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The ship shuddered as the burst from the Jem'Hadar fighter struck the left nacelle, the feedback sending sparks through the conduit to the bridge, blowing out the starboard helm control. The surge exploded in the unfortunate helmsman's face and he fell back, crying out as he hit the deck. 

"Stone," Captain Karen Fernandez snapped as she stepped over the unconscious man to take the helm. Behind her, Commander Sydney Stone, Athena's first officer, who doubled as the ship's medic, dragged the supine body out of the way. 

"Captain, I'm picking up unusual readings from the port sensors," Lt. Narek cried from his post at ops. 

"More important than five Jem'Hadar fighters and a Cardassian dreadnought?" Fernandez mumbled. "Report," she said louder. Another blow shook the bridge and a call came in from engineering. 

"Captain, we have a core breach in progress," Chief Engineer Larson's voice came over the speaker. "We have to eject." 

At the same time, Narek was reporting from ops. "It's the Barzan worm hole, captain. Forming less than two thousand meters off the port bow." 

From where she was working frantically over the helmsman, Stone looked up as there was a brief space of silence and she met the gaze of her captain. "Oh no." 

Captain Fernandez grinned evilly at her, eyes wide and wild. "Eject warp core on my command," she snapped her orders with wicked glee. "Plotting a course into the worm hole. Narek, load all remaining photon torpedoes and fire on my mark. Then, fire phasers at will. Keep them interested, Lieutenant." 

Stone tried to remain calm even as the life of the helmsman slipped through her fingers. There was too much damage, his injuries too severe. Even if she had been able to stabilize him, and get him to a stasis chamber, it would have been unlikely that he would survive the upcoming action. It was unlikely any of them would. With weary eyes who had seen far too much of this war with the Dominion, she rose and staggered across the bridge to the captain, leaning over her shoulder. 

"Karen," she dropped her voice warningly, "the Barzan wormhole is unstable. No one knows where it leads, and now that this end has been flipping all over the Federation, there's no telling where we'll end up when we return." 

Fernandez looked up at her even as she sent her ship plunging into the spatial anomaly, the Cardassian dreadnought following a heartbeat behind, the five Jem'Hadar fighters tailing them, refusing to relinquish their prey. "We're outnumbered, outgunned," she told her quietly. "This is only hope." 

"Our chances of survival . . . " Stone began. 

"Not to survive," Fernandez interrupted and it seemed like her dark eyes filled Stone's whole universe at that moment. "To take the bastards with us." 

Stone, staggered by the words, felt her mouth suddenly go dry, her heart pounding as she reached out blindly for the rail behind her. Weakly, she leaned there as she looked up at the viewscreen that was filled with the multi-hued interior of the wormhole, and an aft shot of the pursuing Dominion forces who were refusing to break off. 

"Eject warpcore," Fernandez said calmly, her voice without inflection. "Narek, just as we clear the wormhole, fire the final torpedoes, targeting the ejected core. Channel all power to the aft shields." 

The last was a token gesture. They all knew it. Mesmerized, Stone watched as the wormhole suddenly gave way to the bright pinpoints of unfamiliar space. 
"Torpedoes away." 

"Full impulse away from the wormhole," Fernandez said, her hands working over the board, but it was too little . . . far too late. 

All gazes jerked to the screen as they watched the antimatter in the warpcore, triggered by the photon torpedoes, ignite in a raging ball of flaming hell. It expanded rapidly, hungrily, destroying the wormhole utterly, and swallowing the five Jem'Hadar ships that were veering frantically in an effort to escape the wave of destruction. It swept them up without hesitation, and reached ever outwards to gobble up the Cardassian dreadnought looming over the fleeing Federation vessel. 

There was a brief second when Karen met her eyes once more, a shared sense of all they had been through, and all they would miss. "Sydney." 

"Karen." The Counselor stepped toward her, reached out to touch her, to hold her, but then the wave reached them and the universe was nothing but pain and white light and finally, merciful darkness. 



The long, sleek form of the USS Voyager, lost in the Delta Quadrant for the past five years, sped through the stardusted heavens on its way to its home port in the Alpha Quadrant some 60,000 light years . . . and 60 years . . . away. Lounging comfortably in her command chair on its bridge, chin resting lightly on her thumb and forefinger, Captain Kathryn Janeway regarded the fore viewscreen with something akin to boredom. 

Not that she was anxious for her precious ship to be delayed or interfered with in any way but the truth was, the past few weeks without any encounters of any sort, was starting to wear thin. At first, they had welcomed the stretch of unoccupied space that lay before them, using the time to rest, to make needed repairs and to work on less crucial, but still necessary maintenance on the ship. But as time had continued to pass, they were becoming a little anxious for something ... anything ... out of the ordinary to occur, even as they knew they would probably bitterly regret it when it did. It was starting to remind the captain uncomfortably of the Void, that area of completely empty space that had worn on them like a shroud, though unlike that encounter, stars were still prevalent here, if devoid of inhabited planets. 

"Captain, long range sensors are picking up some sort of disturbance," the security chief reported suddenly from his tactical station. 

Janeway shared a glance with her first officer. The bearish, handsome Chakotay raised an eyebrow, and smiled gently at her. "Be careful what you wish for . . . " he said, apparently having read her mind the last few moments . . . or having had his thoughts trailing along the same path of boredom. 

She stood up, moving over to the dark-skinned Vulcan who was moving his hands gracefully over his board. Leaning against the console with one arm, Janeway regarded her long time friend and crewmember with an intrigued expression. 

"Anything more, Tuvok?" 

He raised an elegantly arched brow, dark eyes narrowed as he went over his readings. "It appears to be the aftermath of an implosion of sorts . . . the destruction of a spatial anomaly." He raised his eyes to meet hers. "A wormhole. Its dispersed plasma readings indicate that it is . . . or was, the Barzan wormhole." 

She looked at him with surprise. The Barzan wormhole had originally been anchored in the Alpha Quadrant, though its other end was like the wagging of a dog's tail, appearing randomly throughout the Delta Quadrant. Voyager had already encountered it, along with a couple of Ferengi, resulting in the wormhole being destabilized at both ends so that it could literally appear anywhere in either quadrant. Now, apparently, it was no more ... and certainly no longer an option for returning to the Alpha Quadrant. 

"What caused the destruction?" Curiosity made her dark gray eyes shade to blue. 

"Unknown," Tuvok replied. "At this time. Perhaps a closer investigation? It's not that far off our planned route." He looked expectantly at her, though of course, he would never show much beyond that, and she favored him with a brief smile. 

"Why not?" she allowed, turning back to the rest of the bridge. "It's not as if we're doing anything else at the moment." She walked across the lower deck to stand by the rail just aft of her fair-haired helmsman, Lt. Tom Paris. "Lay in a course, Tom." 

