”

			  There was a distant laugh—B’Elanna’s—then the sound of a cutting tool being started again. “When do you think you’ll be finished?”

			  “Another hour, maybe two. You might have to have dinner without me.”

			  “I’ll tell Neelix to keep something hot for you.”

			  “Better yet, don’t tell him. Gives me an excuse to use up some replicator rations on… Just a minute, Commander.”

			  A moment of silence, then a man’s voice—Ayala’s—calling a warning. “Captain, Lieutenant! Take cover!”

			  Rumbling, a sudden shout, her voice. “Cave-in, Chakotay! Beam us-“ The sound of falling rock, a faint click as the comm signal went dead.

			  He burst out onto the Bridge, already shouting orders. “Harry, get to the Transporter Room and get a lock on the Away Team. Tuvok, see if you can boost the transporter signal—route it through whatuver systems you have to, but I want them back now!” He slapped his comm badge. “Kes, activate the EMH program and get to the Transporter Room. There’s been an accident with the Away Team and there are going to be injuries.”

			  Seconds of horrible waiting, then Kim’s voice. “I got one positive lock, Commander, but all I got back was a comm badge.”

			  “Are you reading any life signs?”

			  “Too many layers of rock.”

			  “Tuvok?”

			  The Vulcan looked up with a deep frown. “I have boosted both the primary sensor array and the transporter signal, Commander. However, I am scanning only several meters of solid rock.”

			  Chakotay clenched his fists at his sides. “Harry, can you get me down to the surface near the comm signal we had before?”

			  “Aye, Commander.”

			  He bolted from the Bridge. “ Paris, you have the Bridge. Tuvok, you’re with me.”

			  Kes joined them in the Transporter Room.

			  They materialized before the dust had finished settling around the mouth of the cave. Chakotay did not hesitate. He made for the opening at a dead run, Tuvok and Kes close at his heels. “Stay back!” he shouted.

			  Kes protested. “But Commander, the Captain—“

			  “I know. I’m going in after her—after the team.”

			  Tuvok caught him by the arm. “Commander, there may be another cave-in.”

			  “Dammit, Tuvok! Don’t you think I know that?” He tore his arm away from the Vulcan’s grasp and entered the mouth of the cave.

			  Cool and damp, dark. Small pebbles still falling along the walls. He flicked on his light and surveyed the scene. Craggy outcroppings of gray-green rock highlighted by patches of the silvery mineral, piles of newly fallen boulders, the tiny, crushed body of a salamander with yellow spots like flowers painted on its back. Movement. “Captain? Captain!” No answer. He took a slow step toward the motion, mindful of the unsettled rock around him. “Kathryn!”

			  “Chakotay?” A cough, and B’Elanna stepped over a boulder, Ayala leaning on her shoulder.

			  “B’Elanna!” He scrambled to her and took up Ayala’s support. “What happened?”

			  “We thought we were cutting against the plane, but the rock doesn’t cleave evenly. We opened up a fault we didn’t know was there.” She coughed, squinted when they emerged into the sunlight. They released Ayala into Kes’s care; in a matter of seconds he was on his way to Sickbay.

			  B’Elanna rubbed blood away from her cheek. “Hargrove and Kyoto are still trapped in there, Chakotay.”

			  He forced himself to remain calm. “What about the Captain?”

			  “I don’t know.” B’Elanna looked up at him with a sympathetic expression. “She was right under the fault when it happened…”

			  He clenched his jaw tight and headed back into the cave.

			  Kyoto and Hargrove were together, huddled unconscious under an outcropping of rock. He fixed his comm badge to Hargrove’s uniform and activated it; they de-materialized and he moved on.

			  Cursed himself for letting her go. Mineralogy was far from his strong suit, but he was the more experienced spelunker, he might have seen the signs of a cave-in and been able to get them to safety before it was too late. And if he hadn’t, at least he would be the one buried alive under kilos of rock, not her. She would be safe, she probably wouldn’t even have come to look for him like this.

			  He made his way gingerly through the debris, calling her rank first, then her name, not waiting for an answer. Somehow he knew there would not be a response.

			  He saw the comm badge the instant before he stepped on it, half-buried in the fine gray-green dust. He picked it up and activated it. “Tuvok?”

			  “Tuvok here, Commander.”

			  “I found her comm badge. She must be here somewhere…”

			  He dug slowly through the rubble, squinting his eyes against the dusty shadows. Kilo after kilo of rock, then a cheek, a shoulder, an arm. A hand he grasped hard, unable to make himself feel for a pulse. The pile of rock was too great, there was no way she could have survived, but for this moment he could hope, could pretend there was a possibility she would live to sit beside him at dinner later…

			  The hand closed around his in a faint clasp, feeble but unmistakable.

			  A long moment before he trusted himself to speak. “I found her, Tuvok. She’s alive, but I have to get her to Sickbay right now…”

			  Hours of surgery. He left Tuvok in charge and spent the time in the Doctor’s office, eyes fastened on her pale, broken features, his face pressed hard against the window.

			  The Doctor’s briefing was a distant blur. Lacerations, impact injuries, compound fractures, internal hemorrhaging—he let the words wash over him, barely touching his consciousness, staring down at her pale face. “When will she wake up?”

			  The Doctor frowned. “Have you been listening to me, Commander?”

			  Kes stepped between them. “We’re all a little tired. The Doctor and I will take care of her, Commander. Why don’t you go and get some sleep?”

			  He shook his head. “I’ll stay here.”

			  Kes frowned, then nodded. “I’ll bring you something to eat later, if you’ll promise to sit down and rest here.”

			  “I will.”

			  She paused in the doorway and looked back at him with a raised eyebrow. He manufactured a half-hearted smile somehow and pulled up a chair beside the bed, lowered himself into it with a tired sigh. “See? I’m resting.”

			  “I’ll be back soon,” She cocked her head at him. “The Doctor will do everything he can, Commander.”

			  “I know.”

			  “She’s going to be all right.”

			  “I just want to stay here with her for a while.”

			  Kes hesitated for an instant, peering curiously into his eyes. He’d seen that look on her face before when she was reading someone, sharing their emotions for a moment. He tried to look away—hide it from her, don’t let anyone know, keep it a secret. But she knew, he could see it in the surprise on her face and the empathy in her eyes. Before he could stop her with a word or a gesture she crossed the room to him, stood behind his chair and placed her arms around his neck, her cheek pressed to the top of his head. She said nothing. He was grateful for her silence; words of reassurance would have been meaningless. She held him tight for an instant, almost rocking him like a child, then bolted from the room without a backward glance.

			  The contact was brief, less than ten seconds, but it was enough to establish a connection that he missed when it was gone. Because he was suddenly alone for the first time since the accident, alone with the unconscious woman whose injuries he felt he had caused. He panicked; he could not stay in the room listening to himself think, unable to escape from his own grief, for long. But he couldn’t leave either, couldn’t flee from the room and the body and the emotions that whirled through his head. His sense of responsibility compelled him to stay close by her side. His sense of responsibility and something more, something powerful and frightening that he could not allow himself to think about, not now, not yet. Maybe not ever.

			  He toyed with the idea of turning the HoloDoc back on, just to hear the sound of another voice in the room, but decided against it—he was in no mood for sarcasm. He missed the friendly hum of voices he might have enjoyed in the mess hall or Sandrine’s, the quiet laughter and whispered conversations. He missed her voice, teasing him about his poetic nature and his brooding silences, goading him into shy smiles and hidden laughter—shared moments when he could almost believe she genuinely cared for him, and not just because circumstances had forced them together. Each of those moments came to him with perfect clarity, times when the Captain had stepped aside for the briefest of instants and allowed Kathryn to surface. They were few and rare, and so he cherished each one, holding them close to his heart where he could reach them and touch them when he needed something to cling to. But still he knew that was not all, that there was an even more relaxed and playful side to her that he had rarely been allowed to see.

			  He glanced down at her face, shocking white in the darkened room, her skin frighteningly pale, almost transparent, mottled with yellow-green bruises. He could not pretend she was only asleep and that he could wake her with a touch. Her breath came in ragged gasps, her face was lined with exhaustion. The thought that he had caused her pain crushed his heart, threatening his control. Alone with her in the Sickbay, he allowed the stress of the last few hours, the fear and grief and all the other emotions he had suppressed, to take him. He leaned forward and rested his forehead on the bed near her shoulder, his eyes closed tight. “I’m sorry, Kathryn,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry…”

			  He heard the outer door open and the soft footsteps that crossed the room to his side, but he ignored them. It would only be Kes, he reasoned, or B’Elanna, and he knew he could not hide from either of them much longer. But the clink of a plate against a glass and a muffled, masculine curse forced him to look up. He dragged his sleeve across his eyes, wiping away the trace of his grief. “What do you want, Neelix?” he growled.

			  The Talaxian smiled down at him, pretending not to notice his gruffness. “Kes said you might be hungry, Commander.” He uncovered a bowl and offered it with a flourish. “Mushroom soup? The real thing this time, no leola root, no schplict bacteria, nothing that didn’t come straight from the Alpha Quadrant.”

			  Chakotay reached for the bowl and spoon eagerly. “How did you do this?”

			  Neelix shrugged. “Replicator.”

			  “You used my replicator rations without asking?”

			  “No…”

			  “Then how—“

			  “Let’s just say the rations were a gift.”

			  “From who?”

			  Neelix shook a finger at him. “You know I can’t tell you that, Commander. It would violate the crew/Morale Officer confidence.”

			  Chakotay held the bowl in both hands, letting the warmth seep through his skin, down his fingers, up his arms. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, smelling the cream and the mushrooms and some unidentifiable spice that made his mouth water. “Thank you, Neelix,” he said. “And thank whoever donated the rations for me.”

			  “I already have.”

			  He ate silently, grateful for the distraction, while Neelix pulled up a chair and sat beside him. “How is she?”

			  Chakotay licked his lips. “Weak. She was in surgery for almost seven hours. The Doctor says she was very lucky to have survived.”

			  “Lucky that you got to her so quickly, Commander.”

			  “Maybe. But I shouldn’t have let her go at all. If I had gone instead, she wouldn’t have gotten hurt…” He heard the childlike quality of his own voice, the unreasonable fear and lost, abandoned hopelessness, and shook his head. “This is all my fault.”

			  The Talaxian peered down at her face for a long moment. He reached out his hand and gently brushed a lock of hair away from her cheek and Chakotay drew in a sharp breath at the gesture. Neelix turned to look at him with knowing eyes. He let out a soft breath, almost a sigh. “It isn’t easy, is it, Commander?” he asked.

			  Chakotay did not look up, pulled his face into an impassive mask.. “What isn’t?”

			  Neelix nodded toward her unconscious form. “Feeling helpless like this. Feeling like you’re going to lose someone you… you care about, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.” He shook his head slowly. “It isn’t easy.”

			  Chakotay sat still and silent, staring down into the half-empty bowl, his chest slowly tightening.

			  “It might make you wonder if it’s really worth all the trouble of caring, if you feel this bad when she’s angry with you, or in danger, or hurt,” Neelix continued. He sat back and faced Chakotay with a small, speculative smile. “You know, though, a friend once told me that when we care about someone, it makes us very vulnerable,” he said, his head cocked to one side, his voice subdued and almost gentle. “But that what you get when you care about someone is greater than what you risk. A wise observation, don’t you think?”

			  Chakotay stared, recognizing his own words from a long time ago. They echoed oddly in his ears; he heard, too, the words Neelix had carefully left unspoken, about fear and jealousy and love. He sucked in a slow breath. “Maybe…” he breathed. “I’m not sure anymore.”

			  Neelix placed a hand on his arm. “What you get back is greater than what you risk, Chakotay. Always.” He pulled his hand away and sat back. “She’ll be all right, Commander. The Doctor and Kes will take good care of her. Don’t worry.”

			  Chakotay turned the words over and over in his mind while Neelix rose and began to clear away the dishes. “I’m sure you’re helping her just by being here, Commander,” Neelix continued. He replaced the bowl and spoon on the tray, carefully reararranging them, his back turned to Chakotay. “Whenever I’ve been injured, just knowing my beloved Kes was here beside me made me feel more alive. Her love gave me the strength I needed to recover.”

			  Chakotay looked up at him, his eyes narrowed. “But it isn’t the same with the Captain and me.”

			  Neelix turned to face him. “No,” he said. “No, I suppose it isn’t.” He smiled. “But she knows you’re here, Commander. I’m sure of it.”

			  “The Doctor said she wasn’t aware of anything around her.”

			  Neelix shook his head. “She knows, Commander. Don’t ever doubt that.” He gathered up the tray and the dishes and turned to leave the room. In the doorway he stopped suddenly. “Oh! I almost forgot. Lieutenant Torres asked me to bring this to you.” He reached into his pocket and drew out a flat, gray-green stone. “This is some of the rock we brought up with the mineral deposits. We have several kilos of it. She thought it might be suitable material for carving, if you want a few kilos for yourself.” He offered the stone. “Well, good night, Commander. Try to get some rest.”

			  “I will. Thank you, Neelix.”

			  A flash of light from the corridor entered the room as the Talaxian left. In the momentary glow Chakotay could see the flecks of silvery mineral embedded in the stone he held in the palm of his hand. He did not allow his fingers to close around it. He fought off the urge to throw it instead, to hurl away the cause of her injuries and his grief. B’Elanna should have known what the stone would represent to him, she should never have given it to Neelix and sent it to him. He should remove it from their presence, from her lost spirit and his tormented eyes. Conceal it, mask it somehow, hide it away before it destroyed them both.

			  He closed his fist around the stone, intending to cross the room and deposit it in the waste slot. But she stirred restlessly, and so instead he slid to his knees beside her bed. “Captain?” he whispered. “Can you hear me?” She did not turn toward the sound of his voice, or give any indication of awareness. “Kathryn?” She let out a soft moan, so feeble it left him weak with helplessness.

			  He bent forward, his face hovering near hers, almost touching. “I wish I could do something for you,” he whispered. “I want to perform the medicine wheel ritual, but I don’t want to leave you to go to my quarters. And I don’t even think you believe in it…”

			  She rolled her head weakly against the pillow, then lay quietly again. “Kathryn?”

			  Her sudden stillness alarmed him. He took her hand gently in his, the stone, momentarily forgotten, pressed between their palms. It grew warm with the heat of both their bodies and he imagined some of his energy flowing through it and into her, replacing the strength she had lost in the accident. He tried to think of healing words but they would not come, and so he said nothing, hoping that the prayer of his silence would be enough to reach her spirit. He closed his fingers around hers and held tight for a long moment, mindful of her terrible injuries, afraid to let go just the same. He did not breathe.

			  Minutes passed. He did not know how long he knelt by her side, the stone and her hand held tightly in his fist, but a blanket of fatigue had somehow settled over him. His head felt heavy; he could barely find the strength to raise it from the mattress and peer down into her face, peaceful now, calm and at rest. Asleep.

			  His head fell to her shoulder, weighted down now with relief. He slid his hand from hers regretfully, pausing to curl her fingers around the warm stone. With a low moan he raised himself into his chair, every muscle and sinew in his body protesting the slow deliberateness of the movement. He closed his eyes.

			  When he opened them again, hours later, the Doctor was hovering at her side. She was awake; she turned to him and smiled weakly. “I’m all right,” she whispered. “Go get some sleep.”

			  A hand gripped his upper arm, a small but firm tug guided him to his feet. Kes’s voice came to him as if from a deep cavern. “I’ll walk you to your quarters, Commander.”

			  He was in his bed when he remembered her fingers, slowly regaining their color, still folded tightly around the stone.

			  

			  He crossed to her desk eagerly, profoundly grateful for the sight of her smiling face looking back at him. “You wanted to see me, Captain?”

			  She rose slowly, showing a lingering stiffness from her injuries. He moved to assist her, but she waved him off and shook her head. “I’m not falling apart, Commander,” she said, her voice full of the warmth and humor he had missed.

			  “I never thought you were, Captain.”

			  She gave him a disbelieving smirk, but let the subject drop. “I still owe you a dinner. Care to collect it this evening?”

			  “Thank you, Captain. I would enjoy that.”

			  She crossed the room slowly, paused near him. “The Doctor says I should stay away from anything spicy for a few more days, at least until the nausea passes.”

			  “Nausea?”

			  “From the head injuries.” She grinned up at him. “It gives me an excuse to use some replicator rations on something frivolous—fresh bread, I think, and maybe pecan pie. And orange juice.”

			  He could not stop the elation from spreading across his face. “Sounds delicious. I’m sorry you’re not feeling well, but at least it keeps you safe from Neelix’s cooking.”

			  “Keeps me safe…” she mused, glancing at his expression. “Can I ask you a question, Commander?”

			  “Of course.” He swallowed hard, unable to fathom where the conversation might lead, preparing himself for whatever she might ask.

			  “Did you stay with me all night the night I was injured?”

			  He took a deep breath. “Yes, I did.”

			  She nodded slowly. “I thought you did. Somehow I knew you were there…”

			  “You did?”

			  “I’m not sure how, but I knew.” She smiled at him. “Maybe spending so much time with Kes has rubbed off on me.”

			  “Maybe.”

			  She cocked her head to one side. “Why did you stay?”

			  His smile faded suddenly. He could not meet her eyes, and so he looked out at the stars. But he did not see them; instead he saw her cheek in his mind, white against the gray-green rock, buried alive. “I felt… responsible for what happened to you,” he said slowly. “I had to stay to make sure you were all right.”

			  “It was my decision to go, not yours.”

			  “I know.”

			  He heard the smile in her voice. “You’re not going to start questioning my every order, are you? If you try to keep me from facing danger on every mission, it’s going to be a very boring seventy-five years, Commander.”

			  He let himself smile down at her. “I’ll try to contain my protective impulses from now on, Captain.”

			  “See that you do.” She held out her hand to him. “By the way, do you know where this came from? I had it when I woke up, and I don’t remember picking up any rocks before the accident.”

			  He stared down at her open palm, at the gray-green stone, flecked with a silvery mineral, resting on it. “It’s from the planet,” he said. “I… I gave it to you while you were unconscious. I put it in your hand.”

			  She turned away from him, her fingers moving gently over the stone’s smooth surface. “Do you mind if I keep it?”

			  “Not at all.”

			  “Thank you…” Her body relaxed for an instant and she turned back to him with an easy smile, her cheeks flushed pink, her eyes bright. “Don’t forget about dinner later.”

			  “I won’t.”

			  “You have the Bridge, Commander.”