As he did, she glanced over at Chakotay who joined her. "It's possible that whatever destroyed it could pose a threat to us," he noted in a low voice, not warning necessarily, merely commenting. That was his job. 

"Only one way to find out," she responded dryly with a small smile. 

"Captain, I'm picking up an automated distress call," Harry Kim said from his post at the rear of the bridge at operations. His voice rose with uncertain excitement, and they all turned to look at the youthful ensign. His dark eyes were wide as they gazed at the rest of the Command crew. "It's reading a Federation signature. The USS Athena. Call letters, NCC 99567. Guardian-class." 

"Confirmed, Captain," Tuvok added. "The warp signature is Starfleet." 

Immediately, the atmosphere on the bridge altered perceptibly as adrenaline flooded their systems, and hearts began to pound at the unexpected words. "Increase to Warp six," Janeway said crisply, returning to her command chair. She keyed the monitor on the left arm of her chair. "Bridge to sickbay. Doctor, we're picking up a distress call. Prepare for possible casualties." 

"Understood," came the even tones of the Emergency Medical Hologram over the channel. 

"Hail them," Chakotay instructed Kim as he sat down beside his captain. 

"No response," Kim said after a few moments of working his console. 

"Life signs?" Janeway demanded.

"Unable to determine, Captain," Tuvok said. "There is a great deal of interference from the plasma dispersal and weapons discharge." 

"Weapons?" Tom Paris muttered from his helm. "Why were they trying to shoot a wormhole?" His blue eyes darkened as he urged another bit of speed out of the warp drive. 

"Not just the wormhole," Tuvok corrected. "I'm picking up a considerable amount of debris Captain, from at least six other vessels. There is a Cardassian signature ... the third signature is of unknown origin." 

Janeway took a breath. "Drop to impulse. On screen." 

The shattered, scattered remains of several vessels drifted in the uncaring frozen depths of space, creating a treacherous navigational puzzle for Paris as he steered Voyager carefully through what had been the battlefield; to where the sight of a Federation vessel hanging lifeless before them stilled the bridge, leaving no sound but the soft chirps and murmurs of the ship's systems filling the terse air. Unconsciously, Janeway rose once more to her feet, feeling her throat close at the devastation lay waste before her. 

"The Starfleet vessel's warp core has been ejected," Tuvok said finally. "There are several hull breeches, life support is gone. There are no life signs registering." He paused. "But I am picking up the power signatures of stasis chambers." 

These words galvanized the crew who had been struck dumb by the viewscreen. "Lock onto them," Janeway ordered. "Beam any activated tubes directly to sickbay." She nodded at Tom who was half turned toward her at the helm. "Get down there and help out. Take whoever else you need." Tom dipped his head briefly and immediately turned his console over to another crewman, scooting across the bridge and into the turbolift. Janeway looked back at Harry Kim. "Try to connect with their main computer and download the ship's most recent logs. Chakotay, I want you to get an away team over there, see what you can find out." 

"On my way," her first officer said as he brushed past her. 

She stared at the viewscreen, eyeing the shattered vessel narrowly. "What happened here?" she muttered to no one in particular. She didn't receive an answer ... not then. 



A few hours later, they had some of the pieces in place after Kim managed to download some of the Athena's logs. Meanwhile, Chakotay and his team had transported over to the crippled vessel to find several dead bodies dressed in Starfleet uniforms amongst the wreckage. The team took the time to place the bodies reverently in the remaining empty stasis chambers, utilizing them as makeshift coffins before turning their attention to the ship itself, taking stock of the damage. 

Back on Voyager, Captain Janeway, Ensign Kim and Tuvok went over the logs, reconstructing what they could. The data retrieved told the story of a Federation now at war, of their allies, the Klingon Empire and ... who could have imagined it ... the Romulan Republic, against an old adversary, the Cardassians and an even more disturbing foe, the Dominion. Of a running battle fought over the last few days with a Jem'Hadar fighter squadron that had finally called in the dreadnought, considerably larger and more deadly looking than any Cardassian vessel Voyager's crew had ever seen before. Of the valiant last stand utilizing the wormhole to destroy the enemy, assuring its destruction even as the explosion reached out and smashed the Federation vessel. The only reason the Athena had remained reasonably intact was the fact they had been sheltered somewhat by the bulk of the dreadnought that had taken the brunt of the concussion wave. 

A year previously, using an alien communications array that spanned the Delta Quadrant, Voyager had been able to contact the Federation briefly by transporting their EMH to a ship traveling on a deep space mission on the outer reaches of the Alpha Quadrant. The Doctor had spoken directly to Starfleet Command, telling them all that had happened to Voyager, before returning along the same network. A month later, Voyager received a communications package from the Federation, including some personal letters to the crew and a coded message from Starfleet Command before the array was permanently disabled. There had been no mention of a war then, but certainly hints of trouble had been passed on. Chakotay had received word in his letter from a Maquis member telling of the freedom fighters annihilation at the hands of the Cardassians who had some new ally. Now, it seemed this Dominion was threatening the whole of the Alpha Quadrant. 

"Sickbay to Tuvok," came Tom Paris's voice over the intercom. It sounded faintly panicked and there was a lot of unfamiliar noise in the background. "I need a security team down here right now." 

Janeway looked up from the ops station where she and Harry were trying to reconstruct more of the downloaded data. "I'm coming with you," she told Tuvok as he hustled into the turbo-lift. "Ensign Kim, you have the bridge." 

Sickbay was chaos. Nine, blood splattered stasis tubes lay scattered and empty on the deck, causing Tuvok and Janeway to pause in the entrance. They took in the sight of the seven bodies lying on biobeds, sheets drawn over the faces with chilling finality. Across the medical bay, the trim form of the Doctor could be seen, sealed off by a force field, his bald palate gleaming slightly in the harsh overhead light as he worked feverishly over an eighth victim. He was trying hard to ignore the confusion going on in the rest of sickbay. 

"Would you keep it down out there?" he snapped peevishly. "I'm trying to operate." 

Tom Paris managed an exasperated expression, but he did not take his eyes off what had him cornered against the bulkhead. Tuvok, spying the creature, raised his phaser only to have his arm restrained by the captain who reached out and grasped his wrist firmly. 

"It's only a dog," she said, looking at it with wide eyes. 

An indiscriminate breed with long white and black hair, the medium-sized canine drew its upper lip back over its teeth as it glared at Paris, an almost soundless growl emanating from its chest, hackles raised threateningly. 

"It was in the last stasis tube," Paris explained from where he cowered. "It woke up before I realized it wasn't hurt." He eyed Tuvok with irritation. "Shoot it, why don't you?" 

"No one's going to shoot a dog on my ship," Janeway snapped with an uncharacteristic edge to her voice, stepping forward cautiously. 

"Captain," Tuvok said warningly. 

At the word, the dog looked over, ears rising, barked once, a brief wag of its tail, before resuming its glare at Tom. 

"Easy, girl," Janeway said in a low, soothing voice. She looked back at Tuvok. "She recognized that. Say it again." 

"Captain?" Tuvok queried, completely mystified. 

Again, the dog acknowledged the word and Janeway slowly moved closer. "Easy girl," she murmured. "Easy. That's a good girl." 

"Be careful, Captain," Paris warned. 

Almost involuntarily, the dog shifted its head to Janeway who had her hands cupped before her. Cautiously, it reached out its snout and tentatively sniffed the captain's fingers. Carefully, slowly, the captain slid her fingers up and over the squarish head, provoking another wag from the tail as she continued her soothing words. "That's it, that's a good girl. Yes, you're a good girl, aren't you? I know you're scared, but you don't have to be. It's okay. Good girl." 

Boggled, Tuvok and Paris watched as the growl finally stopped and the tail began to swish with regularity as Janeway petted and caressed the dog lavishly. She looked at the collar and the tiny tag that was inscribed with the Starfleet symbol, along with some writing. 

"Digger," Janeway read off the inscription. "Serial Number K9-99567. USS Athena." She looked back at Tuvok. "Apparently she's the ship's dog." 

"I was unaware ships had dogs, Captain." 

Paris relaxed and stepped forward, freezing as the dog lifted her lip again and growled. 

"Digger, no," Janeway said immediately, voice firm. "Down." 

Obediently the dog dropped to its belly, looking up at her expectantly, awaiting her next command. Janeway smiled. "I guess she recognizes the concept of 'captain', if nothing else." She favored Tom with an amused grin. "You can move now." 

"If you're sure, Captain," Tom said uncertainly, moving slowly, and then at a more normal speed as the dog didn't budge from its crouch. He shook his head. "I'm sure glad it can count pips." 

Janeway nodded and walked over to the force field, raising an eyebrow as Digger immediately got up and moved with her, nose aligned perfectly at her left shin, in perfect show position. When she stopped, it did too, dropping to its haunches. "Well trained," she noted approvingly. She motioned at the Doctor who was continuing to work, ignoring everything that had been going on outside. 

"What's the story here?"

Tom joined her, and she was faintly amused to see him carefully keeping her between him and the dog. "Three had already died in stasis. The others died soon after we opened each chamber," he explained. "Their injuries were just too extreme for us to be able to do anything for them. Massive trauma and blood loss. " His voice trailed off. His face was a bit pale. "The woman in there . . . she's a commander ... is alive, barely. The dog was in the last chamber." 

"What's the woman's condition?" 

"Tentative," Tom said. "The Doctor thinks if he can get her insides put back together quickly enough, she might have a chance." 

Janeway nodded somberly. "Keep me informed." 

She walked out of sickbay, the dog trotting neatly at her side as if it had always belonged there. Tuvok raised an eyebrow at Paris significantly, then followed the pair. 



Commander Chakotay walked into the ready room, looking around to find the captain sitting on the couch on the upper level, under the large windows that revealed the flat blackness of space and all it's multitude of stars. She was sipping coffee from her cup in her left hand as she studied a padd in her right. He mounted the short flight of stairs, smiling as he saw the furry animal stretched out on the couch beside the captain, its head resting on her right thigh, fast asleep. 

"It looks comfortable," he said softly as he sat down in the chair opposite her. 

Janeway looked down with a smile as Digger opened her eyes briefly at the sound of the voice, recognized it as no threat and went back to sleep. "She's been through a lot," Janeway told him. She handed him the padd and dropped her hand to rest on the shaggy head. "Digger, graduated Starfleet K9 school six months ago and was assigned to the USS Athena. She was awarded the canine Medal of Honor for her actions in the Battle at Bolian. According to her file, she has quite a few useful skills including tracking intruders, sniffing out explosives, and protecting the ship's captain." 

"I thought that was Tuvok's job," Chakotay commended dryly, reading the rest from the padd screen. "When did Starfleet start recruiting dogs?" 

"When the Dominion arrived from the Gamma Quadrant," Janeway related. "Apparently it's controlled by a species known as the Founders, who are shape shifters. Good enough to fool most Humans, including several in Starfleet Command when they infiltrated it to prepare for their Jem'Hadar invasion force. But they can't fool dogs, so a lot of the ships acquired their own pets and recognizing that need, Starfleet began training them formally. Digger was in the very first class. " 

Chakotay let his breath out audibly. "War." 

Janeway nodded, face bleak. "We were so concerned about returning home, we never once stopped to think that there might not be a Federation there for us to return to." 

"That bad?" 

"They lost DS9 briefly, and got it back. The Gamma Quadrant wormhole was mined to prevent further Dominion forces from getting through, but in the meantime, the ones already in the Alpha Quadrant have allied with the Cardassians, and operate from that sector of space. Earth's been under martial law. Vulcan was nearly occupied before the Romulans allied themselves. Planets like Betazed were." Janeway's eyes were dark. "Those are the high points. The Federation has now managed to carry the war to Cardassian space, but it's seemed to have settled into one of attrition now. The Dominion aren't willing to surrender, and neither are the Cardassians." 

"And not a damned thing we can do about it," Chakotay noted. "Except agonize." 

Janeway shook her head slightly, her eyes dark. "Exactly," she said, voice carefully controlled. She scratched Digger behind her ears, and the tail thumped a couple of times on the cushions, though the soft eyes did not open. "I'm hesitant about how much we should share with the crew." 

Chakotay nodded, understanding what was making her hesitate, but not necessarily agreeing. "I think we should tell them all we know. If I were in their shoes, I would want to know what I might be facing when we get back." The 'if we get back' was never mentioned by mutually understood consent. "Besides, if Commander Stone survives, then surely she'll be inundated with questions from people wanting to know what's been going on for the last five years . . . from someone who's been there." 

"Stone? You've identified her?" 

Chakotay nodded, eyes growing dark with sadness. "We've been able to identify all of them from the ship's records. The Athena had a crew compliment of 32." He and the captain dipped their heads in a quiet moment of shared grief for the dead Starfleet officers. He entered some data in the padd and handed it back to her. "Sydney Tabitha Stone," he explained. "Commander." 

Janeway looked at the image of the woman who was currently fighting for her life in her sickbay. It revealed a tall, well-built Human female in her early thirties, with strong features, high cheekbones and an elegant nose. There was a certain set to the slightly squared jaw that Janeway recognized all too well from looking in the mirror ... when this woman made up her mind, a quantum torpedo couldn't alter it. The level eyes were a deep, emerald green and the hair, done up in the regulation bun, was thick, a raven black mass that probably fell midway down her back when loosened. 