			  He grinned down at her. “Aye-aye, Captain.” Reluctantly he moved to leave the room, but he glanced back at her the instant before the door closed her off from him. She stood near the windows, very still, staring down at the stone in the palm of her hand. She clutched it in her fingers, her eyes closed tight, a wistful expression crossing her features. She raised her head and turned to the shelf behind her, to the smiling gray-haired man and the panting dog in the silver frame. An unnamed pain arched through his chest when she reached out to the picture; he thought she would touch it with her gentle fingers, caress the man’s lips and the dog’s dusty head. But instead she opened her hand and placed the stone beside it, not touching, resting near where she could reach out for it and take it in her hand when she needed it.

			  He turned away from the closing door with a tiny smile. He seized upon the image before it faded from his mind, gathering it close to his heart where he could return to it again and again, the vision of her standing near the windows, relaxed, at ease, the stone gripped tightly in her hand.

			  It was a talisman.
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		REGRETS, I’VE HAD A FEW

		by 50of47

		YAEF: Yet another “Endgame” fix. This story started out being written for J/C Fichaven’s “break up C/7 humanely” challenge, and then turned into a “two-fer” when I decided to combine it with Jadie’s Nexus’s Valentine’s Day project. Valentine’s Day is long since past, so we’re back to “break ’em up without killing anyone,” with a little bit of Valentine’s Day for good measure.
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		Love IX

		Emily Dickenson

		

		Have you got a brook in your little heart,

		Where bashful flowers blow,

		And blushing birds go down to drink,

		And shadows tremble so?

		

		And nobody knows, so still it flows,

		That any brook is there;

		And yet your little draught of life

		Is daily drunken there.

		Then look out for the little brook in March,

		When the rivers overflow,

		And the snows come hurrying from the hills,

		And the bridges often go.

		

		And later, in August it may be,

		When the meadows parching lie,

		Beware, lest this little brook of life

		Some burning noon go dry!
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		Stardate 54975.5, 0803 hour

		  Friday, December 23, 2377 8:03am
		

		“M

		r. Chakotay, the helm.”

		  Damn, thought Chakotay, from where he stood next to Seven of Nine at the tactical console behind the command chairs. One look at the wounded expression in Janeway’s eyes told him. She knows. Damn, damn, and damn. Chakotay hustled over to the conn and plopped himself down awkwardly, his thoughts overrun with self-recrimination. Why did I ever agree to help Seven out with her social skills? Chakotay wondered. My instincts told me to postpone it until after the year-end crew evaluations were done, but I just went along when the Doctor wanted to start immediately. I must have the worst timing in the galaxy.

		  Silence filled the B“Mr. Chakotay, the helm.”

	    Damn, thought Chakotay, from where he stood next to Seven of Nine at the tactical console behind the command chairs. One look at the wounded expression in Janeway’s eyes told him. She knows. Damn, damn, and damn. Chakotay hustled over to the conn and plopped himself down awkwardly, his thoughts overrun with self-recrimination. Why did I ever agree to help Seven out with her social skills? Chakotay wondered. My instincts told me to postpone it until after the year-end crew evaluations were done, but I just went along when the Doctor wanted to start immediately. I must have the worst timing in the galaxy.

	      Silence filled the Bridge as the crew took in the sight of their journey’s destination finally within reach. Chakotay stared out at Earth from his vantage point at the helm as he struggled with his conflicted emotions. The thought “I should have waited” crossed his mind once more as he wondered if there was a way he could extricate himself from the relationship mess his “involvement” with Seven had created. He sat numbly at the console, his troubled spirit unmoved by the sight of the blue-green planet hanging like an exquisite jewel in the star-spangled velvety blackness of space surrounding it. After a short time, he heard a long, drawn-out sigh from behind him.

	      Janeway rose from her seat and said, “I’m sure that Headquarters’ bureaucracy has filled my inbox to overflowing by now. I’d better see to it. Tuvok, you have the Bridge.” She crossed the Bridge to her Ready Room and disappeared inside.

	      The First Officer watched her go. It was safe to say that Tom Paris would probably not return from Sickbay and his wife and new daughter to finish his shift, so Chakotay glanced at the chronometer on the helm console to see when his relief would arrive. There was still time left in which to mull things over, and he hoped to devise at least the beginning of a solution that would resolve his dilemma with the least amount of pain inflicted all around.

	      Meanwhile, Janeway stood on the upper level of her Ready Room, watching the Starfleet armada surrounding the ship continue to grow as more and more ships joined in to escort Voyager to its home in the distance. She wondered how it was possible to feel both completely elated and so thoroughly disappointed at the same time. She had expected to share this triumphant moment with Chakotay at her side, not alone in her Ready Room, staring out a viewport while she struggled to control the rush of emotion that had welled up the moment the doors closed behind her.

	      There was a time when the sight of Earth would have been everything she could ever have asked for. She couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment when a personal, loving relationship with Chakotay had become an integral part of her dream of “home.” She had pictured herself getting through the debriefings relatively unscathed and making a successful case for pardoning Voyager’s Maquis, in addition to persuading Headquarters to show some degree of compassion for the five former Equinox crew members. She would then quietly settle down with Chakotay to raise a family once a romantic involvement with him could no longer taint his future. That unspoken vision of hope had become the stream of living water she drew upon in her darkest hours and the fuel for her ongoing drive to press forward relentlessly on Voyager’s long journey home.

	      So the Admiral was right, she thought. I was convinced she was lying when she told me Chakotay had moved on. I figured she was just trying to manipulate me into carrying out her agenda, but it really was true after all. Janeway sighed and shook her head at the very thought of a fulfilling life on Earth with Chakotay. At least my fantasy helped get us all home. I figured we would have a chance at starting something lasting then, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be, any more than my other relationships.

	      A memory of New Earth and Chakotay’s declaration of love wrapped up in an “ancient legend” sprang quickly to mind. Maybe if I’d done more to nurture his love over the years, it wouldn’t have dried up on me like this. Janeway wiped away the tears that had trickled down her cheeks despite her effort to hold them back. She stepped down to the main level and seated herself at her desk to begin working her way though her messages. My career in Starfleet fulfilled me long before I met him at the start of this godforsaken odyssey, she thought, and I have to hope it will be enough again someday.

	      An hour later, the Ready Room door chimed. Janeway knew without question who it would be, and schooled her facial expression into one of absolute professionalism. “Come,” she called out.

	      Chakotay charged into the room with an exuberance Janeway would have found infectious had she not known about her first officer’s budding romance with Seven of Nine. As it was, Chakotay’s excitement only saddened her more by underscoring what she had lost. She would never again have that easy friendship with him based on the unspoken understanding between them of what would be possible once Voyager reached home. They would now go their separate ways, Chakotay with Seven, and she back to Indiana and her career. Difficult as it was, she managed to hide her sorrow.

	      “Kathryn, there’s a big impromptu homecoming party going on in Sandrine’s right now that’s putting anything Neelix ever arranged for us to shame,” said Chakotay as he handed her a padd. “I’ve worked out a rotation that will cover all vital stations and still allow everyone to attend at some point. It’ll probably be ongoing until we reach Earth, but I’ll see what I can do to keep the crew within reasonable bounds.”

	      Janeway looked up from scrolling through the padd and said, “That won’t be necessary, Commander. They’ve earned it. Leave them alone for now.”

	      Janeway’s detached manner and by-the-book use of Chakotay’s title rather than his name chilled his good humor and dampened his enthusiasm. “Are you all right, Kathryn? You don’t seem especially happy to be home.”

	      “I’m fine, thank you, just a little swamped with all the communications from Headquarters.”

	      “I’ll see you later at the party?”

	      “Yes, of course. I need to get on top of these messages first, and then I’ll put in an appearance.”

	      Janeway’s brittle tone and tense manner did not escape Chakotay’s notice. “If you’d like some help with all of that…”

	      She cut him off, saying, “I’ll be fine, Commander. Don’t let me keep you from anything.” Or anyone,she thought.

	      Janeway made a deliberate show of returning her attention to the padd, but when she realized Chakotay was still standing before her desk, she added a “dismissed” as an afterthought without even looking up. He stared at her for a moment with a sinking feeling at the faint bitterness he could easily detect beneath her words. Then he sighed and made his way out of the Ready Room without another word.

	      Once the doors closed behind Chakotay, Janeway set the padd down. She rested her elbows on the desk and buried her face in her hands as she struggled once more to subdue her emotions.

	      She had been sitting like that for several minutes when the chirp of the comm system interrupted her thoughts.

	      “Paris to Janeway.”

	      “Janeway here.”

	      “Captain, I’m wondering when we might see you in Sandrine’s? Doc is going to release B’Elanna and the baby in about 45 minutes, and my other half is insisting on showing off Voyager’s newest crewmember, at least for a little while. She was hoping you’d be there.”

	      “I’m swamped right now, Tom. You know what ’Fleet bureaucracy is like.”

	      “Yeah, guess I do.”

	      “So then you also know I’ll need a break from it in about an hour or so,’ said Janeway with a smile in her voice that Tom could easily hear. “I’m sure I’ll be able to get away.”

	      “Thanks, Captain. B’Elanna will be thrilled. See you later. Paris out.”

	      Janeway was relieved that Tom’s com call had interrupted her ruminations over the loss of Chakotay’s affections. Now that she had a goal to focus on, she could set aside her feelings and focus on what needed to get done. She opened another message from Headquarters and began to read.

	      Just over an hour and a quarter later, Janeway had reduced the flood of incoming messages to a manageable bulk. More importantly, by burying herself in work, she had been able to distance herself enough from her emotions to find an accommodation that would allow her to get through the next few days. Once the ship landed, the physical distance she would be able to put between herself and Chakotay would help her maintain her equanimity during what she expected to be long and very intensive debriefing sessions.

	      Janeway knew that she would be licking her wounds over this personal loss for a very long time when she finally allowed herself to think about it, but that was something she intended do in private once she was no longer responsible for Voyager and its crew. She trusted that her mother, sister, and a few close friends would make good sounding boards, and if her feelings of abandonment—and that’s what they are, she thought—still proved too complex to resolve, she would work with a professional counselor outside of Starfleet. She could readily see how losing Chakotay and then having to live with the concrete evidence of it in front of her for years had turned the Admiral into a bitter, cynical woman, and she wanted to avoid the same fate for herself. Not for the first time, she questioned the wisdom of having stuck to her self-imposed protocols on a deep-space mission so unlike anything in Starfleet history. She had always assumed they would return sooner rather than later, but now she had to wonder again if she would have held to her convictions if had it appeared certain that Voyager’s journey would actually take the entire seventy years. She resolved to work through her conflicted feelings once the debriefings were over.

	      “Computer, locate Commander Chakotay,” she said.

	      “Commander Chakotay is in his quarters.”

	      “Locate Seven of Nine.”

	      “Seven of Nine is in Commander Chakotay’s quarters,” responded the computer.

	      Janeway shuddered at the images that quickly came to mind, but pushed them away for a later time. With both Seven and Chakotay otherwise occupied, she could comfortably spend some time in the holodeck with the Paris family and the rest of the crew. Afterward, she would return to her Ready Room for another hour or so of work and then to her quarters to begin packing up her mementos of the Delta Quadrant. Only after she was off duty did Janeway feel she would have the privacy to work out a schedule that would keep her from being left alone with Chakotay before Voyager docked. She knew she would not be able to avoid him entirely, but for the sake of her emotional well-being in the next few days, she did not intend to have the conversation with him that he had so clearly wanted earlier in the Ready Room. There would be time enough for that once she had been able to come to terms with her loss.

	      Tom Paris spotted Janeway the moment she entered Sandrine’s. “Three cheers for the heroine of the Delta Quadrant,” he called out.

	      Sandrine’s echoed with raucous shouts. Janeway stopped dead in her tracks at the tribute, and then worked her way through the assembled crew to stand over by the fireplace. It took a few moments for her to find her voice because of the lump in her throat, and then she raised her hands for quiet.

	      “Thank you for your appreciation, but I can’t take all the credit. I had the finest crew in Starfleet to help me complete this mission to bring Voyager home.”

	      “Hear, hear!” called out a voice in the back, sending the crowd into a round of laughter. When the room settled down, Janeway continued.

	      “I want to thank all of you for your loyalty and support. I know it wasn’t easy, especially at the beginning, but we’re standing here at the end of this remarkable journey because of your willingness to set aside personal differences and work toward our common goal. I consider it an honor and a privilege to have been your captain for these past seven years. I know that whatever my future in the service holds, it will never come close to this time spent together. We’ve become a family, and I’ll miss every single one of you…” Here Janeway’s voice faltered.

	      “At least until the one-year Voyager reunion,” called out Tom Paris.

	      The crew laughed, and Janeway shot back, “You would know, Tom—you’re making the arrangements.”

	      “Walked straight into that one, flyboy,” said a smirking B’Elanna Torres.

	      “Right,” said Paris. “Listen up, everyone—same time next year, at the real Sandrine’s in Marseilles. I’ll be in touch.”

	      When the crew’s laughter died down, Janeway continued. “Admiral Paris has authorized me to share the contents of an official communiqué from Headquarters. They agreed with my assertion that the Maquis were freedom fighters and not terrorists, and have dropped all charges against…”

	      The crew erupted into applause and cheering. Janeway allowed their exuberance for a few moments and then raised her hands again for attention. “They based their decision to exonerate the Maquis on seven years of honorable service aboard Voyager. All field commissions will be honored, and if you decide to stay in Starfleet, a place will be found for you. Furthermore, everyone is entitled to back pay and six months paid leave of absence pending reassignment.

	      “We’ll be arriving in San Francisco in a matter of hours. As you know, the Christmas holiday is in a few days, and ’Fleet is already contacting your friends and family to join us on the grounds of Starfleet Academy. Debriefings will begin on Tuesday the 27th, and since we will all be sequestered from that point on until the hearings are finished, Headquarters has offered to provide housing for your loved ones to stay with you for the next three days.” She scanned the crowd, looking for one face in particular. “Is Mr. Chell in the room?”

	      A blue hand shot up and a voice called out, “Over here, Captain.” The crowd parted to let the Bolian pass. “What can I do for you?”

	      “Mr. Chell, how are the arrangements for Prixin coming?” asked Janeway.

	      “They were nearly finished when our visitor from the future showed up,” Chell answered.

	      “Good. I explained to Admiral Paris that we were about to observe Prixin when everything happened so quickly to get us home. I told him how much the celebration has meant to us over the years and how it would be our last chance to be together as a family like this…”

	      “Until the first Voyager reunion,” interjected Tom Paris.

	      “Point taken, Tom.” She turned to address him. “Your father offered us a large reception hall at the Academy for a private gathering so that we could celebrate Prixin and include our loved ones.” She turned back to the Bolian. “Mr. Chell, are you up to enlarging the party and having it ready to go on Christmas Day?”

	      “Of course, Captain,” responded Chell. “Leave it all to me and you won’t be sorry.”

	      “If you find you need extra help, Admiral Paris will see that you get it. Just let Commander Chakotay know, and he’ll transmit the request to Headquarters.”

	      “Will do, Captain.”

	      She turned to address the entire crew again. “We’ll still be together for a while longer before the debriefings start, so I’ll have the chance to speak personally with every one of you. Please remember that my door will always be open to a member of Voyager’s family. See you on Earth.”

	      The crew applauded again, which Janeway graciously acknowledged with a nod as she turned and moved toward the table where B’Elanna Torres sat with her newborn daughter. The admiring crewmembers that had come over to see the baby drifted away to allow Janeway and Torres a few moments of personal time together. Torres attempted to get to her feet when she saw Janeway approaching, but the Captain motioned for her to remain seated. She flashed Janeway a grateful smile.

	      Tom Paris made his way over as well when he saw the Captain headed in that direction. Janeway reached the table and sat down. She leaned over to peek inside the blanket cradled in Torres’s arms.

	      “Who have we here, B’Elanna?”

	      Torres handed the baby to Janeway, who looked into the sleeping infant’s face with delight. “Captain, I’d like to present Miral Kathryn.” she said. “Tom and I decided to name her after two very significant influences in our lives.”

	      Janeway’s breath caught and her eyes filled as she looked up at Torres. “B’Elanna, I don’t know what to say, other than thank you,” she said, wiping away tears.

	      A handkerchief appeared in her line of sight, and Janeway looked over to see Tom Paris holding it out to her. He pulled over a chair from one of the nearby tables and joined them.

	      “You had faith in both of us when others didn’t, Captain. We wouldn’t have any kind of a future, let alone a happy one to look forward to without you,” said Paris. “Speaking for myself, these years with you on Voyager have been the best of my life. Here, I’m not just some Admiral’s son—I’m doing something important with my life, something that other people appreciate.”

	      “I understand, Tom. I remember times when it wasn’t easy being Admiral Janeway’s daughter, but Starfleet was what I always wanted, so it was easier for me. I remember you telling me that you originally wanted to join the Federation Naval Patrol after the Academy.”

	      “I did, Captain, but we don’t always get what we want.”

	      “Isn’t that the truth,” said Janeway with a pang, reminded for a moment of Chakotay.

	      Paris noted the change in his Captain’s mood, and wondered what it was about. He jumped in quickly to say, “It’s not such a bad thing, ma’am. I have to tell you, I wouldn’t trade these last seven years for anything. Not getting to join the Naval Patrol is small potatoes compared to what I’ve experienced as one of your senior officers.”

	      “Tom, you’re going to make me cry,” said Janeway. “I knew you had it in you. You just needed a second chance.”

	      “I feel the same way, Captain,” said Torres. “After I left the Academy, I hated Starfleet and everything it stood for, but you’ve shown me the best side of the service. It’s changed my mind about a few things. Once it began to look like we’d really be getting back this time, I started thinking about joining the Starfleet Corps of Engineers, if they’ll have me.”

	      “B’Elanna, if your father-in-law and I have anything to say about it, they will,” Janeway said. You’ve pulled off some pretty remarkable things to keep this ship flying, and I think ’Fleet would be lucky to have a little bit of your Maquis ingenuity. I’ll speak to Owen on your behalf.”

	      “Speaking of family,” said Tom, “we’d be honored if you’d agree to be Miral Kathryn’s godmother. I can’t think of a finer person for her to look to for guidance.”

	      “Now I am going to cry,” said Janeway, as she dabbed at her eyes. “Yes, of course I agree. The honor is all mine.”

	      Torres shifted uncomfortably in her seat, which did not escape her husband’s notice. “I think we’d better get you home,” said Paris. “The Doctor said only an hour, and it’s been more than that.” Paris helped his wife to her feet, and Janeway handed over Miral Kathryn.

	      “I’d better rest if I’m going to be on the Bridge when we reach Earth,” said Torres. “I wouldn’t miss that for anything.”

	      “Then I’ll count on seeing you there, B’Elanna,” said Janeway. She walked the Paris family to Sandrine’s exit and turned back to the room to spend some time socializing.