The rest of the file revealed an education that included a full four years at Starfleet Medical studying psychology after her graduation from the Academy and ... to Janeway's intrigued surprise ... a year of command training before being assigned to the USS Liberty, a galaxy class ship with families and civilians. Stone had served there as assistant counselor, rising to Lt. Commander until the war had forced the Galaxy-class ships to remove their civilian crew. Stone was promoted once more and transferred to the Athena. This was her third rotation of duty on the ship, having risen to the position of first officer on the vessel that had been constructed purely as a fighting ship, the living conditions lean and lacking such amenities as holodecks or even emitters. It didn't even have a sickbay with the understanding that in a war, it was best to keep the doctors safe and out of the line of fire, leaving the ships in battle to get the wounded into stasis and return to a safer port where they could then patch them up. 

"She was originally a ship's counselor," she said thoughtfully, "and utilized as a medic." 

"She would definitely be an asset to Voyager," Chakotay pointed out, trying hard to be delicate, the 'if she lives' being unspoken, but still sitting heavy between them. 

Janeway allowed the point. One of the things the ship had lacked in the Delta Quadrant, and most keenly felt, was a counselor, a person who could deal full-time with all the emotional and mental baggage that came along with being lost and alone out here. Not to mention the dynamics of a crew that was a combination of Starfleet officers, Starfleet-turned-Maquis, Maquis civilians and a couple of people who had just ended up along for the ride like the Talaxian, Neelix, who served as ship's cook and jack of all trades. Not to mention, Seven of Nine, the insolent and arrogant astrometrics officer who had been a part of the Borg Collective before Janeway severed the link, reclaiming the woman assimilated at the tender age of six. Seven and Janeway's varied clashes and confrontations were becoming the stuff of legend on Voyager, and the captain wondered idly if a counselor could somehow smooth that relationship out a little. 

"What's the doctor's prognosis?" 

"If she can make it through the night, he thinks she has a good chance." He nodded at the dog. "By the way, she looked after it. We found a doggy bed and toys in what was her cabin. Which, I guess, explains why she made sure it was in a stasis tube, before getting herself into one." 

Janeway raised her chin a little, and then smiled. "Are you suggesting that I shouldn't get too attached to Digger?" 

Chakotay shrugged. "Just so you know," he responded easily. "Do you want us to beam the items over here?" 

Janeway nodded. "Yes, and have them placed in my quarters." 

"Un, this may not be the sort of thing to ask but . . . " he hesitated, then looked her in the eye. "Is that thing house . . . er, ship-trained?" 

She regarded him for a few moments, studying him intently as if she had never really seen him before. "You're not a dog lover, are you?" she asked abruptly. 

"Un, not really." He shrugged. "I'm not really into pets though if I had to make a choice, I'd probably have a cat. I like their independence ... and they're much easier to take care of." For the briefest instant, he thought he saw a trace of censure in her eyes, as if he had somehow disappointed her in some deep and profound way, but it was only the slightest hint, and he was not really sure if he had merely imagined it or not. 

"Digger has been trained to use the ship's facilities," she answered coolly. "At a specific setting that I've already had B'Elanna program into the system. So don't be concerned about ... surprises showing up on the deck here and there." 

"Well that's good." He grinned at her, but she didn't return the grin and again, he wondered. "What's the plan now?" 

She eased her leg from beneath Digger's head, and rose from the couch, taking her cup over to the replicator and refilling it with coffee. "What's the condition of the Athena?" she asked, sipping the steaming liquid as she eyed him expectantly. 

"Well, she's definitely not going anywhere," he told her, rising to his feet as well. "The warp core is gone and it would require a fully equipped shipyard to bring her outer hull back to space worthy condition. She's a small ship, Captain, and built for war. Mostly weapon and navigational systems. Any extra power went to the replicators. They were able to eat well, if nothing else. There's quite a lot we can salvage from her." 

Janeway took another swallow of coffee as she thought about that. The rules of salvage regarding Starfleet vessels were quite clear ... in the Alpha Quadrant. Any Starfleet vessel was to be towed to the nearest base, intact for recovery of systems. Otherwise, it was to be investigated as thoroughly as possible, and then destroyed to prevent any technology from falling into the wrong hands. Here, necessity made things a little different, but there was still one thing that could not be navigated around. 

"As long as any crewmember of the vessel is still alive, that person has to be considered in command of the ship. Until we receive Stone's permission to proceed, we cannot, by regulation, take a single piece of technology off the Athena." 

"Isn't that splitting hairs, Captain?" he asked. "I doubt that she would object, even if she were able." 

She frowned faintly. "It's not going to hurt us to wait a few days until the situation has resolved itself a little more. In the meantime, have engineering restore as much life support as possible ... in the event that we do have to have salvage teams working over there in the future." 

"Understood," he said, recognizing the last as an order and closing down any further discussion on the matter. He nodded and turned to leave. 

Just before he exited the ready room, he snuck a quick glance back at the captain who was standing with her back to him, staring out at the stars. Digger had slipped off the couch and was sitting quietly by her. The captain's hand stroked the dog's head gently as it pressed against her leg as if it had always belonged there. 



The light above her was just beyond her, yet she strove to reach it, even as she knew the darkness around her was so much more comforting, so much easier to live with. The light held nothing, but pain and fear. Nonetheless, it was where she belonged, despite all that she would have to face when she reached it. 

Counselor Sydney Stone woke quietly, an intake of breath the only indication of consciousness. Her mouth was cotton dry, but she dared not risk swallowing, not until she had a better indication of her situation. Her ears strained as she tried to identify sounds, hearing the soft breathing of people near her, sensing the presence of at least two, maybe more. 

The Dominion? Cardassians? Was she a prisoner? 

"Counselor?" It was a male voice, strong but soothing, and despite herself, she opened her eyes. Clearly they knew she was awake, and to her great relief, the trim, sparse man standing over her was Human, dressed in a Starfleet uniform, the blue of medical. On the other side of the bed, a woman, also Human, with four pips at her collar. A captain. Beyond her, a tall, broad shouldered man in Starfleet red, but with an odd sort of insignia at his throat. Something was definitely not right. The uniforms... 

"Stardate?" Her voice a rasp, unfamiliar, uncertain. 

"I beg your pardon?" That was from the man, the doctor? Who wasn't breathing? 

Fascinated, she stared at him even as the woman leaned over her. 

"It's Stardate 52947.6," she said, her voice a deep, throaty caress. Sydney shifted her gaze over to her. That sounded about right, give or take a few days. 

"Then, your uniforms are a little out of date," she told her ironically. Maybe this was some sort of Cardassian trick ... a holo-program, perhaps. If so, it wasn't very good. 

The woman glanced quickly at the two other men ... one of which was still was not breathing, Sydney noted. God, this was weird. Then, the woman placed her hand comfortingly on the counselor's shoulder, and Sydney was surprised to feel the warmth of flesh on flesh. That was when she realized she was nude under a thin sheet. Awkward, to say the least. She felt lightheaded, clouded. It was hard to concentrate. 

"I understand your confusion," the woman ... the captain said. "You're on the USS Voyager, in the Delta Quadrant. We were lost here five years ago, which is why our uniforms are ... not the latest issue. I'm Captain Kathryn Janeway. This is my first officer, Commander Chakotay and the Doctor." 

Sydney swallowed with difficulty. "Voyager?" she echoed faintly. A vague memory surfaced, the story of a ship lost five years previously while chasing Marquis in the Bajoran Badlands. One of the new Intrepid Class ships, it seemed to her, and its disappearance had been big news at the time. She took a new look at the woman. That would explain the uniforms. The current version had been instituted three years ago, around the time of the Borg temporal incursion. "How did I get here?" Then she closed her eyes as wisps of memories started to come back to her, harsh memories. "The wormhole . . . " She tried to sit up suddenly, fighting the wave of dizziness. "What happened to the Athena? The rest of the crew? I managed to get all I could into stasis before life support failed completely." 

Strong, yet gentle hands pressed her back down. "Easy, Commander. I'm sorry, Counselor Stone, you were the only survivor of the battle." The words were as compassionate as the woman knew how to be but the words with their awful import struck Stone like fists, slamming into her with the force of vicious blows. 

"Oh gods," Sydney whispered. She put a forearm over her face, covering her eyes, taking a breath as she shuddered. Then she heard a soft whimper, and she lowered her arm as a snout jammed into her side. A furry form rose over the side of the bed, two paws resting on the edge, a pink tongue dangling as Digger whined again, her whole body wiggling as the tail wagged furiously. 

"Digger," Stone said, managing a smile. She reached out weakly, scratching the ears. "Not the only survivor after all, I guess," she said thankfully. "Good girl, Digger. That's my brave girl. Yes, good girl. At least, you made it through all right." 

She was suddenly aware of the captain looking at her with an odd expression, and she took a moment to study the woman. Small, compact, with marvelous grey-blue eyes and auburn hair with fiery highlights, Janeway radiated a command presence that was unmistakable, a confident, quiet force that seemed to electrify the air about her. This one had experience and skill, a captain Stone knew instantly that she could trust ... and could serve readily. 

"Down, Digger," she said, pushing the dog down, and tried once more to rise, this time managing to sit up, tucking the sheet modestly about her as she looked about the room. It was a sickbay, clean and sparkling, unlike the cramped quarters of the other vessel. 

"Where is the Athena now?" she asked, forcing herself to remember her training, steeling her voice to a calm professionalism. "The remains of the crew?" 

"They're in stasis chambers in the Athena's cargo bay," Chakotay spoke for the first time and she looked at him closely. He was tall, broad shouldered, with strong features. A tattoo, tribal, clearly non regulation, arched over his left eye. "She's drifting a couple of thousand meters off our port bow. She's not going anywhere." 

She considered this, trying hard to organize her thoughts. She remembered the ejection of the warp core ... which meant the ship was limited to impulse, assuming it could ever move again which was unlikely, considering the damage it had already sustained before going through the wormhole. Leaving her and Digger stranded in the Delta Quadrant with only this Voyager as any option for returning home. As the only survivor ... she was in command of the crippled ship. Stone knew what that meant. She raised her eyes to the sympathetic gaze of the captain who was waiting patiently. They all were giving her a moment to gain her bearings, to gather her thoughts. She was grateful for that. 

"You'll want to salvage what you can before engaging the self-destruct," she stated with a cool detachment. She tried very hard not to think of what Karen would have felt about what she had to do now. She reached out a hand to the captain, which Janeway accepted, somehow understanding. "I must relinquish command to you." 

Janeway nodded and squeezed the hand gently. "Computer, acknowledge this Stardate, Captain Kathryn Janeway, in command of USS Voyager call letters NCC 74656 Authorization code, Janeway Pi Alpha one one five three red." 

"Commander Sydney Stone, Authorization code Stone Gamma seven four two nine blue, acting captain of the USS Athena, call letters NCC 99567. As of this date, transfer all command of the Athena to Captain Kathryn Janeway. The command codes to release the main computer data core are as follows." She rattled off several strings of code, surprised at how well she remembered them. She swallowed hard at the final, solemn words that made captains wince and gave even counselors pause, feeling empty inside. "I surrender my ship." 

"Transmitting to Athena. Transfer of command complete," the even tones of the computer noted dispassionately. 

Sydney felt dizzy suddenly and eased back onto the bed as the supporting arm of the captain helped lower her down. The doctor came over and looked down at her fussily. 

"You've over-extended yourself," he noted, a snippy tone in his voice. 

"Why the hell aren't you breathing?" Stone snapped back with some irritation. 

The captain smiled. "This is our EMH program. Our original doctor was killed five years ago." 

Sydney blinked. "Good gods, is that possible? Doesn't the program degrade after a certain amount of time?" 

"You don't have to talk about me as if I'm not here," he told them both with a frown. 

"He's our Chief Medical Officer," Janeway said dryly and favored Stone with a parting pat on her arm. "Be assured, you're in good hands." 

Sydney watched as she and Chakotay headed for the exit. Just before the door, the captain hesitated as if realizing something was missing, and looked back. Stone blinked as Digger, who had started after them, stopped, sat and whimpered, clearly uncertain. The dog looked at Sydney plaintively, soft brown eyes distressed. Suddenly, the Counselor understood the odd expression that had appeared in Janeway's eyes, one of dismay, and Stone realized there was one more transfer to make before she could rest. 

"So after three captains, you finally met one who'll love you, huh, girl?" She looked at the Voyager captain, meeting Janeway's gaze squarely, warningly. "Regulation 456 dash K9. You have to promise to accord her all the rights of a crewmember. She'll give her life for you freely, but you don't have the right to take it. She may not be considered sentient under Starfleet regs, but she's not disposable either." 

"I never once thought so," Janeway said quietly. 

There was a brief moment of startling clarity, of total and complete comprehension passing between them, both lovers of dogs, recognizing it in the other. "Digger," Stone said, looking at the dog who was clearly waiting for a command, a clear direction of what she had to do. "She is Captain. Serve. Protect." 