	      As she circulated among the members of her crew, Janeway found that she was genuinely enjoying herself, despite the emotional blow she had suffered a few hours earlier. It had been a while since there had been a large family-style gathering—not since Tom and B’Elanna’s wedding reception and last year’s Prixin. She took advantage of the opportunity to catch up with many of her crew and listen to their plans before Voyager reached Earth and stress from the debriefings cast the pall of reality over future hopes. Janeway resolved to see to it that as many of those hopes were realized as possible.

	      She had worked her way around the room to where Tuvok stood, taking in the crew’s merriment with a stoic Vulcan eye.

	      “There were times when I thought this day would never come, old friend,” said Janeway, “but here we are.”

	      “Indeed.”

	      “I’ve spoken to Owen, and your family is on their way from Vulcan. They should be here within a few days,” she said. “You’ll soon be your old self, Tuvok.”

	      “I am grateful for your assistance.”

	      “As I am to be able to provide it,” said Janeway.

	      “Captain, I heard you speak of the Maquis exoneration earlier when I stepped inside to ascertain if the proceedings were under control. What of the Equinox crew?”

	      “That’s still under discussion, Tuvok. Their conduct has been exemplary since they came aboard Voyager, and I have no idea yet of how receptive a board of inquiry will be to my request for some degree of leniency based on the extreme circumstances they endured. Their complicity in committing genocide can’t go unpunished, but neither should they be completely stigmatized for a situation that was so far beyond their control. You saw what I turned into after just a couple of days dealing with that crisis. I can’t even begin to imagine what years of it must have been like.”

	      “Perhaps a general discharge, with all records pertaining to the Equinox sealed,” said Tuvok.

	      “That seems to be the direction Headquarters is learning toward,” said Janeway. “The five of them really shouldn’t remain in the service after participating in something like Equinox, but there is plenty of work in the private sector where they could put their skills to good use. I doubt any of them will ever find themselves in similar circumstances again, so the kindest solution would be for them to be able to put it behind themselves and just go on without undue prejudice. They already have to live with what they’ve done for the rest of their lives.”

	      Tuvok began to respond to her comments when he heard delighted laughter from across the room and watched as Janeway’s posture stiffened. She excused herself abruptly, pleading work in the Ready Room to finish up and the need for several hours of uninterrupted sleep before the final approach to Earth. He watched as she quickly left Sandrine’s. Tuvok turned to locate the source of the merriment and saw Commander Chakotay together with Seven of Nine and the Doctor. To his discerning eye, Seven seemed to be hovering closer to the Commander than mere friendship would allow, and Tuvok wondered if this was what had distressed the Captain.

	      Although he had said nothing to anyone about his observations over the years, Tuvok would have considered himself blind not to have seen the deep attraction the Captain and Commander shared for one another for the past seven years. Barring visual cues, his acute Vulcan sense of smell certainly would have alerted him to the greatly increased pheromone level when the command team worked closely together. He had long admired Captain Janeway for her restraint in devoting herself entirely to duty when she reasonably could have maintained that Starfleet protocol was never intended to apply to their situation in the Delta Quadrant. She could have taken the path of least resistance instead and allowed herself to succumb to the Commander’s obvious affection for her.

	      This bears watching, Tuvok thought. It would be unfortunate indeed, if at a time when the Captain was free at last to follow her inclinations, the object of her affection was no longer available to her. She has forgone enough of her personal life.

	      A short time later found Janeway dragging a large storage container into her quarters that she’d had delivered to her door while she finished up her work in the Ready Room. Once she had wrestled the bulky object inside, she took a few minutes to change out of her uniform and have a light meal before getting down to the task of packing up her belongings. Books and clothing were quickly taken care of, but when Janeway began to sort through her souvenirs from Voyager’s seven-year journey to decide how best to pack them securely, she suddenly found herself on rocky ground emotionally. So many were associated with Chakotay, and by the time she picked up the stone carvings he had made for her while they were marooned on New Earth, she could barely see through her tears.

	      She hurriedly packed them away with the rest and then sat down in her chair with a sigh. I have to get some rest, she thought. There’s at least another nine hours to go before we reach Earth, and it won’t do me any good to waste that time crying over regrets when there’s so much still to be done. I took him for granted these past few years and now I have to live with the consequences. I have no one to blame but myself.Janeway’s tears continued to flow for a few minutes longer until she finally wiped her eyes and made her way to the bedroom. She instructed the ship’s computer to wake her in six hours’ time and then laid down to rest.

	      Chakotay, in the meantime, had been looking for a graceful way to extricate himself from the party after a reasonable amount of time had gone by. He had seen Janeway’s stricken face and how quickly she left moments after he arrived with the Doctor and Seven of Nine. He decided that now was as good a time as any to straighten things out between them. Tuvok saw Chakotay start for the door and intercepted him.

	      “May I be of assistance?” he asked.

	      “Excuse me, Tuvok?”

	      “If you are looking for the Captain, she mentioned having a few things to finish in her Ready Room, and that she would then go to her quarters to rest. She appeared to be exhausted, and is undoubtedly asleep by now. Thus, my offer of assistance.”

	      “Thanks Tuvok, but it’s a personal matter. It’ll keep until later. Better the Captain should get some sleep before the media circus begins.”

	      “Indeed. If you will excuse me, I must return to the Bridge.”

	      “Fine. I’ll keep an eye on things down here for you, Tuvok. See you later,” said Chakotay as he turned back to the party. Tuvok inclined his head in acknowledgement and left Sandrine’s.

	      2115 hours, approaching Earth

	      “Captain, we’re almost there,” said Paris.

	      “Assume a standard orbit once we’re in position and wait for clearance to land, Lieutenant.”

	      “Yes, ma’am.”

	      Janeway smiled at the boyish exuberance in her helmsman’s voice, comparing it to the very different person he had been when he came aboard seven years ago. She looked around the Bridge. Her half-Klingon, former Maquis head of Engineering sat at her station with her newborn daughter in a carrier strapped to her chest. Across the Bridge, Janeway’s Captain’s Assistant stood next her mother, who crewed the Science station. Voyager’s sentient hologram stood next to the reclaimed Borg at the secondary tactical station behind the command chairs. Tuvok and Ayala stood side by side at Tactical, Starfleet and Maquis working together. Her once very green fresh-out-of-the-Academy Operations officer could barely contain his excitement long enough to monitor his station. She thought of Neelix, finally among his own kind once again, in the arms of his new family. With a sigh, Janeway remembered Kes, whose people she had saved from annihilation at the start of Voyager’s adventure. This seven-year journey hasn’t been for nothing, she thought. Her eyes came to rest briefly on the former Maquis she had been sent to apprehend and who now sat next to her. He’s coming back as one of my most trusted officers, and I hope one of my closest friends again someday, she thought, once I’ve gotten over losing him.

	      The Bridge was silent as Voyager assumed Earth orbit. Every eye on the Bridge watched intently as the planet revolved beneath them, as did anyone on the decks below who was within range of a viewport or a monitor carrying video feed from the main viewscreen. Janeway held her breath at first, as if home was a dream that she thought might vanish at any moment.

	      “Captain, we’re being hailed by Starfleet,” said Kim.

	      “Onscreen, Harry,” said Janeway as she rose to her feet and walked to the center of the command deck to receive the hail.

	      “This is Starfleet Command, Admiral Owen Paris speaking. You are cleared for landing. Welcome home, Voyager,” he said, visibly moved. “Well done.”

	      “Thank you, sir. We’ll see you momentarily. Janeway out.” She walked to the helm and rested her hand on Tom Paris’s shoulder. “Go to Code Blue.”

	      “Code Blue, aye,” Paris answered.

	      “Torres to Engineering. Take the warp core offline, and vent all plasma from the nacelles. Transfer all available power to atmospheric thrusters, and stand by to commence landing procedures.”

	      “Acknowledged,” responded Vorik.

	      “Tuvok to all hands. Report to Blue Alert stations.” Tuvok looked down at his panel and then nodded in the direction of the helm, where Paris had turned in his seat, awaiting the signal to proceed.

	      “Plotting a descent course,” said Paris as he entered calculations into the helm console. “Atmospheric controls at standby, landing mechanisms online, inertial dampers at maximum.” He extended the landing struts and looked up expectantly at Janeway.

	      She paused a moment to drink in the sight of Earth once again, and then said, “Take us down.”

	      Voyager descended into the atmosphere through the cloud cover and emerged over Baja Mexico. Paris adjusted course to follow the California coastline. As the ship flew over what had once been the Venice Beach neighborhood of Los Angeles before the Hermosa Quake of 2047, Janeway remembered her conversation with Chakotay on the boardwalk in 1996 Los Angeles, when he had congratulated her for getting them home and she had observed “right place, wrong time.” She smiled at the memory and thought, everything’s where it should be… well, almost everything.

	      Tom Paris heard a sigh next to him and looked up. “Gorgeous sight, isn’t it?” Janeway just smiled and nodded. She squeezed his shoulder and kept her eyes on the viewscreen as San Francisco came into view.

	      “On final approach,” said Paris.

	      As Voyager neared the Golden Gate Bridge, the night sky before them exploded with brilliant color. Red, green, gold, and white antimatter fireworks filled the heavens. Tom Paris let out a whoop.

	      Janeway grinned and said, “Tom, I think it’s time for you to show off a little of the fancy flying that got us home.”

	      “Your wish is my command, ma’am. Harry, put me on shipwide.”

	      Janeway turned to Kim and nodded.

	      “This is Lieutenant Paris to all hands. Get to a viewport, hang on, and enjoy the ride. We’re coming in for a landing. Paris out.” Janeway had no idea what he had planned, but grabbed a nearby railing to brace herself.

	      Paris took Voyager low over the Golden Gate Bridge, close enough to see the cheering crowds packed onto the span below them, and then soared up through a cluster of red, green and gold fireworks. He circled the Bay, made another flyover of the Golden Gate, and then set course for Starfleet Academy’s parade grounds.

	      As he circled the Academy campus, Janeway could see hundreds of people gathered at the edges of the landing site. She watched as the ground slowly came up at her and felt the shudder run through the deck as Voyager touched down.

	      “The Eagle has landed,” said Paris.

	      “We’re home,” breathed Janeway.

	      HALF AN HOUR LATER :

	      Chakotay stood outside Cargo Bay 1 with the senior staff, waiting for Janeway to arrive. He had assembled the crew by rank and department in the bay, with the overflow spilling out to line the corridor as far back as the turbolift. Chakotay could hear the Captain’s approach long before she rounded the corner because of the ripple of applause that followed her as she moved down the corridor, pausing occasionally to speak to a crewmember and accept their thanks and congratulations. Janeway reached the cargo bay doors. Just before she stepped through, Chakotay took her arm.

	      “Kathryn, we have to talk,” he said quietly.

	      “And we will, Commander,” she said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, “but first things first.” Janeway gently pulled her arm free and swept into the cargo bay.

	      Chakotay was stung by Janeway’s continuing use of his title instead of his name, and stared after her for a moment before following her inside. He felt as though she was purposefully distancing herself from him. To be fair, Chakotay knew that she had needed the several hours of sleep she had gotten, and that once she awoke, there were a myriad of details for her to oversee in the few hours remaining before they were “officially” home. Still, he felt deliberately shut out, something he intended to rectify when he held Janeway to her promise to talk. He would pick his moment once things calmed down enough for them to find some time together.

	      “Lower the ramp,” Janeway ordered. She plunged into the midst of the assembled crew and made the rounds, speaking to as many people as she could reach. Anticipation for their reception grew along with the sound of the crowd outside filtering into the cargo bay through the opening made by the descending ramp. Janeway had to raise her voice after a few minutes to be heard above the cheering and shouting outside.

	      Finally, Vorik called out, “Loading ramp down and secured, Captain.”

	      Janeway made her way over to her senior staffing waiting near the exit, and turned to face the rest of her crew. “Are we ready to do this?” she called out. A chorus of enthusiastic ayes answered her. Smiling, Janeway walked toward the top of the ramp with her senior staff.

	      If the crew had thought the noise from the crowd was loud before, it was nothing compared to the roar that went up when the Captain emerged into view. She stood in the opening for a moment, and then started down the ramp with Chakotay on one side and Tuvok on the other, closely followed by the rest of the senior staff. The crew allowed them to get several meters ahead and then followed their senior officers.

	      Janeway’s eyes picked out Admiral Paris and Reg Barclay to her left, standing at a short distance from the bottom of the ramp, waiting to greet them. Most of Headquarters and a large group of civilians waited a dozen meters behind them, with the remainder of the crowd and the press at a respectful distance. Barclay was clearly beside himself with excitement as he motioned toward the group of civilians. Janeway’s eyes filled and she began to tremble as she saw her mother, sister, and Mark start forward to stand near Barclay and Admiral Paris. Chakotay watched her struggle for emotional control and quietly took her hand and squeezed it. Janeway squeezed back and gave Chakotay a quick smile before letting go of his hand. She continued to lead her crew to the bottom of the ramp and onto the parade grounds, where she stopped and turned to face her welcoming party.

	      Admiral Paris stepped forward and extended his hand. “Welcome home, Kathryn. I see that my faith in your command abilities all those years ago was not misplaced. I don’t know anyone else who could have accomplished what you have. Your father would have been so proud of you.”

	      “Thank you, sir,” Janeway began, when she felt something bump up against her leg. She looked down to see Molly’s expectant face looking back at her. Janeway had been so emotionally wrought up at finally setting foot on Earth once again that she hadn’t even noticed that Mark had brought her dog with him. Molly wagged her tail and began to lick Janeway’s hand, and that was all it took to break her emotional control. Her face started to crumple, and Owen Paris quickly pulled Janeway into a fatherly hug.

	      “It’s all right, Katie,” he said, rubbing her back. “You’ve waited a long time for this moment. Take a few minutes with your family. The rest of the brass can wait.”

	      Janeway nodded and smiled though her tears. A hand clutching a handkerchief appeared over her shoulder, and she turned to see Tom Paris handing it to her. “I seem to be doing a lot of this lately, Captain,” he said with his characteristic smirk.

	      “So you have,” answered Janeway. She looked past Admiral Paris at the waiting Starfleet officers and family members eager to approach. “Owen…”

	      “We’re all just spectators tonight, Katie. Go talk to your mother. I’ll recruit your First Officer and Lieutenant Tuvok to help me reunite your crew with their loved ones, and you can join us when you’re ready. Mr. Barclay is handling the details of getting everyone situated in quarters, starting with you and your family.”

	      “Thank you, Owen.” Janeway turned to her tactical officer and said, “Tuvok, I know there’s no one here for you tonight. Please join my family and me when you’re finished helping Owen.” Tuvok nodded his acknowledgement. Janeway turned to Chakotay and said, “I’ll see you later, Commander.” She started to say another few words to him when a tremulous voice interrupted her.

	      “Captain Janeway?”

	      Janeway gave Chakotay a sheepish smile and shrugged. She turned in the direction of the voice and came face-to-face with Reginald Barclay.

	      Janeway extended her hand, which Barclay shook with considerable enthusiasm. “Mr. Barclay,” she said, “I can’t even begin to thank you for everything you did for us through the Pathfinder Project. That little piece of home in the monthly datastream meant so much to all of us. We have you to thank for that.”

	      “Oh, you’re very welcome, Captain Janeway.” Barclay’s eyes widened as he said with some intensity, “I just couldn’t stand it that all of you were out there alone with no word from your loved ones. It hurt to even think about it,” he said, as his eyes began to fill.

	      Janeway was touched by his obvious attachment to Voyager and its crew, and resolved to have a word with Owen Paris about a commendation for Barclay. She understood from the Doctor’s visit to the Pathfinder Project on Jupiter Station the previous year that Reg Barclay was a very sensitive soul, devoted to seeing that Voyager and its safe return remained a priority with Starfleet. She said, “We were never far from home once Pathfinder reached us, Mr. Barclay.”

	      “Reg,” he said.

	      “Of course,” she said. “Reg, I’m going to see about making you an honorary member of my crew.”

	      “Really?”

	      “Really. You’ve earned it,” Janeway said. She enjoyed the wonderful smile that lit up Barclay’s face, and marveled at how little it took sometimes to make someone happy.

	      “I’m honored, Captain Janeway. Thank you,” said a delighted Barclay. “And now I have to get you over to your family, or Admiral Paris will be very upset with me.”

	      “We can’t have that, now can we Reg?”

	      “No, we can’t,” he said with a shy smile. “This way, please.”

	      Janeway allowed Barclay to lead her over to where her loved ones stood patiently waiting for her. Chakotay watched as she fell into her mother’s arms, weeping, and Phoebe and Mark took their turns hugging and kissing Janeway. It made his heart ache to see it. He had thought he would be at her side for this homecoming, and would spend time with her and her family as Tuvok was about to. He wondered if she had even considered that he might have no one waiting for him at the parade grounds. Chakotay realized that Janeway was in her captain’s public persona mode, but it was uncharacteristic for her to be this thoughtless under any circumstances. He wondered if her perception of his “relationship” with Seven had influenced her behavior, and that thought further strengthened his resolve to clear up any misunderstanding between them. Chakotay sighed and turned to the task of assisting Admiral Paris, Tuvok, and Reg Barclay with reuniting the crew with their loved ones.

	      FIVE WEEKS LATER:

	      Chakotay strode out of the Starfleet Headquarters building and onto the Academy grounds in a huff, gritting his teeth in frustration after another failed attempt to contact Kathryn Janeway. He’d just been told that her debriefing ended the day before, and that she had already left San Francisco. Since no one at Headquarters had been forthcoming with her destination, Chakotay chose to leave the building rather than say something he knew he would regret. He wandered at random along the many footpaths crisscrossing the grounds, trying to burn off enough of his bad mood to clear his mind so he could determine his next move. Chakotay’s feet led him to where Boothby’s well-tended rose garden would burst into glorious bloom in a few more months, and he took a seat on a convenient bench to relax and think for a while. He happened to glance to his right and noticed a familiar tall figure turn onto the footpath several meters farther along from where he had just been.

	      “Tuvok, wait up a minute,” Chakotay called out after the Vulcan, who turned when he heard his name.

	      “Yes, Commander. How may I be of assistance?”

	      He hurried over to where his former shipmate stood waiting for him. They started to walk together along the footpath, and Chakotay took a few moments to collect his thoughts before saying anything. “Tuvok, I’ve been trying to get a few moments alone with Kathryn for weeks now. I realized it would be nearly impossible during the debriefings, but now I feel she’s just trying to avoid me. She’s left town and instructed Headquarters not to give out her location.”

	      “The latter is no doubt a protective measure due to the intense media scrutiny she has been receiving,” said Tuvok. “As for avoiding you, I cannot say for certain, except to observe that perhaps she is distressed over your relationship with Seven of Nine.”

	      “Relationship? There’s no relationship with Seven of Nine,” said Chakotay. “Is that the rumor making the rounds?