The dog barked once, as if in acknowledgment, and swiftly got up to join Janeway, looking up at her expectantly. The captain shot the Counselor one more glance, one of profound gratitude, and exited sickbay, Digger locked to her heel as if welded there. Stone was amused to see that the first officer didn't react nearly as quickly as the dog did. When Janeway moved, Chakotay was caught trailing a few steps behind. 

Exhausted, Stone lay back and closed her eyes. The ship and Digger were no longer her responsibility. That left only herself ... and she had no idea what would happen to her now. 



Sydney woke with a start, the unmistakable sensation of being watched penetrating the fog of sedated sleep. She opened her eyes to discover, looming above her, hands linked behind her back, an imposing woman with white-blond hair pulled severely back in a bun. Ice-blue eyes were set in astoundingly beautiful features, regarding the counselor with a disturbing directness, rather like a scientist observing a lab rat. The stranger's left brow was framed by a metallic device of some sort, while a starburst design adorned her right cheek just under her earlobe where the jawline terminated. 

Sydney let out an involuntary squeak and sat up in the biobed. This person was definitely not Starfleet. Instead, she was dressed in some sort of brown, mesh-like outfit that left little to the imagination as far as her bodily proportions were concerned. Had Sydney been less startled, she certainly would have been more appreciative of those proportions. 

"Who the hell are you?" 

The woman's brow raised, as did the implant. "I am Seven of Nine. You are the survivor from the Athena, Commander Sydney Stone." Her tone was controlled, detached. 

"Seven of Nine? What the hell kind of name is that?" 

"It is my Borg designation." 

"Borg?" Sydney knew she was gapping stupidly at the woman, but really, was this any way to be woken out of a drugged sleep? Clearly, the woman was not a Borg. Sydney had seen Borg, fought them at Wolf 359. This person was ... well, quite attractive, even with the assorted metallic accessories adorning her person. 

Seven of Nine continued to regard her evenly. "I have come to sickbay for my weekly maintenance. However, the Doctor has either forgotten our appointment, or chose for some reason to ignore it." 

Sydney took a breath. "So you decided to pass the time observing me?" 

For the first time there was a shade of uncertainty in the pale eyes. "I did not mean to ... offend you. I was curious." 

"About me?" 

"Ensign Kim informed me that you were a 'headshrinker'. I had believed that was a barbaric custom practiced by primitives in certain ancient Earth cultures. I was unaware that it still existed." 

"What this 'Ensign Kim' meant was that I'm a ship's counselor," Sydney explained, feeling her heart slow its wild gallop, regaining control of her senses. She didn't quite know what was going on here but it was becoming apparent that she was in no immediate danger of being harmed ... or assimilated. "It's a colloquialism, a slang expression having to do with the fact that I am a doctor who specializes in psychology." 

"Ah," Seven of Nine responded with a brief nod. "I understand." 

Sydney looked at her closely. "The Doctor had to go down to engineering. There was an injury though it didn't seem that serious. Is there anything I can do for you?" 

"Are you also a physician?" Seven of Nine asked curiously. 

"No, but I did act as a medic. Why are you here again? Are you hurt?" 

"No. My implants require weekly servicing to maintain their proper function." 

"Oh." Sydney took a breath. This was one of the stranger conversations she had ever been a part of. "How long has it been since you were ... un, fully Borg?" 

"My connection to the Collective was severed 437 days ago," came the response. 

"And you've been here on Voyager ever since?" Sydney couldn't wait to hear the full story behind this, though she didn't think she would get it out of this woman. Seven of Nine was quite Vulcan in her demeanor, answering only what the question asked, and not volunteering anything beyond that. She suspected the Doctor would be more forthcoming, having found the hologram to be fairly gregarious. 

Stone gave a little mental snort suddenly. Holographic doctors, Borg . . . this wasn't a starship, this was a circus act looking for a Big Top. What had she fallen into here? 

"Yes." 

Stone blinked as she realized Seven of Nine had just answered her last question. "How are you adapting?" 

Seven of Nine raised an eyebrow. "I believe, successfully." 

Sydney felt a smile curve her lips. "That's good. Are you the only ex-Borg on the ship?" 

"Yes." 

The door suddenly hissed open and the Doctor strode through. "Ah, Seven," he said, spotting the blonde. "Sorry to be late, but my talents were required elsewhere. I hope you haven't been waiting long." 

"Twenty-three minutes," Seven informed him. 

His smile faltered a bit as he noted Stone sitting up. "You haven't been bothering my other patient, have you?" he admonished. 

"On the contrary, Doctor," Sydney offered as she settled back down in the bed. "Seven of Nine has been quite an interesting revelation. Do you have any more non-Starfleet officers on board?" 

"Half the ship is non-Starfleet," the Doctor replied, gesturing Seven over to the other biobed, and as he proceeded to perform the regular maintenance on the Borg, he explained just how many there were, who they were and just how they got on board. 

Sydney finally realized just what kind of circus she had fallen into. 



Stone smoothed the sleeve of her uniform over her arm, shifting her shoulders a little under the unfamiliar material as she stood in sickbay. It wasn't a bad fit, a little lighter than her previous one that had been cut off her to prepare her for the operation that saved her life. Of course, it was three years out of date, black with a broad band of blue across the shoulders, the collar of the grey turtleneck displaying her three gold pips. 

The door to the medical bay hissed open, and she looked up to see Captain Janeway enter. Digger trotted alongside proudly, ears up, long tail swaying gently. The complete adoration the pup held her new mistress in was unmistakable. Whereas on the Athena whenever the dog spied Stone, she would immediately go to her, now Digger waited to be released by a gesture from the captain before bounding over to the counselor. Rising, she planted two paws on Stone's chest, jaws split wide in a doggy grin. 

"Hey girl," Stone said fondly, thumping her gently in the ribs. She looked at Janeway and nodded. "Sir," she greeted with a polite nod. It had been a week since she had last seen the woman. 

Janeway smiled. "Captain, please," she corrected gently. "Ma'am in a pinch." 

"Understood, Captain." Stone nudged Digger down as the Doctor entered from his office. 

"Counselor Stone is being released from sickbay, Captain. Clean bill of health." He eyed Stone archly. "I have to admit, it was a surprise considering how many of her internal organs and intestines I had to scoop up from the stasis tube and stuff back into her." 

"Doctor," Janeway exclaimed, clearly appalled. 

Stone merely laughed, waving it off. "I am properly grateful, Doctor. I'm just glad you didn't mix up any of my limbs. God knows, I've seen that happen. Heck, I think I've done it." 

"Fortunately, I am somewhat more skilled than battlefront medics." 

Janeway took a breath. "How does the uniform feel?" she asked, deliberately changing the subject. 

Stone nodded. "Not bad. To be honest, I always liked these better. The new design is a little generic for my tastes." She eyed Janeway curiously. "Are you here to see me, Captain?" 