	      “I do not concern myself with gossip, Commander. However, you did arrive in Sandrine’s the day of Voyager’s return to the Alpha Quadrant with Seven of Nine on your arm. Anyone attending would have assumed the two of you were a couple, judging by Seven’s behavior.”

	      “That’s what I was afraid of. And the Captain was there, wasn’t she? I thought I saw her leave just as I came in.”

	      “Indeed.”

	      “Tuvok, it’s a long story, but things were not what they appeared to be,” said Chakotay. “The Doctor roped me into helping Seven with her social lessons about a month before we got back. He came with us to the party to act as a chaperone when we realized Seven had developed a schoolgirl crush on me. Her behavior was out of control and had gone beyond the scope of the lessons, so the Doctor was there with us to coach her.”

	      “I see,” said Tuvok. “Given the antipathy you have displayed toward Seven of Nine since she came aboard Voyager, I did find her behavior and your tolerance of it to be puzzling.”

	      “And I can see where it may have led to misunderstanding, but quite honestly, I’m surprised by the depth of Kathryn’s reaction to it, if that’s what this is.”

	      “Then I would advise you to seek out the Captain to correct the misperception, Commander,” said Tuvok. He paused for a moment to consider his next words and then said, “Had we remained in the Delta Quadrant for many more years as originally anticipated, I would have advised her to consider an involvement with you.”

	      “Tuvok!” Chakotay stopped walking.

	      “Human beings are emotional creatures, not meant to live in isolation,” said Tuvok as he turned to face Chakotay. “They require companionship for fulfillment and happiness.”

	      “And you don’t? How have you managed all these years on Voyager?”

	      “You forget, Commander. I do not experience longing as you do. My bond with my mate transcends distance. It is faint, but remains ever present. I have never been separated from T’Pel from the day we were first joined, nor she from me.”

	      “Humans should be so lucky.”

	      “Perhaps,” said Tuvok. “However, since your species does not bond in that manner, I would advise instead that you pursue your inclinations regarding the Captain. She shares them.”

	      Chakotay was unable to keep the surprise off his face at hearing this.

	      “The fact that I have said nothing all these years, Commander, does not mean that I have not observed the deep unfulfilled bond between you and Captain Janeway,” said Tuvok. “The strictures of protocol are scarcely an issue now that Voyager has returned to Earth. It would be illogical for both of you not to act upon your suppressed emotions at this time.”

	      “I’ve been trying, Tuvok, but can’t seem to connect with her.”

	      “I promised Captain Janeway that I would not violate her privacy by divulging her plans, but how would Mr. Paris put this?” asked Tuvok. “A ‘little bird’ told me that she would be staying several days in Siena with her mother and sister, and would then spend some time at her mother’s home in Bloomington, Indiana before returning to San Francisco.”

	      “This ‘little bird’ didn’t happen to sing any songs about coordinates, did it?”

	      Tuvok took a blank padd from a bag he had been carrying over his shoulder and tapped in Janeway’s schedule. “I would advise waiting until next week before contacting the Captain,” he said as he handed the padd over to Chakotay. “Her debriefings have been particularly rigorous, and her emotional well-being requires that she spend time with her family apart from everything connected with Voyager.”

	      Chakotay scrolled though the padd and noted a day the following week that seemed perfect for a visit. “Thanks, Tuvok. I owe you one.”

	      “You owe me nothing, Commander. I have known Kathryn Janeway for many years. She has paid a very high price to bring this mission to its successful conclusion. It is time for her to see to her own happiness.”

	      “No argument there. I only hope I can resolve this impasse,” said Chakotay.

	      “I know to you be an honorable and thoughtful man from our days together on the Val Jean and Voyager. If you find that the Captain will not hear you out, advise her to contact me. Perhaps if the ‘little bird’ were to sing again…”

	      “Tuvok, I won’t insult you by calling you a romantic, but I think you know what I mean.”

	      “Indeed. I also know that Kathryn Janeway has sacrificed enough.”

	      Stardate 55121.76, 1037 hours

	      Tuesday, February 14, 2378; 10:37 am

	      The persistent beeping in her father’s study finally penetrated Janeway’s consciousness. She had been curled up on a couch in front of the crackling fireplace in her mother’s living room, completely immersed in rereading her favorite volume of Anthony Trollope’s “Palliser” novel series while a snowstorm powdered the Indiana countryside outside with a fresh blanket of white. She sighed and set the book down, wondering who might be contacting her, and hoping that it wasn’t the media. She had been home from Italy for three days now, and actually relished the few remaining days of “me” time she would have until her mother returned from visiting with Phoebe in Paris.

	      Janeway went into the study, activating the terminal on the desk as she sat down. Much to her surprise, Seven of Nine’s face appeared on the screen.

	      “I hope I am not intruding, Captain,” said Seven. “I wished to contact you to say goodbye.”

	      “Seven?”

	      “Yes, Captain. I have decided to accept the Vulcan Science Institute’s offer and we are leaving in two hours. I did not wish to go without thanking you for all you have done for me over the years. You have always had my best interests at heart.”

	      Janeway’s heart sank at the thought of Seven and Chakotay leaving for Vulcan. So much for keeping up a friendship with him, she thought. I can forget about that, too. She said, “Seven, I’m so proud of what you’ve become. I wish you all the happiness the future can bring.”

	      “Thank you, Captain. I wish the same for you as well. Now, if you will excuse me, I must go to make final preparations for our departure.”

	      “Of course, Seven. Please stay in touch. You’re one member of my Voyager family that I will miss very deeply.”

	      “As I will miss you, Captain. Goodbye.”

	      “Goodbye, Seven, and good luck.” With that, Janeway cut the com link and buried her face in her hands. She had finally begun to accept the loss of Chakotay over the past few weeks, but Seven’s unexpected call reopened the wound again. This is not how I imagined spending my first Valentine’s Day back home, she thought. Suddenly, the walls of the house felt too confining, and Janeway felt the need to get out into the crisp winter air to clear her head. She called Erin, the new puppy she had brought home two days earlier, and snapped a leash onto the dog’s collar. Janeway stepped into the mudroom behind the kitchen to get into her hat, coat, and gloves, and then headed out of the farmhouse.

	      Meanwhile, Chakotay shivered as he trudged though the snowstorm to the Janeway homestead. He had left the transport station behind about fifteen minutes earlier, and found himself wishing for a moment that he’d worn his Starfleet uniform with its built-in thermal insulating properties. It certainly would have been a lot warmer than civilian clothes, he thought, but that would have encouraged Kathryn to hide behind her rank. This conversation has to be about just Kathryn and Chakotay.

	      He arrived at the sprawling, centuries-old farmhouse about ten minutes later, climbed the two steps up to the wraparound porch and front door, and rang the bell. Getting no response, Chakotay knocked on the door and waited. He knew someone was home because he had seen smoke wafting from one of the house’s chimneys as he’d approached. When his first knock apparently went unheard, he knocked again. After another minute of waiting, Chakotay walked around to the back, thinking that perhaps whoever was at home was in one of the rooms at the rear of the large house and might not have heard him.

	      As he rounded the corner to the back door, his eyes fell on two sets of tracks leading away in the direction of a forest at a considerable distance. It was obvious that someone had taken a dog out for a walk a while ago. He judged that they would probably return fairly soon, since the footprints had already partially filled with fresh snow. He decided to follow the tracks and surprise whoever it was, hoping it would be Kathryn. If she had indeed been avoiding him, Chakotay thought she might feel less threatened by first encountering him out in the open, rather than having him just show up at her door.

	      The snow continued to fall as he followed the tracks toward the woods. He saw a small figure emerge from the trees with a dog bounding ahead though the new fallen snow. The animal caught his scent and raced toward Chakotay, skidding to a halt at his feet. It was a young female Irish Setter, who promptly reared up on her hind legs and rested her front paws against him. She wagged her tail furiously as she begged for attention. He chuckled and bent down to scratch the dog behind its ears. With his head lowered, Chakotay didn’t see the person coming toward him and only looked up when he heard a familiar voice calling the dog to her.

	      As Janeway had emerged from the forest, she noticed someone in the distance who was obviously tracking her. The falling snow made it difficult to distinguish who it might be, but the form seemed familiar and unthreatening. As she slowed her walk some ten meters from the man, her suspicions were confirmed. Janeway came up to him slowly, taking the time to catch her breath and conceal her surprise at seeing her former First Officer here. She wondered what was still so important that he was determined to speak to her after weeks of being studiously avoided.

	      “Chakotay, don’t misunderstand me—it’s good to see you, but what are you doing here? You’re going to miss your transport,” she said.

	      “What transport?” Chakotay had no idea what she was talking about.

	      “To Vulcan.”

	      “I’m not going to Vulcan, Kathryn. What ever gave you that idea?”

	      “I spoke to Seven a little over an hour ago,” said Janeway. “She called to say goodbye before leaving for Vulcan. Since I haven’t heard a thing about your plans from anybody, I assumed you’d be going with your girlfriend.”

	      “Seven’s not my girlfriend, Kathryn,” he said. Janeway stared off into the distance with a perplexed expression on her face. Chakotay shivered and said, “Look, can we have this conversation inside? You may be used to an Indiana winter, but I’m freezing out here.” He waited for a moment, seeing that her mind was elsewhere. “Kathryn?”

	      “Oh. Yes, of course,” she said. “This way.” Janeway turned and led the way back to the farmhouse without another word.

	      Chakotay sat at a large round table near a window in the farmhouse kitchen while Janeway fussed over the controls of a replicator next to the stove. She had offered Chakotay a bowl of vegetable soup for lunch, which he had accepted.

	      “I thought your mother cooked everything from scratch, Kathryn.”

	      “She does. My father insisted we have a replicator since he was in ’Fleet, and we used it for everything but meals. Personally, I’m glad it’s here. My mother saw to it that I learned the basics of cooking, but I’d rather use the time I save with this gadget for just about anything else. Mucking around the kitchen never held much appeal for me.”

	      “What a surprise,” said Chakotay. Their lunch materialized just then and saved Janeway from having to come up with a clever retort. They ate in silence for a few minutes, neither one of them knowing quite how to begin the conversation until Erin came over to Chakotay and put her front paws into his lap to beg for food.

	      “Erin, down,” said Janeway. “There’s nothing there for you.”

	      “One of Molly’s?”

	      “One of Molly’s great-grandpuppies, actually,” said Janeway. “Mark never bred her again once she had the litter she was expecting when Voyager left for the Badlands. He’s never been much of a dog person, although he loves Molly.”

	      “I was surprised to see him at the parade grounds.”

	      “I wasn’t. Headquarters sent me a list of which family members and friends would be meeting us when we landed. Aside from that, I expected my mother to invite him and his family. Mark was an old friend of the Janeway clan long before I was engaged to him. What surprised me was that he brought Molly, though I probably should have anticipated that, too. It’s just the kind of thoughtful gesture he would make.”

	      “I didn’t expect you to react the way you did when you saw her,” said Chakotay.

	      “I didn’t think she would remember me, Chakotay. The only thought in my mind at that moment was of Argo, the old dog in Homer’s Odyssey. He recognized his master from a distance after twenty years’ absence, wagged his tail, and then died.”

	      “You’re not saying…”

	      “Molly’s fine, Chakotay—she’s just old. Mark and his family have her. When I saw how attached to her his son Kevin was, I didn’t have the heart to separate them. Mark kept track of who’d taken the puppies and he and Carla offered me your new best friend over there when we were all still in Academy housing at Christmastime. They had me over for dinner right after I got back from Italy, and Erin was there, waiting to come home with me.”

	      “So his wife had no problem socializing with the famous ex-fiancée?”

	      “No. She’s a lovely woman, Chakotay. I’m glad Mark found her.”

	      “You seem fine with it.”

	      “I made my peace with Mark’s decision to move on years ago, and there’s no point in getting bogged down in ‘might have beens.’ Mark and I are still friends.” Janeway paused for a moment. “Look, why don’t we move into the living room,” she said, hoping to change the subject. “There’s a nice fire going, and you still look pretty frozen from your walk in the snow.”

	      “I wasn’t going to say anything, but yes, I’d enjoy some time in front of the fireplace,” said Chakotay.

	      “Go ahead, then. Shall I bring you coffee or tea?”

	      “Tea, please.”

	      “Tea it is.”

	      With that, Chakotay got up from the kitchen table and walked into the living room, where he made himself comfortable on the couch in front of the fire. After a few minutes, Janeway brought his tea and settled herself on the other end of the couch.

	      “So you were in Italy ?” he asked.

	      “Siena. There was a little café there that I liked to visit in the da Vinci holoprogram on Voyager, and I wanted to find the site where it had stood during Leonardo’s time.”

	      “And did you?”

	      “Actually, I found the café itself,” Janeway said with a smirk.

	      “You didn’t!”

	      “Apparently, there’s been a café on that spot in one form or another since the early Renaissance. The natives will tell you that da Vinci ate there, but they can’t seem to agree on whether it was during his Nomadic Period, when he lived in Florence for the second time, or when he was passing through on his way to or from Rome. It’s probably just something they say for the tourists.”

	      “Does it work?” asked Chakotay.

	      “Seems to,” said Janeway. “The place was pretty crowded when my mother and I were there.”

	      “How is your mother, Kathryn? I spoke to her briefly at Prixin.”

	      “She’s fine, Chakotay. She’s with Phoebe and the grandchildren for another few days.”

	      “Ah.”

	      After that, an awkward silence descended as the two sipped their beverages and tried to think of another topic to start. Janeway finally broke it when she said, “Chakotay, you didn’t walk through a snowstorm just to catch up on what I’ve been up to. You could have done that over a com link.”

	      Chakotay looked uncomfortable for a moment. “We never did get a chance to sit down and talk, Kathryn. I know you were sequestered longer than any of us, but when you left town without a word, I was sure you were avoiding me.”

	      “It’s a little more complicated than that, Chakotay. I needed to get away from everything Voyager-related for a while,” said Janeway.

	      “Oh?”

	      “A Board of Inquiry grabbed me the morning after we landed and raked me over the coals about the Admiral. To be honest, I would’ve been a little surprised if they hadn’t.”

	      “Kathryn, that wasn’t you—certainly not the you from this timeline. You’ve never lived that life.”

	      “Try telling that to Admiral Montgomery. The Board spent the day before and after Christmas grilling me about the technology the Admiral brought with her, among other things. I gave them all my reasons for going along with her plan—I explained about Tuvok’s illness and the 22 crewmembers we would have lost if we’d remained in the Delta Quadrant. I told them I considered that to be an unacceptable waste of experienced people in view of the personnel losses from the Dominion War. I pointed out that our knowledge about the Borg and Delta Quadrant was extremely valuable. I reminded them that I was at Wolf 359, and then said that the deciding factor for me was the opportunity to cripple the Borg and save millions of lives if we used the transwarp hub to get home. That seemed to satisfy everyone, so we moved on to the scheduled debriefing on the 27th, and wouldn’t you know it, Montgomery waited weeks until the very end to bring it up again. If I thought he was bad the first time, I was in for a shock.”

	      “What’s his problem, Kathryn?”

	      “He’s one of Fleet’s most notorious hardliners. It wasn’t anything personal, at least not at the beginning.”

	      “What did he say to you?”

	      “It was more his attitude than his words, Chakotay. Maybe he lost a family member or someone else he was close to in the Dominion War. I really don’t know, but the longer he questioned me, the more wound up he became. By the time he accused me of destroying 26 years of Federation history just for my own personal gratification, I’d had enough. I stood up and demanded to know if the Board was going to hold me responsible for the actions of every permutation of Kathryn Janeway in the entire multiverse, and at that point, Nechayev stepped in and declared the debriefing to be at an end. In her judgment, I’d been pushed too far and needed time to decompress while the next Board of Inquiry prepares its case. Starfleet Medical implanted me with a subdermal security transponder, and here I am.”

	      “That was generous of them,” Chakotay said with a touch of sarcasm. He paused for a moment to absorb her words fully, and then positively cackled with glee.

	      “What’s so damned funny?”

	      “The mental image I just got—you standing with your hands on your hips, facing down that roomful of Admirals the same way you took on Maj Cullah.” He looked at Janeway with pure mischief in his eyes as he imitated her: “You know, I’m really easy to get along with… most of the time. But I don’t like bullies, and I don’t like threats, and I don’t like you, Admiral Montgomery.”

	      Janeway laughed in spite of herself.

	      “You must have really been a terror for Nechayev to stop the show,” said Chakotay.

	      “I guess it’s pretty funny when you put it like that,” she said with a chuckle. “It wasn’t at the time, though. It’s amazing what a couple of weeks off will do for your perspective.” Janeway sobered. “I’m just worried I might have cause to regret my words if they decide I’m too much of a maverick to ever command a starship again.”

	      “Then it’s their loss, Kathryn. And lest you forget, Kirk was quite the maverick.”

	      “True, said Janeway, her voice trailing off slightly, “although I don’t know that I’d stay in Starfleet if the Admiralty decided to put me in a gilded cage.”

	      “Meaning?”

	      “Oh, you know—promoted to a demanding desk job with enough substance and prestige to interest me and take up all my time, and meant to distract me from the fact that I’m not on a ship out in space, where I belong. Chakotay, I’m a scientist and an explorer,” said Janeway. “Taking that kind of position so I could remain in Starfleet would mean trading away my explorer’s soul and talent as a captain just so the Admiralty could keep me under their control.”

	      “Wasn’t it Socrates who said ‘beware the barrenness of a busy life’?”

	      “Yes, it was,” said Janeway, “and the only ‘busy’ I understand at this point in time is starship life.”

	      “True, and anyone who understood what our little seven-year adventure in the Delta Quadrant was all about would never describe it as barren,” said Chakotay. “I’ve spoken to a lot of our crew since we’ve been back, and they’ve all commented on how dull the Alpha Quadrant seems after Voyager and all our adventures, good and bad. I think after some time catching up with friends and family, many of them are going to want to go back out into space.”

	      “Maybe we’ve all become adrenaline junkies,” Janeway said. “I sacrificed everything for seven years to get us home, just so I could do the little things again like visit my mother whenever I wanted to, and all I’ve felt since we’ve been back is one gigantic letdown.” She leaned forward, intensity written on her features. “We were explorers in uncharted space, Chakotay, just as much as Jonathan Archer was when deep space exploration was just beginning. We were out there doing something new and exciting and vital, even if we were lost.”

	      “Exciting was certainly the word for it, and not always in a bad way.”

	      “You know, I’ve always treasured the stability and structure Starfleet provided,” she continued, “but I’m not so sure it’s enough any more, not after the Delta Quadrant.”

	      “You sound like you’re a little soured on the service.”

	      “I knew there would be significant changes when we got back, especially once Headquarters began sending reports in the monthly datastream about the recovery efforts after the Dominion War, but I never expected Admiral Montgomery to hound me as if I was a common criminal. He actually thought I was capable of tampering with the timeline the same way the Admiral did,” she said, appalled. “Chakotay, my career always came first, but if this is what ’Fleet has become…”

	      “Past tense?”

	      “Maybe.”

	      “You’re not seriously thinking about leaving Starfleet, are you?”

	      “That depends on how next Board of Inquiry rules. The decision may not be mine to make,” she said, looking down at her hands. “I’ve certainly bent the rules often enough. I think I can justify most of it, but we both know there were times when I stepped way over Starfleet’s line.”

	      “Then you’re not out of the woods yet, so to speak,” observed Chakotay.

	      “In more ways than one,” Janeway said. She looked across the room at the falling snow outside the window opposite the fireplace. Chakotay’s words brought a passage from one of her favorite books to mind. In the middle of the journey of our life, I found myself astray in a dark wood, where the straight road had been lost, she thought. Janeway sighed and turned back to meet Chakotay’s eyes. “I’ve always been so certain that Starfleet knew best. I still believe that holding fast to that structure is what held us together long enough to reach home, but now that there isn’t a constant threat hanging over my head, I can’t help but see how regimented ’Fleet is. For once in my life, I don’t have a clear vision of my future.”

	      “You don’t have to decide anything just yet, Kathryn,” said Chakotay. “There are other things besides a desk job. The Delta Quadrant taught you to come up with innovative solutions on a moment’s notice. You have years of command experience combined with the ability to think on your feet, better than anyone else I can think of. Starfleet could use some of your fresh ideas.”

	      “I doubt the Admiralty would agree with you,” she replied.

	      “Well, don’t be so sure about that, Kathryn,” Chakotay said. “Admiral Patterson made me an interesting offer the other day. It seems we brought back so much data that Starfleet Research can’t manage it all. Headquarters is in the initial stages of setting up an Institute of Delta Quadrant Studies as a joint venture with several universities. Its purpose is to act as an umbrella for all the research studies Voyager’s databanks are sure to inspire. If I accept his offer, I would be teaching tactics and anthropology at the Academy a couple of days a week, in addition to doing some field work—mostly researching the Sky Spirit influence on Earth’s evolution for now, but Patterson said that he expected my duties to change as the Institute grew. He told me they were very interested in researching the hadrosaur/Voth connection at some point in the future, which would obviously include space travel if we were to trace their migratory route in the direction of their homeworld.”

	      “Chakotay! That sounds perfect for you.”

	      “That’s why I’m probably going to accept the offer. They’re going to need more researchers and people to oversee the scientific and technological disciplines. That’s only one possibility for you, Kathryn. There’s a lot of private sector work in the sciences that would include space travel as part of the job.”

	      “I know the future isn’t quite as bleak as it seems right now,” she answered, “but what’s bothering me the most is that very few of my perceptions of Starfleet seem to hold true any more. It feels like the solid ground I’ve stood on for my entire adult life is shifting under my feet. I’ll wait to see how the next round of hearings goes, and if they offer me anything worthwhile before I start considering alternatives.”

	      “When do you have to go back?”

	      “Week after next,” she said. “That’s when the new Board of Inquiry begins.”

	      “Oh, let me guess,” said Chakotay. “Equinox, Omega, and giving holographic technology to the Hirogen.”

	      “And you got it in one.” She thought for a moment, smiled, and then said, “Although as far as Equinox is concerned, I have a very unlikely ally in my corner.”

	      “Oh?”

	      “Would you believe Noah Lessing?”

	      “Really!”

	      “I made a point of speaking to the former Equinox crew at Prixin to let them know that I’d been negotiating on their behalf with Headquarters, and that I had no intention of allowing them to be thrown to the wolves. The five of them met after they were discharged and appointed Noah as their spokesman to go to Admiral Paris and offer to testify on my behalf. They felt the Board wouldn’t have the slightest idea of just how deadly our encounter with the ‘spirits of good fortune’ was, and that it wouldn’t be fair for the Admiralty to judge my actions by comparison to any Alpha Quadrant species they might be familiar with.” Janeway reached over to set her cup of coffee down on a nearby end table and turned back to Chakotay. “I fully expected Noah to file attempted murder charges against me when we got back, negotiations or no negotiations. I apologized to him for my behavior just before I left for Italy, but all he would say about it was that my actions were extreme, but that he had come to believe they were understandable under the circumstances. I never expected that.”

	      “Forgiveness sometimes comes from unexpected places, Kathryn.”

	      “I guess.” She continued, saying, “We talked for a while. I said that the only explanation I could offer for how I had treated him was that it had been so hard for us trying to hold everything together over the years that I finally lost it once I realized what Ransom had been doing while Voyager’s crew was struggling to remain true to its principles. I told Noah that he became the unfortunate focal point for my anger and frustration, and that I would regret it for the rest of my life.”

	      “I’m surprised that you would admit that to him.”

	      “I owed him the truth after what I tried to do, otherwise my apology would have meant very little,” she said. “Noah told me that the five of them felt they wanted to support me. They hadn’t expected to be integrated into the crew or that I would fight for them, and they figured that since Noah got the worst of it from me, he’d make the most effective spokesman,” said Janeway. “All of them felt they had been treated fairly on Voyager, and they appreciated the chance to go on with their lives when Headquarters decided not to press charges, based on my recommendation.”

	      “I’m glad you went to bat for them, Kathryn.”

	      “So am I. Thinking about what they went through for all those years made me realize how lucky we really were out there, Chakotay. Ransom said it best when he told me it was easy to stick to your principles when you were on a ship with intact bulkheads and a crew that wasn’t starving. He was right, you know, even though I wouldn’t admit it in the heat of the moment. I wonder what we would have done had we been in his place.”

	      “We were in his place—a couple of times, Kathryn, but we held to our principles, so that’s in your favor.”

	      “I hope it’s enough,” she said. “As for Omega, I don’t think the directive was written with hundreds of particles in mind. I definitely broke regulations by involving the senior staff in the crisis, but the amount of Omega we had to deal with could’ve made warp travel impossible in half the quadrant.”

	      “That’s a hell of an extenuating circumstance,” said Chakotay. “I don’t think they can really expect you to have handled that one on your own.”

	      “I hope you’re right. Looking back on it, there’s no way Seven and I could have neutralized all those particles without help. As for giving technology to the Hirogen, that was another breach of regulations, but I don’t think there was any other realistic way to get Voyager back, considering the odds were four heavily armed ships against our one. Do I give them Federation technology, or let them take the ship and get even more Federation technology?”

	      “Those are both judgment calls, Kathryn, and if the Admiralty can’t understand how extreme the circumstances were, maybe you’d be right not to stay in Starfleet.”

	      “We’ll see. I don’t have to worry about any of it until week after next.” Janeway stood up and stretched. She turned to him and said, “I’ve enjoyed this conversation, Chakotay, even though you still haven’t told me what was so important that you felt it necessary to walk though an Indiana snowstorm to talk to me.”

	      Chakotay grew noticeably uncomfortable and tense. He took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh before plunging ahead. “I wanted to explain about Seven and myself, and maybe talk about us.”

	      Janeway stiffened. She walked a few feet to an armchair located next to the fireplace and sat on the arm facing Chakotay. Well, I asked for it, she thought. Letting out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, Janeway said, “I see.”

	      “I tried to straighten things out between us a couple of times while we were still aboard Voyager, but you always had something to do. I could understand that, but when you disappeared before the briefings, I was convinced you were avoiding me.”

	      “I told you, Chakotay, a special Board of Inquiry was called, and they only let me out of sequestered quarters on Christmas Day so I could spend time with my family and attend our Prixin celebration,” Janeway said. “The sheer number of people in the crew I needed to speak to that day made it impossible to spend very much time with any one person.”

	      “I know that now, Kathryn, but I’m just telling you how it looked, especially coming right after you invited Tuvok to spend time with your family and left me to my own devices. Did it ever occur to you that there might be no one there for me either?”

	      “Chakotay, both your cousin’s and Sveta’s names were on the list Headquarters sent me of the people who would be meeting us at the parade grounds. I also recognized the names of a few of the remaining Maquis, so I knew you wouldn’t be alone. I probably should have said something to you, but when I saw Irene Hansen’s name on the list as well, I assumed you would want to meet Seven’s aunt. You’d clearly moved on, and I didn’t want you feeling obligated to spend time with me when you should have been with Seven and what little family she has left.”

	      “Kathryn, I don’t know what you think is going on, but Seven and I are not a couple and never have been. The Doctor asked me to help him with her social lessons. He was concerned about her after she collapsed in her holodeck simulation.”

	      Janeway stood and began to pace. “Collapsed? What are you talking about? What simulation?”

	      “Nobody told you?”

	      “Told me what? Do I have to say it? Report, Chakotay.”

	      Chakotay rolled his eyes at the “order” and began to explain. “Seven wrote a holographic program to practice dating skills. She created quarters for herself, and I was her holographic partner of choice.”

	      “What?”

	      “Believe me, I was mad as hell when I found out. The Doctor showed it to me when Seven told him she didn’t want to continue exploring that aspect of her humanity. He thought she might resume her dating lessons if she practiced with the real life version of the partner she’d already picked out for herself.”

	      Janeway was appalled. “Was this the reason she was spending so much time in the holodeck when we were under attack in that alien munitions range? I meant to look into it further, but we were still getting back on track after Quarra. Then Q paid us a visit, and then I had the literary negotiations with the Doctor’s publisher, and after that, the Friendship One crisis. It was one thing after another, so I just let it go. I should’ve followed up.”

	      “You didn’t miss much, Kathryn. Seven had my holographic double eating lamb and spouting lines out of what had to be the grand prize winner in the Bulwar Litton contest for bad holonovels. She had programmed me as the kind of guy who kept trying to look down the front of a flimsy low-cut red dress that was her idea of appropriate first date wear. It was all pretty juvenile stuff, but it overtaxed her Borg emotional failsafe.”

	      “Borg failsafe?”

	      “The Doctor told me that apparently the Borg fit all of their drones with an emotional dampening system that shuts down their cortical node if the drone begins to experience strong emotion. It’s supposed to make them easier to manage. Seven had an argument with holo-Chakotay and that triggered the failsafe.”

	      “And that’s why she collapsed in the simulation. Why wasn’t I told about this?”

	      “Honestly, I don’t know, Kathryn. You’ll have to ask the Doctor. My guess is that Seven asked him for doctor/patient confidentiality. Anyway, I was so damn incensed that he would even consider asking me to participate in her little social games after what she’d done that I refused.”

	      “What changed your mind?”

	      “The time we spent trapped with the Ventu behind that forcefield on Ledos. Seven started the mission as her usual prickly self, but she really opened up when she became attached to one of the native girls. That’s when I finally saw the same things in her that you have all along. The Doctor came to me about three weeks after that and begged me to reconsider helping her. He told me he’d said something to Seven that made things so awkward between them that it was impossible for him continue as her social coach.”

	      Janeway laughed and said, “That would have been when he thought his program was going to decompile.”

	      “Oh?”

	      At Chakotay’s quizzical expression, Janeway smirked and said, “It happened right after the Hierarchy aliens kidnapped the two of us and demanded the warp core as ransom. They downloaded so much additional data into the Doctor’s program that the compression algorithms started to break down.”

	      “And where was I during all of this?”

	      “Covering the bridge. The rest of us were in the holodeck, trying to stabilize his matrix. The Doctor was convinced he was destined for holographic oblivion and went around the room making a series of what he thought were deathbed confessions. When he got to Seven, he dropped to one knee and declared his undying love.”

	      Chakotay guffawed. “And what did she do?”

	      “Well, you know Seven, Chakotay. She just gave him one of those long looks of hers and raised the implant covering her left eyebrow. Then she told him point blank that his cognitive algorithms were malfunctioning.”

	      “She didn’t,” gasped Chakotay between fits of laughter.

	      “Oh, it gets better. He fritzed out for a moment when B’Elanna deleted the excess data, and then came back online. The look on his face when he reappeared and realized that he wasn’t going to decompile anytime soon was absolutely priceless. Leave it to Tom to pick that moment to ask him if he had anything else he wanted to confess. I thought I was going to rupture something trying to keep a straight face,” Janeway said with a laugh. “He was even more humiliated than the time he had to ask me for his job back after he left Voyager to be with that woman on Qomar, and she rejected him for an upgraded version of himself.”

	      “No wonder he wouldn’t tell me what he’d said to Seven,” Chakotay said, once he was able to stop laughing. “I thought that maybe I could sit the two of them down in my office and work things out, but he wouldn’t hear of it. That’s when he begged me to reconsider my earlier refusal to help with the social lessons. He was so upset that I felt sorry for him and agreed.”

	      “This is the first I’m hearing about it,” Janeway said.

	      “The Doctor wanted to keep it private, especially after all the snide comments from the crew when Seven tried dating Chapman. Frankly, I’m a little surprised your protégé didn’t mention it.”

	      “No,” said Janeway. “Not a word.”

	      “I’m sorry, Kathryn. I should have said something to you instead of just assuming Seven would.”

	      “I wish you had. It certainly would have saved any misunderstanding on my part.”

	      “There was nothing to misunderstand, Kathryn. The lessons were a series of role-playing scenarios in aces like the mess hall or holodeck. After each session, Seven was supposed to go over her behavior with the Doctor. If it had started to cut into our time together, I definitely would have said something, but as it turned out, I put a stop to time alone with Seven just after the Admiral arrived.”

	      “Oh?”

	      “The Doctor laid down very specific parameters so there wouldn’t be any sexual involvement, but Seven decided to push the envelope. She came to my quarters one evening with a bouquet of flowers and some nonsense ‘about anticipation of the first kiss often being uncomfortable,’ and how she wanted to relieve the tension. Then she grabbed me and kissed me.”

	      Janeway was dumbstruck for a moment, and then asked, “What did you do?”

	      “Disengaged myself as gently as possible before she noticed my reflexive physiological response.”

	      Janeway’s mouth hung open.

	      “And then I got incredibly lucky—you called all the senior officers to the bridge because the rift that the Admiral’s shuttle was about to come through had started to form. After all the initial excitement from her arrival died down, I went to Sickbay and told the Doctor I was finished with the dating lessons.”

	      “What did he say?”

	      “He explained that he’d performed surgery on Seven to remove the Borg failsafe that had caused her collapse, and that she could now experience genuine emotion. Chakotay saw the look on Janeway’s face and said, “I know. Chalk that one up to doctor/patient confidentiality, too. The Doctor said this was the reason for Seven’s schoolgirl crush on me, and he asked me to stay with the lessons long enough for him to figure out a way to let her down easy.”

	      Janeway walked over to the window opposite the fireplace and turned her back to Chakotay. She stared out at the snowstorm, very uncomfortable at the direction this conversation had taken. “And obviously, you agreed,” she said. “I saw the two of you come into Sandrine’s for the homecoming party. She was all over you, and I know how you feel about the Borg. That wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t allowed it.”

	      “That’s why the Doctor was there as a chaperone.” Chakotay thought for a moment and then said, “And that’s why you left so quickly and why you avoided me while we were still on the ship and once we landed.”

	      “Well, I don’t know what you expected, Chakotay. It seemed obvious to me that you’d moved on. I couldn’t stay and watch the happy couple, not after what the Admiral told me.”

	      “The Admiral? What does she have to do with any of this?”

	      “She told me that you and Seven had married on her Voyager. I know that things wouldn’t necessarily play out as they did in her timeline, but when I saw the two of you together and the way Seven looked at you…”

	      It was Chakotay’s turn to be dumbstruck. “Kathryn, the Admiral had an agenda! You even said so yourself. How could you even think Seven and I were a couple?”

	      Janeway whirled to face him. “Because the Angry Warrior broke his promise.” She burst into a flood of tears as the emotions that she had managed to suppress during the past several weeks of debriefings abruptly surfaced. She sobbed once and said, “You promised me that you would always be by my side, and you were beside someone else on the day we came home.” Janeway turned back to the window and rested her head against the cold glass as she struggled to get her feelings back under control.

	      Chakotay was horrified at the depth of the pain his sin of omission had caused his beloved. After a moment’s pause, he moved up behind Janeway and gently took hold of her arms as he said, “Kathryn, I am so sorry.” Janeway turned into him and wept against Chakotay’s chest as he did his best to comfort her.

	      After a while, Janeway’s tears slowed and then ceased. She pulled back to look deeply into Chakotay’s eyes, and he was astonished at the depth of the feelings he could read there. “I’m here now,” he said. “I’m sure that if we really thought about it, we could come up with an entire litany of regrets for everything we left unsaid or undone, but the Angry Warrior would like to set all that aside and take up the broken promise instead.”

	      “So you’re saying that you’re not in love with a certain Borg of our acquaintance?” she asked.

	      “Absolutely,” said Chakotay. “And I can tell you firsthand that nothing kills romance quicker than the feel of Borg exoskeleton scraping against your face.”

	      Janeway laughed delightedly and said, “I can see where it might.” She reached up to cup his face with her hand and stroked his cheek with her thumb.

	      “Much better,” Chakotay said with a dazzling smile.

	      They drew closer together and as Janeway felt Chakotay’s soft lips gently brush against hers, she knew in an instant what she wanted her future to be.

	      “My guide and I came on that hidden road to make our way back into the bright world and with no care for any rest, we climbed—he first, I following—until I saw, through a round opening, some of those things of beauty Heaven bears. It was from there that we emerged, to see—once more—the stars.” - Dante

	      10 MONTHS LATER:

	      Delighted applause and a standing ovation greeted a very pregnant Kathryn Janeway as she waddled into Voyager’s first annual reunion on the arm of her husband and research partner, Professor Chakotay.
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		  hat would be much easier with the lights off.”

	    The words were said with warmth and tinged with humour, but the levity they were meant to bring her stayed absent, and she nearly swore at the sound of them instead. Petulant thoughts replaced one another in rapid succession and she was almost entertained by the level of childishness her mind was able to stoop to. She pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes, and chided herself. If she’d wanted to be alone she could’ve just said so instead of welcoming him into her quarters when he’d rung the chime. She refused to turn and look at him. For once, her ever-present command mask was failing and she knew that if she did, he’d see right through her.

	      Seven.

	      Of all people, why did it have to be Seven?

	      “Kathryn?” he prodded when she didn’t answer and she wrapped her arms around herself in worthless self-protection. ‘Stop talking’, she wanted to say. ‘Just stand where you are, and don’t say a word.’ Everything would be fine if he would just stop talking. ‘Or better yet’, a rebellious part of her whispered, ‘Stopped dating’.

	      “What would be easier with the lights off?” she asked quickly, annoyed at the errant thoughts she’d been fighting all night.