"Digger and I were taking our morning walk when we passed by, so I though I'd stop in for an update," Janeway said. "I'm glad to see everything's fine. If you'd like, I could escort you to your quarters." 

"I'm flattered," Stone noted dryly as she left sickbay at the captain's invitation. "A command escort, no less." 

"Well, I do wish to discuss your future with you," Janeway replied, equally as dry. "This is as good a time as any. Have you thought about what you will do now?" 

Stone cast her a sideways glance. "Really Captain, my options are somewhat limited. My best hope is that I can somehow be useful enough for you to provide me with shelter and food, and a lift back to the Alpha Quadrant. As you no doubt are well aware. Are you attempting to be subtle?" 

"I prefer to think of it as tactful," Janeway offered as they entered the turbo-lift. The captain eyed her curiously as the lift bore them down a deck or two. "But if you'd rather I not beat around the bush . . . " 

"Please," Stone responded easily. "It saves so much time." 

Janeway dipped her head in acknowledgment. "Very well. As bad as the situation was to cause this result, the fact is, Voyager needs a ship's counselor. Even your qualifications as a medic would come in very handy. You'll be a very useful addition to us." 

"Well, a mutually beneficial arrangement is always preferable," Stone allowed with a touch of relief. She would have hated to have thrown herself on someone's mercy, and she knew this vessel had no need of another first officer. She preferred to be in control of her own destiny as much as possible. 

She followed the captain up a corridor, pausing as Janeway keyed a door and let her into a crew cabin. The counselor was considerably impressed to find they had accorded her outer hull quarters, a respectably large room containing a living area and replicator as windows looked out into the black of space. A smaller room off to the side was the bedroom. Stacked neatly in the middle of the double bed were all the personal items that had been in her quarters on the Athena. It made for a pitifully small pile. Through another door was the ensuite that included a regular-sized bathtub no less. She took a breath and looked at Janeway who was regarding her with gentle amusement. She grinned. "This will take some getting used to." 

Janeway nodded. "The Athena did seem rather spartan." The past week had seenVoyager's crew stripping the smaller ship of everything that they thought would provide the slightest use. Now, it was barely a shell surrounding the stasis tubes containing the bodies of its former crew. 

Stone sobered at the name of her old vessel. "Has there been a memorial service yet?" 

"We were waiting for you," Janeway offered gently. "It wouldn't be right to have taken the ship out of service without your presence." 

"I appreciate that," Stone said. 'Out of service'. That was a very nice way of describing the fact the Athena would have to be destroyed. "Would it be possible for me to transport over there? Just one last time?" 

"We have left force fields up around the cargo bay, and installed a pocket of life support. If you wish, I'll beam over with you when you're ready." 

Stone smiled weakly, and sat down in the nearest chair, having a little trouble with her knees. This was an extremely competent professional here, operating at least three steps ahead of her. Time to do some re-evaluating of the woman. "How may I serve you?" 

Janeway gracefully sank onto the couch opposite her, sitting relaxed, but alert, regarding the other woman keenly as Digger promptly curled up at her feet. "Why did you take a year of command training?" 

Stone smiled faintly. "At the time, it was an experiment," she said, realizing that now they were going to discuss her qualifications. "A theory presented by Dr. Kate Pulaski and Counselor Thad Jamison speculated that the one person on a ship who requires the services of a counselor more than anyone else is the captain. But for the ship's counselor to be effective in that role, he or she not only has to understand the command mind, but also be outside the command structure. They tried putting a few of us through command training just to see what would happen. The results led to the present day system where the command courses are now required study, and a ship's counselor is granted total autonomy." 

Janeway lowered her head, eyes narrowing, and Stone realized suddenly that the captain had never had a ship's counselor attached to any vessel she had commanded before ... otherwise she would be aware of the dynamics of it. The information that Stone would not technically be under Janeway's command but instead, be independent of it, was new ... and from her expression, rather unpleasant. Stone raised an eyebrow. 

"Perhaps, before what role I am to play on Voyager is determined," she suggested gently. "You should be briefed on just what regulations apply to my becoming your ship's counselor. It would normally be done whenever you requested a counselor be transferred to your ship, but since we're nowhere near Starfleet Command . . . " 

"Now you're the one being tactful," Janeway said. "I was unaware counselors were outside the chain of command." 

Sydney shook her head. "Most people aren't aware of it. It's better that way, a non-issue really." She shrugged. "My job is to help people uncover truths; ethical truths, emotional truths, personal truths, and then assist them in how to best deal with these truths. It's not as if you can issue specific orders regarding that, nor is it an exact science with measurable results I can present to you in a report. It's quite subjective." She looked at Janeway closely. "What's disturbing to you about my being outside the chain of command? Especially considering the rather diverse group you already have as a crew?" 

Janeway considered that for a moment. "Maybe that's why," she said thoughtfully. "I have enough people who are technically outside my command. Do I need one more?" 

"Captain," Stone responded, spreading her hands, "a counselor's job is to support your command, not undermine it. We operate outside the command structure so that our clients can be guaranteed absolute confidentiality, and so that you, as captain, can come to me for counsel and at no time worry that you would be upsetting that chain. I have to be the one person on board with whom you can lower the command mask. That's what our working together requires." 

Janeway nodded, though she still looked a trifle dissatisfied. "I suppose that if this is how a counselor is to be integrated into my crew, I'll have to adapt. I'll arrange for the Doctor to assist in your transfer and to provide you with a space to work." She rose, indicating that the conversation had ended. "In the meantime, please let me know when you wish to go over to the Athena. It's something that should be taken care of soon." 

"I understand, and I want to thank you, Captain," Stone replied, looking up at the captain. "I truly appreciate the generosity you have shown me." 

Janeway paused at the door, smiling faintly as she looked back. "You're part of the family, now. We take care of our own." 

She left, leaving Stone to wonder why those words disturbed her. 



The cargo bay was cold despite the force fields holding back the chill of vacuum. Or perhaps it was the contents of the bay, thirty-one stasis tubes lined up in three rows, standing silent with their sad cargo. Captain Janeway laced her arms across her chest, and tried not to shiver as Stone paused by each tube, honoring the individual inside with a few words; a memory, an anecdote, some small note of who this crewmate had been. Janeway offered little beyond a nod or a brief comment, letting the counselor take her time, recognizing the need for Stone to identify these people to her, for her as the remaining Starfleet authority to acknowledge not only their death, but their life as well. 

Then, Stone was standing over the final tube sitting separate from the others, and there were no words, merely drawn features, the quick intake of breath, and the first break in the self-possessed personality Janeway had seen. Curiously, Janeway moved closer to stand on the other side of the tube, looking down through the clear glass at a woman with olive skin and dark hair, the lovely features untouched by the terrible wounds that had taken her life. 