	      “Brooding.”

	      She recognised his teasing for what it was, but the sudden burst of anger overwhelmed her anyway and she bit back, “I’m not brooding!” She regretted her tone instantly. She willed herself into an acceptable state of control and turned around to apologise. Her eyes met his and she felt herself slip. Damn that elusive inner calm. He merely smiled and shook his head, quelling her regret before she could put it into words. Her shoulders slumped. “You’re right. I’m brooding.”

	      He chuckled at her admission and she smiled a little herself before facing the viewport again. It was both infuriating and comforting how well he knew her. Infuriating because no matter how hard she tried to hide her moods he somehow seemed to recognise them anyway. Comforting because it served as a testament that every once in a while on this godforsaken journey of theirs, she’d allowed for herself to be human and for him to see it. He appeared at her side and the urge to take his hand in hers was almost overwhelming.

	      Almost.

	      “Reduce lights to fifteen percent,” he quietly ordered, and with the dimming lights the view became even more startling. The infinite black of space contrasted sharply with the blue and white sphere hovering in its midst. Kathryn’s breath caught at the sight. She felt the heat from his body permeate the sweater she was wearing and couldn’t help but move a little closer.

	      “Can you believe it?” he asked. “We actually made it.”

	      She had no idea how to answer him. She wanted to nod and shake her head at the same time, no longer sure how steadfast her belief in their return had truly been. Yes, she’d believed she’d get the crew home. It had been an all-consuming obsession that she’d clung to for the duration, yet now when obsession had become reality, she had to wonder if she’d just been one hell of an actress, because as the hours ticked away, one single thought was manifesting itself more strongly than any other: she’d believed in home, but she hadn’t believed in a life beyond it.

	      “You can admit it, you know,” Chakotay said, bringing Kathryn out of her reverie.

	      “What?” she looked at him, eyebrows raised.

	      “That you’ll miss them. I know how hard it’ll be, saying goodbye. How anticlimactic this is. I’ll miss them too.”

	      She averted her eyes. “I’m not brooding because I’m about to lose my crew.”

	      “You’re not?” he asked, somewhat surprised.

	      She shook her head. “Of course I’ll miss them,” she conceded. “But I’m also incredibly grateful that their lives are no longer my responsibility. I stole seven years from them, but at least they came home alive. I don’t have to go to bed at night worrying when I’ll lose the next one and there won’t be another death on my conscience.” She cut off his oncoming protest with a wave of her hand. “Don’t worry; I’m not navel-gazing either.”

	      “Then what is it? You should be celebrating. Instead you’re locked up in your quarters—” he looked at her poignantly, “—brooding. Talk to me. Maybe I can help.”

	      She contemplated the irony of his statement and cursed her sudden inability to lie, however futile the act might be. All she needed to do was tell him she was fine, and she knew he’d respect it. She wavered, “I’m not sure it’s something you’d want to know.”

	      “Try me.”

	      “I’m…” she drew her breath and took a chance. “I’m not fine.”

	      She could easily imagine his astonishment at this less-than-trademark reply, and had it not been for the wave of nausea she felt upon saying it, she probably would have found the entire situation pretty comical. Instead, she studiously ignored him and pretended not to see him turn to look at her.

	      “You want to tell me why?” he asked.

	      She shook her head, but couldn’t help saying the opposite. “Yes.”

	      The rumble of his quiet laughter made her press her eyes shut and scrunch up her nose. She was home, and despite everything she’d believed—or not believed—she’d made it back with a lifetime to go. Did she not owe the admiral to live that lifetime to the fullest?

	      “I know about Seven,” she blurted, tired of the erratic paths her thoughts were taking.

	      “You…” The shock in Chakotay’s voice was clearly evident. “How?”

	      Kathryn kept her eyes firmly shut. “Does it matter?”

	      “I… No, I suppose it doesn’t. I’d hoped I’d be the one to tell you, though. I wanted to explain. It’s not something—”

	      “Are you in love with her?” Kathryn cut him off, not interested in any explanation. She opened her eyes and met his. Silence engulfed the room.

	      After what felt like an eternity Chakotay asked with eerie calmness. “What are you trying to say here, Kathryn?”

	      She shrugged, frustrated. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to figure this out all night. It caught me off guard, you and Seven, and I don’t like being blindsided. I don’t like— I’m not comfortable— I’m—” she stuttered and paused. “I wish I was fine, but I’m not. I’m not even close. And I don’t know if it’s because I’m about to be replaced as your closest confidant or—” she faltered again. “Or if it’s because I can’t help but think that it’s a cruel trick of fate to bring us home—where I’m finally free—only to have you… to have you be with someone else.”

	      There. She’d said it. It was probably one of the most uncomfortable moments in Kathryn’s life, but she refused to acknowledge it by fidgeting. Instead, she faked calmness and held his gaze, challenging him for a reply. She saw the range of emotions sweeping over his face, but she couldn’t tell if they reigned in her favour or in Seven’s.

	      When he eventually spoke, the edge in his tone was unmistakable. “Why are you telling me this?”

	      “You asked,” she bristled.

	      “Don’t,” he warned shortly. “I’m with her; I’m dating Seven. She makes me happy. She’s… You shouldn’t have told me this.”

	      “You asked,” she repeated, anger fizzling through. “It’s not my fault you can’t handle the truth.” She looked away, trying to control her emotions. She didn’t want to fight with him. Of all things, that was not what she wanted. After a beat, she admitted with difficulty: “You’re right. All things considered it’d probably be best if I hadn’t said anything. It’s just… It’s us. Haven’t you ever wondered?” When he didn’t answer she moved to get away from him, but his hand shot out and grabbed her elbow, securing her in place. “Let’s just forget I said anything,” she said, refusing to look at him.

	      “You can’t tell me something like that and expect me to just forget it.”

	      “Then do something about it,” she hissed. Looking over her shoulder, she met his eyes fiercely. “It’s out there, and if you don’t want to pretend, do something. Make a choice.”

	      “What choice?” he snapped. “I’m with Seven.”

	      And there it was. His answer. His choice. She nodded in defeat and cleared her throat. “Can I have my arm back?”

	      Chakotay’s grip on her loosened immediately, the look on his face unquestionably agitated. His hand lingered before letting her go, saying nothing.

	      Kathryn was the one who broke the silence, hoping she could salvage something from this disaster of a conversation. “It’s been a long day. Let’s just…” she chose her words carefully. “Let’s just put tonight behind us and go back to…” she searched for the right phrase.

	      “The status quo?” he offered.

	      An unconvincing smile escaped her. “Status quo it is.”

	      He hesitated then made his way to the door.

	      “Sleep well,” she managed as the door opened.

	      He stopped, “You too.”

	      And with that he was gone.

	      The quiet hush that filled the room was unnerving. She swore and kicked the nearby table with force, then swore again as pain shot through her right foot. She bit her lip, and wasn’t sure if the sting in her eyes was because of the pain or because of the way the night had unfolded. Shaking her head, she tried to ban unwanted pictures of Chakotay and Seven having sex together from her mind. She wanted to be mad at him so badly, but what was the point? He hadn’t broken any vows, hadn’t cheated on her. He had every right to pursue a relationship with whomever he saw fit, and it wasn’t like she’d believed he’d drop everything to declare his undying love for her just because she hinted at a possibility between them. And to be truthful, that was all it had been; a possibility. There were a million ifs, whys and maybes, and there was no certainty; nothing to say that if he’d just dump Seven and choose her, he’d be happy for the rest of his life. There was nothing to tell him she’d be worth the risk. Nothing to tell her she’d be worth the risk.

	      It was just so awfully disappointing that they’d never know.

	      Another string of explicit pictures danced through her mind. “For the love of…” she muttered with annoyance. She had to move. She might have to face the future by herself, but she’d be damned if she was going to end up resenting it like the admiral. Chakotay had been right about one thing; she should be celebrating. Wallowing over lost opportunities wasn’t going to get her anywhere, and she was not going to spend the night imagining all the assimilated knowledge of copulation an ex-Borg might have picked up in her lifetime.

	      Sighing deeply, she turned and nearly jumped out of her skin.

	      “You didn’t answer the chime,” Chakotay offered, looking apologetic.

	      “So you decided to break and enter?” she demanded, clutching at the part of her sweater covering her heart.

	      “More override and enter,” he smiled before admitting, “I’m an idiot.”

	      Kathryn stared at him, a million possible replies running through her head. “True,” she finally settled on, afraid to make any assumptions as to where his return would take them.

	      Chakotay looked away, smiling, and tugged at his ear. Stepping forward, he grabbed a hold of the hem of her sweater, carefully pulling her towards him. Meeting her eyes yet again, he spoke softly. “I changed my mind.”

	      “You did?” she asked, an undeniable sense of elation bubbling forth.

	      He nodded, tucking strands of hair behind her ear.

	      “Why?” she wanted to know, moving her hands up to rest at his chest.

	      He closed the distance between them, warm lips meeting hers for the first time as he mumbled. “Because the status quo sucks.”
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		n the third day she watered his plants.

She could not identify the impulse that had prompted her to enter his quarters while he was gone, but an hour after the briefing she found herself striding past his door as if it weren’t even there, as if it didn’t matter to her. She forced herself to slow down, stop. She walked differently without him, she’d noticed it on the second day. The easy stroll was gone, the casual glance up and to her left to see that he was there, the tilt of her head to make sure she didn’t miss a word of whatever suggestion he was making or story he was telling. She was back to the old gait, the one he’d once called the Starfleet Strut—quick and purposeful, eyes staring forward at nothing, mind a thousand light years away. He’d asked her to slow down, look around, walk through the moments as she lived them rather than running from place to place. He hadn’t asked for anything unreasonable, just that she stop contemplating the future from time to time, stop analyzing the past and take in the present, see where she was and appreciate the now before it passed away forever. It was where he walked, in the now, in the moment. Sometimes she could see his past stretching out behind him like a tapestry, patches of light and shadow that wove him into the man he was. Sometimes she turned to look into his eyes and could see the sparkle there as he anticipated the bright thread of his future. But the now, that was where he walked, every sense attuned to the time at hand and the scenes passing by. Fascinated, she had finally relented, slowed to walk beside him through the corridors, through the moments.

         That was all gone now, and so suddenly that it startled her. Without him there the easy stroll felt clumsy, purposeless. She was off-balance, she realized, the sparkle was missing, the fascination, the quiet warmth in his voice as he provided a running commentary to their walking, proclaiming wonder in the ordinary and sacredness in the everyday. She sped up and returned to her old walk, the one from before, but even that felt wrong now—too fast, too unconcerned, too lonely. Her mind shot ahead to the future, but she pulled away from it. It was too much to contemplate, the days stretching ahead, long and empty like the last three had been. And the past—she could not think of it objectively, not yet. And so on the evening of the third day when she found herself sailing past his door, she stopped, caught in the moment, in the now. He would have laughed at her, shaking his head at her unaccustomed awkwardness.

         She keyed in the override combination and slipped into his quarters hesitantly. She’d been there with him on numerous occasions; she’d even been there alone once, a time long past when he’d been ill and asked her to retrieve his medicine bundle. Then, she’d had a purpose, a valid reason for being there. Now she had none, just a vague feeling that there was something she needed to do. She did not consider that she was intruding; he was not there and had not been for three days. Hadn’t been at dinner for three days, hadn’t played pool with her at Sandrine’s, hadn’t sat beside her on the Bridge. She did not allow herself to wonder when he’d be there again, or if he ever would.

         The room was dark and quiet, but in addition to the ghostly emptiness she had expected, there was life there, lurking somewhere just beneath the silence. The idea amused her; it was the way she often thought of him, dark and quiet, but always with a glint of warm humor in his eyes, a smile in his voice. Alive and intense, maybe even passionate, somewhere just beyond the calmness he showed the world.

         She glanced slowly around the room, remembering the last time she’d been there with him. A quick chat after Sandrine’s and before they’d both turned in for the night, she standing in the doorway, only half in the room, he standing near the windows, a smile shining from his eyes even though his lips were still. “Anything else I can do for you this evening, Captain?”

         She’d started suddenly, caught staring at his shape silhouetted in the faint starlight. “I don’t think so, Commander. See you on the Bridge.”

         He took a step toward her, frowning a little. “Aren’t we meeting for breakfast? Neelix is making us a loggerhead egg omelet, remember?”

         She had laughed and promised to meet him at 0700 for breakfast.

         She had not kept her promise.

         Her eyes fell on the bed, left unmade. She’d called him to duty an hour early to join an away team, an hour before they were to meet Neelix in the galley. She would have gone to breakfast alone, but she’d decided to save the special occasion for a time when they could share it. And the circumstances of the ensuing hours had precluded her departure from the Bridge anyway.

         She crossed slowly to the bed, shaking her head. “We never did get to taste that omelet, did we, Chakotay?” There was no answer. “Maybe someday we will…”

         She reached out and brushed her open palm across a pillow, still depressed from the weight of his head, but long since cooled from the warmth of his body. Without thinking she pulled up the sheets, tucking them carefully under the mattress as she moved around the bed, then straightened out the blanket over them, gently smoothing away the wrinkles. The blanket was soft and thick, decorated with lines and circles and shapes she had seen in his carvings, but in a pattern she did not recognize. She held the edge of it between her fingers, puzzled by the feel of the coarse threads. It almost felt handmade, and she gasped lightly, wondering where on the ship he had hidden the loom. Then she realized that he must have programmed the coarse weave into the replicator. Chakotay was many things—a sculptor, a painter, a poet—but she doubted his artistry extended to tapestry weaving.

         Then again, she had never taken the time to ask.

         With a regretful sigh, she dropped the edge of the blanket and turned away from the bed. A half-empty teacup and a plate of breadcrumbs caught her eye and she smiled to herself. So he had had a snack before he left, perhaps a quick bite before they were to meet Neelix, just to make sure he wouldn’t be forced to eat too much of the dubious omelet. At least he had gotten something in his stomach before the landing mission. A last meal before he disappeared.

         With a dismissive shake of her head she swiftly brushed the scattered crumbs onto the plate and gathered it and the cup together. He would not want to return to a messy room, she reasoned. The cold tea and breadcrumbs she dumped into the refuse slot, the plate and cup she rinsed and set aside. As an afterthought she refilled the cup with water and turned back into the room.

         The sakra plant was dry and thirsty. She emptied the cup into the soil surrounding its roots, gently pushing aside the stems and leaves. A few stalks broke off in her hand; she placed them in the stone pot beside the plant and lit them with a wick, remembering the many times she had watched him perform the small ritual. The thought that she was forgetting something crossed her mind, some sacred word or gesture, but then a familiar fragrance filled the room and swept away her uneasiness. She breathed deeply, recognizing the light, sweet scent. It was the smell of his uniform in the morning before the ship’s air stripped it away; it was the smell of her hair in the evening after she left his quarters. The fragrant cloud rose around her face and she closed her eyes, remembering. She seemed to sense his presence, his voice in the room, his quiet laugh. If she turned around she felt she would see him sitting on the edge of the bed or standing near the windows, smiling at her, teasing her gently for giving in to her imagination. She leaned forward and placed her hands flat on the table, surprised to find that they were trembling. With an effort she turned to look behind her, irrationally afraid that he might really be there, or that he might not.

         He was not.

         She refilled the cup, mentally chiding herself for the moment of weakness.

         She moved slowly around the room, watering his many plants, examining the textures of their leaves and stems with her fingers. She recognized only a few of them—the sakra plant he kept for incense, a small tree with round green leaves, the seeds of which he collected and dried for late-night snacks, the flowering cactus he had cultivated early in their journey. The rest of them were unfamiliar to her; she supposed that he had been gathering seedlings all the time they had been traveling through the Delta Quadrant, turning his rooms into a garden, a constant reminder of the places they had visited. He habitually gathered rocks and sand and occasional pieces of wood; the many textures and colors of his collections fascinated her. There were no natural reminders here of his own world, beyond the scant items secured safely in his medicine bundle. And so, in the absence of his past and the uncertainty of his future, he had chosen to dwell in the now, filling his rooms with the many worlds he had seen, creating his own world with the stones and plants and soil he had collected.

         She returned to the sakra plant and added a few more of its slender stalks to the incense pot, letting the fragrance fill and warm her. The little plant, dry though it was after two days’ neglect, obviously flourished in Chakotay’s room. She passed her fingertips over it, imagining his hand repeating the same gesture, and smiled. “Does he talk to you?” she whispered. “Do you talk to your plants, Chakotay? I wonder…” She laughed quietly, but stopped at an unexpected echo.

         Again she felt the odd sensation that he was in the room with her. She whirled around, half expecting to see him disappear into the bathroom or duck behind the screen. She felt she would find him there, if only she knew the right place to look—the closet, perhaps, or somewhere less obvious…

         She was halfway across the room and lowering herself to peer under the bed before she fully realized it. The sound of her own harsh laugh filled the room as she fell to her knees. “Damn,” she muttered, shaking her head ruefully. “Now he’s got me hunting for spirits…”

         She cocked her head to one side, listening for an answering laugh that did not come.

         As she rose she pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped herself in it, intending to sit and rest her eyes for a moment only before she returned to the bridge and to the seemingly endless waiting. She sank into his easy chair with a soft sigh.

         Twelve hours, she’d told them at the briefing. Twelve more hours and they’d have to call off the search and resume their journey without their first officer. Their faces had shown disbelief—Harry’s eyes wide with shock, Tom’s cheeks slowly reddening as his eyes closed, B’Elanna leaning her forehead in her hands. Even Tuvok had been surprised, raising an eyebrow at her and asking how she had arrived at this decision. She couldn’t justify it, she said, couldn’t justify four or five or ten days merely hanging in space, hovering over the last place they had sensed his presence. Tom had spread his hands on the table. “But Captain,” he’d said, “what’s four or five days out of a journey that could last seventy years?”

         She’d shaken her head and turned away from the hurt in his eyes, in all their eyes. “What if we don’t find him in ten days, Paris ? What if we stay for a month and we still don’t find him? A year? How long do we stay before we finally decide we’ve stayed long enough?”

         There was a silence in the room. “Are there any other comments?”

         She should have expected B’Elanna’s voice then, but it still cut through her, the voice and the words. “You realize, Captain, that if we leave without finding him, you’ve essentially given him up for dead.”

         “I know that, B’Elanna,” she’d whispered. “Twelve hours. Dismissed.”

         They’d filed out of the room slowly, silently, leaving her standing alone, holding her own arms for comfort.

         She’d spent an hour in the conference room, going over all their search methods, sensor logs, transporter patterns, tracking data, everything they could think of to locate their missing officer. Nothing. She replayed his last voice communication with the ship over and over, just a routine request that Harry beam up the rest of the landing party, there was one last thing he wanted to check out…

         Then silence. Not another word, no sensor trace of him, no comm signal, no biological impression to track. On the second day she’d even gone down herself to search for him with her own eyes, but there was nothing. Three days of nothing, no clues, no hopes.

         Twelve hours. No, less than eleven hours left now. She’d rest for a few more moments and then redouble her efforts for the scant time remaining, even though she’d barely slept since his disappearance. Just a few minutes to clear her head and gather her thoughts in this room where she felt his presence, where she could imagine he would return shortly—he was only on a brief trip and would soon come back, full of enthusiasm for the things he’d seen, the familiar smile on his lips. She closed her eyes.

         When the night of the third day dragged on and stretched into the morning of the fourth, she was still sitting in his chair, wrapped in his blanket, sound asleep.

		 

         When she awoke the world was white.

         Her universe had narrowed to the room—the bed, the chair where she sat stiffly, the lingering scent of sakra and the echo of a forgotten laugh. There seemed to be nothing beyond, nothing outside the window or even on the other side of the door.

         And all was white; the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Unyielding brightness that shut out all color, all form. Even the bright pattern had fallen away from the blanket, leaving her wrapped in a coarse white cloth that gave her no warmth.

         She called out to the computer to lower the lights but the white remained, unbroken and blinding. She blinked hard, once, twice. It was her eyes, it had to be. She closed them against the whiteness, the lack of feature or color. A shiver ran up her spine. It was suddenly cold in the room, as if an unexpected wind had burst through a crack in the wall, lifting her hair and scattering the sakra ashes in a tiny whirlwind. A prolonged howl reached her ears from far away—but perhaps it was in the next room, or only in her own mind.

         Then all was quiet again, so quiet she could hear her own loud breathing, almost panting. She was reminded of a time, long since gone, when she’d sat outside during a winter storm and listened to the sounds of birds and animals and wind. But the wind had died suddenly and she’d closed her eyes at a strange new sound, soft as a whisper, the almost silent music of tiny frozen crystals falling on fresh snow. Ice formed on her shoulders while she listened, shivering with the cold, but fascinated by the sounds and the wintry dampness and the leafless trees stretching into the gathering darkness, each thin branch encased in shimmering ice. She had paid dearly for the experience with a lingering chill that lasted for days, but it had been worth it to see a dying tree, its icy silhouette illuminated by the rising moon, glowing white against the black night sky.

         Now she closed her eyes against the ghostly whiteness, longing for form and feature. She gathered the blanket around her shoulders and took a deep breath, willing the chill away from her bones. It was all an illusion, a trick of the eye, the product of fear and worry and lack of sleep. When she looked up again the room had returned to its normal state, full of color and form.

         She sat still for a moment, disoriented. This was not her room, not her chair, not her blanket. She stared down at the tapestry, wrapped tightly around her. The lines and shapes slowly coalesced into a pattern that was not completely familiar, but was at least recognizable. She grasped the edge of the blanket in her fist and remembered.

         “Computer,” she barked. “What time is it?”

         “The time is 0638 hours.”

         “Damn.” She threw the blanket off her lap and bolted from the room.

         Inexcusable. She must have gone to sleep in Chakotay’s quarters, letting almost seven hours slip by without contributing anything to the search. She’d never meant to stay more than a moment, she’d only intended to—to what? Make his bed? Straighten his room? She shook her head at herself. Had she spent half the night wrapped in his blanket just because she’d wanted to water his plants?

         She ducked into her quarters and spent 15 minutes, which her mind told her represented roughly 1/20 of the time left, wolfing down a makeshift breakfast and tidying herself for the day. When she arrived on the bridge she was not surprised to find the Alpha crew on deck, though she did not know whether they had returned early or stayed at their posts through the night. She did not ask.

         She confronted Tuvok first, demanding to know why he had not awakened her to resume the search. “Mister Kim, Ms Torres, Mister Paris and I continued our work without you, Captain,” he replied quietly. “We reasoned that you required rest.”

         “And you didn’t?”

         The Vulcan’s eyes darted away from her and back again. “Captain, I—“

         Tom Paris stepped toward her. “It’s my fault, Captain. Tuvok wanted to wake you up, but Kes said you probably needed the rest even more than we did. She said you hadn’t slept at all since Chakotay disappeared.”

         “I appreciate your thoughtfulness, Mister Paris, but in the future—“

         Harry Kim cleared his throat. “It’s my fault, too, Captain. I tried to find you, but when I realized where you were, I—“

         “Harry!” Torres hissed from across the bridge. Janeway turned on her and she blanched a little, backed toward her station. “We just thought, Captain, that—“

         Janeway looked from one face to the next, taking in their expressions—Harry young and still hopeful, Tom quietly intense, B’Elanna worried for her friends, both present and absent. Tuvok’s face was calm, but she saw the concern lurking behind even his impassivity. She shook her head slowly and looked away for a moment, composing her features. “I don’t want to leave him behind, either,” she said softly. “Let’s get back to work.”

         Less than four hours left.

         They went by too quickly.

         With each passing minute, ticked off automatically and infuriatingly in her head, they all grew more desperate, more tense with each other, brittle branches ready to snap. She sat in the middle of them, holding them together as best she could, all the while keenly aware of the empty chair beside her. She could not look at it.

         When the time came to give the order she stood up, arms folded across her belly. Her officers settled into silence, waiting.

         “Mister Paris?”

         He did not turn. “Yes ma’am?”

         She cleared her throat. “Prepare to leave orbit. Resume our primary course, warp two.”

         His shoulders slumped even as his hands moved to carry out her orders. “Yes ma’am.”

         The deck rumbled lightly beneath her feet and the view of the stars ahead shifted and blurred. She waited for them to clear but they did not; the thought crossed her mind that something must be wrong, for some reason they hadn’t made the jump into subspace. She started to ask B’Elanna what the problem might be, but when she blinked the view cleared suddenly, then blurred again. Another blink and again the starfield cleared and blurred. Her breath caught in her throat.

         “Tuvok, you have the conn,” she rasped, and started to bolt from the bridge. “I’ll be in my Ready Room…”

         B’Elanna’s voice stopped her in the doorway. “Captain? We will be having a memorial service for Chakotay, won’t we?”

         She turned back sharply, not trusting herself to speak, desperate to leave the bridge and the pairs of eyes fixed on her—not accusing now, but sympathetic—before she lost all control. She nodded slowly at B’Elanna, at them all, and fled into the privacy of her office where she slid into a corner of the couch, eyes wide, staring ahead at nothing.

         She sat immobile for a long moment, refusing to think, refusing to feel, unable to confront the fact that when she returned to the bridge later, Chakotay would not be there.

         He was gone.

         Gone for good now, and she had given the order that had left him behind. She alone had made the decision.

         Three days they’d searched, almost four. She went over the time again, trying to account for each hour she’d actually contributed to the search, each hour she’d just let pass away lost in thought, wishing he’d come back and worrying that he was in danger somewhere, or worse.

         Damn. She rubbed her forehead absently. Three days they’d searched, and she’d spent a significant portion of it wallowing in emotion—rediscovering the way she walked without him, wondering who she would have dinner with every night, making his bed. Watering his damn plants. If she’d spent more time helping with the search, then maybe…

         No, her people knew their business, they were as anxious to return Chakotay to the ship as she was. Her fears might only have hindered the process, her constant hovering might have caused them to become tense and careless. She’d sensed resentment from them at first, particularly after she’d declared the 12-hour deadline. But this morning—the resentment was gone, replaced by resignation and despair.

         And worry. She’d heard it in Tom’s voice as he explained why they hadn’t awakened her, she’d seen it in Harry’s eyes when he’d mentioned he knew where she’d spent the night. Worry for her, she guessed, worry that she would miss him, that she wanted him back even more than they, that she would be lost without him.

         But she’d lost officers before, good ones, and recently—Cavit, Durst, Kyoto. Each time it had gotten a little harder, especially out here where there was very little hope of ever notifying the families who waited for them back home. Each time she’d signed the certificate of death with silent grief and scheduled a time for a memorial service, leaving the details to the discretion of the deceased’s closest companions and the spiritual guidance of her first officer.

         She closed her eyes briefly. B’Elanna was probably Chakotay’s closest shipboard friend, but the engineer was unlikely to volunteer to handle the details of a memorial service. And spiritual guidance… Always Chakotay’s realm before, and he’d handled the responsibility with gravity and quiet dignity. Likely she would have to fill that role herself now; likely she would have to organize the memorial service on her own.

         She didn’t even have a body.

         The thought of signing a certificate of death without ever having seen his cold remains filled her with dread. Because it was possible, however remotely, that he wasn’t dead at all, that she was leaving him behind forever, trapped in the Delta Quadrant with absolutely no hope of ever returning to his home and family, or even to the ship where he was so desperately missed. In a day or two, maybe a week, he’d realize what she’d done and resent her for the rest of his life…

         Janeway shook her head sharply. No, he was dead. He had to be. She could not admit the possibility that he was still alive and that, somehow, they had simply failed to find him. She could not be the one who had stranded him forever.

         She crossed to her desk and pulled out a data padd. A memorial service for Chakotay would have to include his spirituality—perhaps she would retrieve his medicine bundle and blanket, maybe some of his plants. Music, surely, if she could find something appropriately subdued but at the same time indicative of his spirit, his calm self-assuredness and quirky humor. And in the absence of a body, she would need a picture of him…

         She flipped open her desktop computer and keyed in a series of commands, searching for any suitable picture. The computer sat and thought for a moment, then presented a full head-and-shoulders picture of him, out of uniform and frowning deeply at someone or something out of the frame. The text accompanying the picture puzzled her at first, an odd phrase about a covert operation and a surveillance monitor. There was something vaguely familiar about the words, but she could not place them. She glanced at the picture again, the frown, her first officer and friend dressed in a leather vest and a soft brown shirt, slightly blurred as if he were moving very quickly. A reconnaissance shot, she realized, and sat back sharply. His criminal record.

         She stared at the picture until it wavered before her eyes. She willed her vision to clear but it did not; in a matter of seconds everything in her sight had blurred beyond recognition. She lowered her eyes and cradled her head in her shaking hands, Chakotay watching over her with a frozen frown.

         On the evening of the fourth day she cried herself to sleep.

         There was a presence in the room.

         She sensed it before she raised her head or even opened her eyes. There was someone or something there with her, moving slowly around her office, hovering, moving on easily, almost gliding. She stayed very still, listening. Whoever or whatever it was, it had come into her office unannounced and uninvited, but still she felt no sense of impending danger, no threat. Her mind automatically asked who would barge in without asking—Tuvok, perhaps, but only if he thought she were in immediate danger. None of the other senior staff. Chakotay might have, he’d done it once or twice before when he felt she needed to talk and wouldn’t ask him directly to be her sounding board. But it couldn’t be Chakotay, he was gone now.

         The presence hesitantly moved closer to her, a whisper in the quiet room, somewhere between night and day. And cold, swirling around her feet, stroking her cheek. A silent, icy presence slowly wrapping around her, raising every hair on her body, sending chills down her back. She shivered uncontrollably.

         Then the cold was in her, cooling the blood in her veins, freezing the breath in her throat, pressing upon her mind the urgent need for warmth and comfort. There were no words that she could immediately identify, just the vague feeling that someone was there with her, and that if she did not move soon they would both freeze to death.

         She opened her eyes, hoping to catch the intruder, but there was no one. She was alone in the room, had been all along.

         She leaned back heavily, eyes closed, strangely disappointed that it had only been another illusion, the product of too many near-sleepless nights—four of them now. In a few hours it would be the fifth day since Chakotay’s disappearance. She wondered how much time would pass before she found a different way to name the passing days, when she would stop measuring her life beginning with the end of Chakotay’s presence in it. A sigh escaped her lips, loud in the silence of the room. She rose stiffly, the cold still with her, trapped inside her uniform. Before she left the room she programmed an increase in the ambient temperature—perhaps it would be warm by morning. But the Bridge was cold, too, and the lift and corridors. Once she even thought she felt a harsh wind against her face, though her mind automatically told her such a phenomenon was impossible in the closed atmosphere of a starship.

         Outside her quarters she hesitated, shivering, casting a forlorn glance back at his door. Someone would have to pack up his belongings soon, another officer would move into his room—Tuvok, most likely. He’d been sharing quarters since the early days of their journey. And Tuvok would also be the logical choice to ascend to Chakotay’s position. She wondered if Tuvok would ever leave his bed unmade, or neglect to tidy his used dishes, or forget to water his plants.

         She took two quick steps back down the corridor, keyed in the override and stepped into Chakotay’s quarters. She moved around the room as she had the night before—examining his sand paintings, brushing the dust away, straightening his collections of rocks and plants. She kicked off her boots and, with a sigh and a shudder that shook her whole body, she crawled into his bed and wrapped herself in his blanket.

         Somewhere between night and day she fell asleep.

		 

         On the morning of the fifth day she awoke with a start, as if someone had suddenly spoken her name.

         She looked warily around the room—no longer unfamiliar to her. But there was no one there, no missing first officer, not even the sweet scent of sakra. Familiar plants and rocks, familiar blanket and furniture. But an empty room.

         She settled back again and wrapped the blanket around her. The temperature must have dropped ten degrees during the night, maybe even fifteen—someone had turned back the environmental controls in Chakotay’s quarters. She drew the blanket over her head and exhaled sharply, attempting to warm the space around her face. Her hands and feet had gone completely numb, all her limbs were stiff with cold. With a low moan she stretched gingerly, willing warmth back into her body. After a few moments of slow calisthenics she realized that the chill was not going to go away. She ordered the computer to prepare a hot bath, stripped off her uniform, and plunged into the already steamy bathroom.

         Hot water closed over her, stinging her cold fingers and toes painfully, bringing blood to the surface of her skin. She stared down at herself, at her feet and legs slowly reddening with heat. Her eyes watered, hot tears streaming down her cheeks and chin, rolling down her neck and splashing into the bath water. She sank down in the tub and let the water flow over her head, lifting her hair to the surface. Water rushed into her ears and finally shut out the sounds of the ship around her. Her breath held while she sat and listened to her own mind, the faint but incessant whispers of consciousness and unconsciousness. And something else, brushing up against her mind urgently. Too far away, it seemed to say, too far, not enough time, so many regrets. A distant, pained cry.

         Her face broke the surface of the water with a loud splash. She struggled up and gasped for breath, not knowing how long she had stayed underwater. So long she must have started to lose consciousness, hallucinate again. So long that the water had gone cold, almost icy. She sprang from the tub and wrapped herself in a thick towel, asked the replicator for a clean uniform and an extra heavy turtleneck, thick socks, long underwear. The hair rose on her flesh while she dried and dressed.

         She left the room slowly, reluctantly, dreading the task ahead.

         Holodeck 2 was empty, as she’d known it must be—the memorial service was scheduled for late in the afternoon and she had reserved time to program a suitable scene.

         Somewhere warm, she thought, shivering. He’d want them all to be somewhere warm and comfortable, somewhere familiar. She voiced a series of commands and the Holodeck grid was soon replaced with red sand, low scrub brush, cacti, distant outcroppings of weatherworn stone. A hot red sun moving toward the western horizon, a thin layer of clouds glowing pink in the evening sky. Birds and lizards and the distant barking of a coyote, or perhaps a wolf. The Arizona desert at sunset. Yes.

         She turned slowly, surveying the scene, and a chill ran up her spine. Another series of commands and she seated herself on a rock, waiting for the temperature to rise.

         There would have to be words to comfort the grieving crew. He always used the same words, something about circles and joining and lives touched in infinite ways—words suitable for all their gatherings, both solemn and joyous. She concentrated hard but could not remember the phrases, wishing suddenly she had discussed them with him before, what they meant to him and what they meant to the crew. What they had meant to her then, what they would mean to her now, if only she could remember.

         But the few words that came to her left her unsatisfied—a good officer, loyal, courageous, intelligent, occasionally foolhardy and endlessly stubborn, but always focused on the journey, always motivated by concern for the ship and crew. And for her.

         She leaned forward and rested her head in her hands, eyes closed with sudden fatigue.

         The temperature rose around her but she sensed no warmth, only the lingering chill in her bones. She shuddered and suspected that she was ill—the cold, the hallucinations, the lack of sleep. She should have reported to sickbay days ago, probably on the fourth day after she’d gone to sleep in his chair. Or maybe even sooner, maybe on the third day when she’d broken into his quarters with the ridiculous urge to water his plants.

         She sighed heavily. Tom or B’Elanna could help her carry the plants to the Holodeck. And Harry must know some suitable music—perhaps he’d even play for the service if she asked him directly. Kes might be able to help her with the words, or even Tuvok. Now, if only the temperature would rise a little more…

         “Captain Janeway, please report to the Bridge.”

         Tuvok’s voice on the comm system made her jump. She shook her head sheepishly, guiltily, and dashed from the Holodeck, the Arizona sun continuing to set behind her.

		 

         The Bridge bustled with activity.

         Alpha crew was on deck again, all her friends at their familiar stations. All but one. She shook the thought away and crossed to her chair.

         “Report, Mister Tuvok,” she snapped.

         “We have received a distress call, Captain, from the third moon of the third planet of the system we are approaching.” The viewscreen changed to show the system and the planet, the moon in question highlighted with a faint pulse.

         She frowned, puzzled. “But I thought this system was uninhabited.”

         Neelix crossed to her. “It is, Captain. The planets are all barren.”

         “There is vegetation on the first three,” Tuvok corrected, “as well as on the moon from which we are receiving the distress signal. But no animal life.”

         “What kind of distress signal is it?”

         Harry looked up from his station grimly. “Vidiian, Captain.”

         “Vidiian? What are the Vidiians doing out here?” she mused aloud. “Is the signal directed specifically at the Voyager?”

         “Negative. It is an automated signal, probably from a downed shuttlecraft, addressed at any passing ship. The configuration, however, has been modified from other Vidiian signals we have encountered. This signal is detectable in far more frequencies than the standard Vidiian signal.”

         “So whoever they are, they’re desperate.”

         “Essentially correct.”

         She rose and placed her hands on her hips. “Life signs, Mister Kim?”

         “Only one so far.”

         “Vidiian?”

         He keyed in a series of commands and frowned. “The signal is too faint to tell yet.” He shook his head at her. “Whoever he is, he’s probably freezing to death.”

         She whirled on him in disbelief, feeling the color drain from her face. “What did you say?” she hissed.

         He drew back a little, alarmed. “That whoever is down there is freezing to death by now. It’s a cold moon—nothing but snow and ice. It’s big enough to hold an atmosphere and the atmosphere’s thick enough to hold in some heat, but I wouldn’t want to be down there for very long, not even in a crashed Vidiian shuttlecraft.”

         Janeway turned back to the viewscreen, her arms wrapped around her torso, suddenly unable to contain any of her own warmth. It was nothing she could hold in her hand, nothing she could analyze with a tricroder or dissect in a lab. But the clues had been there all along, just waiting for her to see them, to open her mind and understand.

         When she found her voice, it sounded strange to her own ears, thin and strangled, tinged with dread. “How long could someone survive under those conditions? A human?”

         There was a stunned silence on the Bridge, a complete halt in activity. “Not long, Captain,” Tuvok said quietly. “No more than a few days.”

         “How soon can we be there, maximum speed?”

         Tom’s hands moved over his console. “About thirty minutes at warp 8.5.”

         “B’Elanna?”

         “We might be able to squeeze out warp 9.5, but we can’t sustain it for more than a few minutes, Captain.”

         “Tom, lay in a—“

         “Done. Just give the word.”

         “Do it.”

         The Bridge exploded with life around her while she sank into her chair, shivering with cold and exhaustion. “And Tuvok?”

         “Captain?”

         “Cancel the memorial service.”

         “Aye, Captain.

		 

         She found him in a lean-to constructed of parts stripped from the destroyed Vidiian shuttle.

         He was unconscious, barely breathing. She knelt beside him, forgetting Tuvok’s presence entirely, and pulled his head into her lap, her fingers searching for a pulse. His heart had slowed to just a handful of beats per minute, his skin was frozen from exposure. Hibernating, but with nothing to protect him but his uniform, the walls of the lean-to and a survival blanket pulled from the shuttle. While Tuvok gave the order and they waited for Harry to send them to Sickbay, she stroked his hair, short and soft and thick, murmuring to him softly.

         Her last glimpse of the frozen moon startled her—an expanse of white, colorless, ravaged by wind and weather, almost featureless except for a dying tree, each branch encased in ice, glowing white against the black night sky.

         And then they were in Sickbay, a flurry of bodies moving about them, easing him from her grasp and moving him to a diagnostic bed. Hands reached to remove his cold, wet uniform and she moved to help them. But her own hands refused to respond, as if they were not attached to her body at all. She cursed her own clumsiness, her inability to help. Her eyes locked on his face, she reached out with great effort and touched his forehead, so cold it almost hurt. In an instant he was naked on the diagnostic bed, Kes and the Doc descending on him with blankets and tricorders and worried expressions.

         Janeway searched Kes’ face. The younger woman frowned deeply. “A severe case of hypothermia with many areas of advanced frostbite. We have to warm his blood, but not too quickly. We’ll know something more in an hour or two.” Kes moved to take her elbow. “You can wait in the office, Captain…”

         She nodded numbly and let Kes lead her away from his side, stood back and watched while they worked over him with hypos and other unfamiliar instruments. The process was fascinating—but frightening at the same time. Because it had nothing to do with him, not the man she knew, not the spirit or the soul or the life within him. They were only healing his body, she realized. He would need something more.

         She left the Sickbay at a dead run.

         The cold wind was with her again, propelling her from behind, lifting her hair and pushing her down the corridor. It drove her back to his quarters, as she had suspected, where she gathered his blanket in her arms. She turned and dashed back to the Sickbay, leaving the door locked open behind her.

         She barely noticed that the familiar ruddy color was returning to his cheeks before she scattered Kes and the Doc and their instruments and wrapped him in the coarse blanket. The Doctor started to protest but Kes pushed him away—Janeway caught her smile at the edge of her vision. She knelt beside his bed and stroked his forehead again. “It’s all right, Chakotay,” she whispered. “You can come back now. I finally heard you…”

         Much later she was aware of being lifted from the floor and settled into a chair at his side. It must be night again, but he was awake—he turned his head toward her, wincing with pain, and smiled. She sighed with relief and closed her eyes.

         On the fifth day she went to sleep in the Sickbay, the edge of a coarse blanket clutched in her fist.

		 

         The next afternoon she found herself walking through the corridors slowly, nodding at Beta crew as they headed for their quarters, smiling at Gamma crew hurrying to their posts. It was all familiar but somehow new to her. She smiled, enjoying the moment, finding sacredness in the everyday events around her, the afternoon of the first day since Chakotay’s return.

         She’d gotten the story in snatches while he recovered—the cloaked canyon he’d discovered after the rest of the team had returned to the ship, the abduction by the Vidiians, the interrogation, the escape, the crash of yet another shuttlecraft. She had turned to Tuvok with an amused expression—“At least it wasn’t one of mine this time.”

         After her shift she’d asked the computer for his whereabouts, though she knew where he must be.

         He had unfolded the blanket on the sand and lay sprawled on his back, snoring lightly, spread out against the Arizona sky like an offering. She knelt near his bare feet, not touching the blanket but hovering at the edge of it, not wanting to disturb him. He stirred a little and she smiled. Dark and quiet now, but with life beneath that calm surface, abundant life, ready to overflow and spill out into the room, touching whoever might be there with him.

         She sat for a long time studying him in sleep. She had intended to wake him and hear the story of his escape firsthand. But he slept so peacefully, so soundly, that she found herself unable to disturb him. Instead she knelt quietly, watching his chest and impossibly broad shoulders rise and fall with each of his soft snores. His expression was as open and unguarded as she’d ever seen it, lacking both the quiet intensity and crafty humor that usually dominated it. She let her eyes travel over his calm face, lingering over his features as she never could have had he been awake—the sparse whiskers that had grown overnight, the long slightly crooked nose, likely broken in a fight, the arching lines over his left eye. Finally she stared at his mouth, that unusual curve of his lips that only a master artist could have re-created. The lips turned up in a sudden smile, almost as if he were reading her thoughts even while he slept, and she reddened self-consciously.

         Without realizing it she had drifted closer to him. She was close enough to feel the breath he exhaled touch her face. Once, experimentally, she deliberately inhaled that breath, letting his air expand and fill her. As she did so a pleasant warmth spread throughout her, starting from her lungs and flowing down through her belly, up to her head, all the way to the ends of her fingers and toes, leaving her lightheaded, dizzy with heat. The thought so fascinated her, that he could warm her with his very breath, that she inhaled again and again, leaning close and almost sniffing at him.

         She became possessed by the need to touch him, to confirm that he was real and alive. She wanted to reach out and very gently stroke her palm across the top of his head, to feel the texture of his close-cropped hair—was it stiff and spiky, like fresh-cut grass, or soft and thick, like animal fur? Without her thinking consciously about it, one of her hands crept across the blanket toward him, her fingers lightly brushing the sleeve of his civilian tunic. Her eyes still locked on his face, her fingers continued their journey, traveling slowly and staying in contact with only the fabric of the shirt, not daring to disturb the flesh underneath. The metal of his communicator felt cool against her skin, contrasting sharply with the cloth that trapped his warmth beneath it. At the edge of his collar her fingers reluctantly left him and lifted a little, hovering at the side of his placid face.

         She was reaching out, not quite touching him, still leaning forward and drawing breath from him, when his eyes snapped open. He stared, unmoving. “What are you doing?” he asked.

         She froze for an instant, caught almost nose-to-nose with him, close enough to see the shock and curiosity and hint of something else in his eyes. She drew in a sharp breath and started to remove her hand, but he reached out and lightly grasped her fingers before she could pull them away. “What are you doing?” he asked again, an amused expression hovering behind his eyes.

         “I was…” She swallowed hard, trying to remember, trying to forget. “I was going to wake you up.” She forced her voice to be steady. “How are you feeling?”

         A smirk crossed his features, a look of utter disbelief, then was gone. He shivered, released her hand and pulled the blanket around his shoulders. “A little stronger. Stiff, numb. And cold… Every time I think I’ve finally gotten warm, I remember that place and it starts all over again.” He gestured around the room. “Though being here has helped.” He cocked his head at her. “Someone left it on. It’s a terrible drain on power consumption.” A slight smile softened his words.

         “I left it on because—“

         He looked away sharply. “I know. You were going to have the memorial service here.”

         “Yes.”

         “B’Elanna told me after you were asleep last night. We talked for a long time.” He raised his face to the sky, the setting sun reflected in his dark eyes. “You were going to leave me behind,” he said.

         She let out a sharp breath. “Chakotay, I—“

         He shook his head to stop her words. “You don’t have to explain anything to me, Captain. I understand why you made the decision to leave.”

         “I had to decide for us all, and my primary goal is to get us home as quickly as possible. I couldn’t justify keeping everyone there any longer, and—“

         “No, Captain.” He interrupted her again. “I understand. You made the only decision you could.”

         His gaze searched her face, implored her to leave the next words unsaid. But she could not—he had to hear, she had to say it and make it real, not only for herself. “I needed to know I could leave anyone behind, if the circumstances forced me to it.” She met his eyes steadily. “Including you.”

         He nodded, smiled a little and looked away. “How did you know where to find me?”

         Her eyes wandered over the desert. “I just knew… I’m sorry. I don’t quite understand it, though I suppose you could say it was a hunch.”

         He kept his face turned away from her, his voice full of quiet wonder. “I tried to contact my animal guide, but I kept seeing you instead. I tried to tell you where I was, but you wouldn’t listen to me. I thought I was hallucinating.” He smiled. “Maybe I was.”

         “If you were, then so was I.”

         He raised his hands to his face and blew into them, rubbed them together and folded them in his lap. When he spoke again his voice was so soft she almost lost it on the warm evening breeze. “You don’t think we were somehow… communicating, do you?”

         She raked her fingers through the sand, not looking at him. “I suppose it’s possible, though I doubt we’ll ever know how.”

         “Do you think it’ll ever happen again?”

         Cold in the room, suddenly, inexplicably, a memory jostled to the surface unbidden. He had broadcast his emotions to her, his exhaustion and fear, his utter despair, and somehow she had heard him. To be able to communicate with him across the distances, to be so linked to him—she shook her head, unable to fathom how or why it had happened, what it had meant for them. What it would mean for them in the future, should it ever happen again. She shivered.

         “I don’t know,” she said finally, almost a whisper.

         He pulled his knees to his chest, wrapped his arms around them and sighed. “You saved my life by deciding to leave me behind. If you had stayed to look for me even one more day I would have frozen to death.”

         The significance of it hit her suddenly, the realization that, in order to get him back, she had had to let him go. She drew in a long breath and shook her head. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she acknowledged.

         He dug his toes in the sand, shook the blanket off his shoulders a little. The edge of it lightly grazed her arm; she touched it with her fingertips, turned her hand over to grasp one corner. When she glanced up again he was staring at her with a look of shy curiosity. “Can I ask you one more question—off the record?”

         “Of course.”

         “What were you going to do?”

         “When?”

         “When you were going to wake me up…” he prompted, his hesitant gaze warm where it touched her. “What were you going to do?”

         Her mouth opened once, twice, but she was unable to form words. He licked his lips, dark eyes searching her face, and turned his body toward hers, leaning forward a little. “If you won’t tell me, then show me. Please show me what you were going to do.”

         Janeway sat very still, the corner of the blanket still gripped tightly in her hand. Easy, she thought, it would be so easy to just close the distance and place her open palm against his cheek, to let her thumb slide over his mouth, to pass her hand through his short hair—she was close enough to see it now, it was soft and thick. Easy to frame his face in both hands, to lean forward and let him breathe that warm breath into her again, to let her head fall down onto his chest. Easy to let him go back to sleep, to pull the blanket over them both, to wrap her body around his and rest in his embrace. It would be so easy, her mind teased, to cast off their roles and responsibilities and give in to this moment, with the sun setting before them and the ship quiet around them and home half a universe away.

         “Show me,” he pleaded, the invitation plain in his voice, his eyes, his hands held out to her in silent question.

         Far too easy. And far, far too dangerous.

         She shoved the inappropriate thoughts from her mind and raised her chin. “I don't know what you're talking about, Commander.”

         He stopped short, every motion tinged with confusion, then the intensity evaporated from his face. “I'm sorry, Captain,” he murmured, eyes downcast.

         Something in her, some urgent, insidious presence, begged her to respond to the dejection in his face, to the lost hopelessness in his voice. “By the way…” She turned back to the setting sun and closed her eyes. “While you were gone, I…”

         Her voice trailed off as the time came back to her in a rush, the long empty days full of careening emotions, the agony of the decision. She could feel him beside her, endlessly curious.

         “Captain?”

         She smiled suddenly. “I watered your plants.”
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		“C

		
			hakotay, is this really necessary?” Captain Kathryn Janeway felt utterly ridiculous fumbling her way through the halls of her starship with her first officer’s hands placed over her eyes.

		    “It is if you want the full effect,” he replied, his calm deep voice coming from just behind and over her left shoulder.

		    She could hear the smile hiding in his words. Despite what she knew was a friendly teasing, she offered him a warning. “Commander, if any of the crew see me stumbling around like this, I will bust you down to ensign so fast you’ll think humans have finally achieved warp ten capabilities.”

		    This time he actually chuckled. “No witnesses, I promise. Besides, we’re here.”

		    “Excellent. So I can open my eyes now.”

		    “No, not yet.”

		    “Chakotay. It’s the middle of the night and I’ve been up since 0400.”

		    “Just one more minute.” He shifted so that one hand covered both her eyes and she felt the other brush past her. She heard a soft beeping as he entered commands into a control console, and then the distinctive clang-whoosh that could only mean they were standing in front of one of the Holodecks. Chakotay returned his other hand to her eyes and carefully guided her through the now-open set of large double doors.

		    After just a few steps inside, Kathryn felt a strange, non-carpet softness under her boots and a startling wave of cold that enveloped her and her first officer like a flash flood. It reminded her of entering the giant walk-in refrigerator at Starfleet Academy when she once took a shift at the dining hall to cover for a friend. “Chakotay, where are we?”

		    “Ok, ok. You can open your eyes now.” He whisked his hands away.

		    Kathryn opened her eyes and blinked twice, making certain she was actually seeing what she thought she was seeing. The two of them now stood in a wide, open snowy field with a few scattered groups of small pine trees. The sharp cold seemed to bring the sky into greater focus, and the patterns of the diamond-like stars twinkling in the black velvet heavens told her that they stood somewhere on Earth.

		    “What do you think?”

		    She turned to Chakotay. The starlight even glinted off his dark hair and made the snow around them glow. “It’s beautiful. Where are we?”

		    He grinned. “Central Indiana.”

		    She shook her head in disbelief, smiling. Her home state. “Chakotay, what’s all this about?”

		    “Well, if we were in the Alpha Quadrant and actually standing on Earth right now instead of in a starship that’s floating at the far end of the Delta Quadrant, it would be December 31, 2372…” Here he stole a glance at an old-fashioned pocket watch he seemed to have retrieved from nowhere. “…at approximately 2300 hours, fifty-one minutes. 11:51 at night, using the old time system.”

		    Kathryn tucked a lock of her auburn hair behind one ear absentmindedly before she crossed her arms to create a little more heat, though her long sleeved red and black uniform, created specially to adapt to a variety of planetary conditions, was more than sufficient. The action was mostly reflex. “New Year’s Eve,” she murmured. “I thought I was the only one who remembered.”

		    “It is sort of an antiquated holiday,” her first officer admitted, crossing his own arms. “And hard to celebrate off-planet.”

		    She turned and looked up him, hiding a smile at the broad-shouldered man lost in thought while standing almost knee deep in snow. “Still,” she said. “I always thought it was… fitting to bid farewell to the old, welcome the new, decide what to do differently in the time ahead.” She traced the Big Dipper and Orion with her eyes, drinking in the familiar patterns that she hadn’t seen in two years.

		    He nodded. “I like that. Very traditional.”

		    “Yes, well, don’t tell my parents.” They both chuckled. “I was always rebelling against tradition, including holidays. New Year’s Eve I pretended not to care about board games or homemade pizza.”

		    Chakotay laughed again and took a deep breath of the frigid night air before he stole another glance at the pocket watch’s face. “11:55.”

		    “So what did your family do to celebrate?”

		    “Usually we would make a fire outside and offer silent thoughts for our ancestors. Afterwards, we would stay up until one or two and roast anything you could put on a stick over that fire.”

		    It was the captain’s turn to laugh. “Anything?”

		    “The peanut butter sandwich was not one of my successes.”

		    She smiled at the thought and allowed a long pause as she scanned the surrounding area. There was nothing but snow and small trees as far as her eyes could make out in the darkness. “So when did you do all this?”

		    “This afternoon, over lunch. I could tell you had something on your mind at this morning’s officer’s meeting. I made an intelligent guess.” He hesitated like an awkward cadet. “Do you like it?”

		    A deep gratitude swelled in her chest, along with another unexpected and not immediately identifiable feeling, and she touched his arm in an attempt to convey what she knew she couldn’t properly get across in words. “I love it,” she said simply, little more than a whisper. “Thank you.

		    It was hard to tell in the dark, but he might have been blushing. “I’m glad. And you’re welcome,” he smiled back.

		    They held a gaze long enough that they both felt slightly awkward and Chakotay cleared his throat and reached for the watch again. “11:58.”

		    As she felt the year 2372 slipping away second by second, Kathryn saw an impossibly fast slideshow of moments from the past two years she’d spent lost in the Delta Quadrant with her crew. Victories, losses, celebrations, tragedies, places, people, those they’d gained, and those they’d lost. As the images settled in her brain, they formed a hazy theme that pushed an invisible button and she had a sudden sensation of sliding towards some dark, unknown end and knowing only one way to stop.

		    “Ten… nine… eight… seven…” Chakotay counted down, eyes on the watch face.

		    She knew it was irrational, she’d been fighting it for months, maybe years, she was the captain, she couldn’t afford distractions—but something somehow overrode all that and before she had a chance to convince herself otherwise, her mind was made up.

		    “Five… four…”

		    “Chakotay.”

		    Turning to face her, he continued counting, a question on his face. “Three… two…”

		    He never made it to one, because Kathryn tugged on his uniform shirt and brought his lips down to meet hers. For what might have been moments or minutes, their ranks melted away and they let the electricity flow between their faces, a silent but expressive bond.

		    Kathryn was the one who eventually pulled away, reluctant to reassert herself as captain but knowing that what was happening between them couldn’t continue.

		    At least not for now. It was a new year, a new chance that they might get home, a new chance that somehow things could change and they’d be free to do whatever they felt. But for the moment, part of the old year would have to intrude.

		    She let go of his shirt and stepped back, smiling and trying not to laugh at his bewildered face. “Tradition, right?” she asked with a tilt of her head, smoothing the fabric on his chest.

		    He tried to formulate a response, but seemed to have lost all capacity for speech.

		    “Happy new year, commander,” she smiled, and patted his arm. “Thank you again.”

		    Kathryn Janeway made her way through the snow to the Holodeck doors, the stars overhead smiling down in what to her seemed to be a secret, silent approval.

		    It was a new year, they reminded her. A brand new year.
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