"Captain Karen Fernandez," Janeway identified as she looked into a face too unlined and youthful to be wearing the four pips of command. "She was very young." 

"Twenty-six," Stone said, without tone. "They were being promoted through the ranks so fast . . . we'd lost so many experienced captains, so many ships destroyed..." 

Janeway felt a muscle twitch in her cheek. She had accepted the concept of the Federation being at war, saw the specs and data go across the screen, but now, seeing this face, this young woman, a girl really, bearing the burden of command, of having to take a ship into battle ... it brought the reality of it to her like a blow to the midsection, driving the air from her. At twenty-six, Janeway hadn't yet risen to the rank of commander. She rested her hands gently on the cold metal of the tube that contained this child who had been no older than Ensign Kim. 

A moment passed, and she looked up at Stone, the counselor's eyes far too dark for it to be merely grief over losing her captain ... or even in recognition of the senseless tragedy of war, of Starfleet having to spend the best of its offspring before they had a chance to grow into their full potential. No, there was something else here ... something beyond... 

"You loved her," Janeway said softly, not a question. 

The faintest of smiles ghosted over the counselor's face. "I don't know," she admitted. "We hadn't said those words, hadn't reached that far ... maybe it was just a wartime thing, reaching out to whoever was close, passion getting the better of us. We'll never know, now." 

"I'm sorry," Janeway offered, eyes warm with compassion. 

Stone straightened, took a breath. "What is your plan for ... this?" She gestured slightly with her hand, taking in 'this', the ship, the remains of her crew. 

"We cannot return any bodies to their homes," Janeway explained gently. "Despite the individual requests of the various wills." 

Stone nodded. "I understand. Voyager can't afford the space." 

"We're planning a single service, held on Voyager, before the self-destruct is engaged," Janeway offered. "That will also serve to destroy the remains." 

Stone was silent for a moment, and then with an effort, she firmed her jaw. "It's certainly more than we would have received had Voyager not happened along. I'm grateful for that. Not only for them, but I know I would have appreciated it..." 

Janeway watched her closely. She had heard of survivors' guilt and surely, Stone had as well. She wondered how a counselor looked after her own needs. Janeway's first pass over the regulations had not generated specific instructions on what her role was while interacting with a counselor, though one had certainly been quite clear on how a counselor was to fit into the command structure. Janeway didn't necessarily agree with it, but she was content to accept they had been written for a reason. After all, it all came down to trust, didn't it? She had to trust the woman knew what she was doing. After fitting in the Marquis and an ex-Borg into her crew, surely the addition of a Starfleet counselor would be fairly easy, regardless of the fact that she would have no real authority over Stone. 

"We'll schedule it for first thing tomorrow morning." Janeway keyed her comm badge. "Voyager, two to beam over." There was a pause as the swirl of sparkles surrounded them and carried them off to reappear in transporter room one. "Has the Doctor been able to assist you in establishing your presence on the ship?" she added as they stepped down off the platform. 

Stone, lost in thought, took a breath and straightened as they left the transporter room. "He's allotted space for my office, and we've sent out memos to the department heads regarding how and when the crew can arrange appointments. We've also scheduled group sessions for those who want to know more about the Alpha Quadrant. I must admit, from the response we've received already, your crew really seems to have missed having a counselor. Though no doubt, their concerns will provide a significant change to the past year of dealing with battle fatigue. Just look at your Borg, for example." 

A grin touched the corner of Janeway's full mouth. "'My' Borg?" 

"From what I can see, you were the one who insisted on keeping her after she followed you home, Captain." Stone shot a look at her. "She presents a most interesting personality." 

Janeway thought about that. It was true that it had been her decision to accept responsibility for Seven, even as Chakotay and others voiced objections to the idea of having a Borg on the ship. It was most certainly Janeway who afforded the woman a great deal of latitude as Seven tried to adapt to Humans, while the crew got used to her. The captain saw something in Seven, something she couldn't explain to others and despite the fact that the young woman had turned out somewhat differently than she had expected, Janeway had never once regretted bringing her on board. 

"How much help do you think Seven will need in order to adapt?" she asked as they strode down the corridors, heading for the turbo-lift. 

Stone shook her head. "I'm not sure she needs any at all. Honestly, I don't know why she isn't dead, or curled up in a ball somewhere, completely catatonic. She's adapting far better to becoming an individual than anyone could ever expect. I'm very hesitant about tampering with her progress." 

"She and I have been ... at odds, recently," Janeway offered as they entered the lift. She looked over at Stone and raised a rueful eyebrow. "I thought we had come to a bit of an understanding a little while ago, but it seems to have worn off. She likes to argue with a lot of what I say or do." 

Stone smiled gently. "Captain, if you'd been yanked out of everything you knew, jammed into an organizational structure that requires four years of specialized training to enter it in the first place, and then told that you'd have to adapt to this bunch of unfamiliar individuals who act in the most baffling ways, I suspect you'd be pretty darned cranky with the person responsible for it all as well." 

Janeway smiled faintly. "Well, when you put it that way..." she allowed. "I guess I am expecting a lot from her." 

"There's nothing wrong with that, as long as you remember that it's a slow process. For every three steps forward, there's usually one back." 

"You're advising patience then." 

"For your sake, if not hers, Captain. She can only progress at her own pace, and you can't make her into something she's not. You'll only cause yourself and her a great deal of grief if you try." 

"I was unaware you knew so much about her," Janeway commented as the lift deposited them on deck four. 

"Seven was one of the first people I met here," Stone said. "She made a point of visiting me every day in sickbay while I was recovering. For some reason, I intrigue her. I'm not sure why yet. Perhaps because I represent a part of Humanity that is giving her so much difficulty, the mystery of emotional motivation." 

"Is that important?" 

Stone smiled. "Everything people do is, Captain. For example, I'd love to know why it bothers you so much that I'm outside the chain of command. We should schedule some sessions together." 

Janeway eyed her. "Sorry, I suspect I'm going to be fairly busy the next little while," she said mildly. As much as the crew was embracing the idea of a ship's counselor, she was still leery of the whole idea when it came to her own personal life. She had always relied on herself first and foremost. She was not at all anxious to turn any part of that over to someone else. 

Stone laughed, seeming to understand. "Well, you know where to find me," she said as they stopped in front of the door that led to the new counselor's office. 

Janeway dipped her head. "Of course." After Stone disappeared inside, Janeway resumed her journey to the bridge and wondered why it bothered her that the counselor was adapting so quickly. Wasn't that something she should be applauding? It had also surprised her to find that Seven was spending so much time with the woman. Had they actually become friends so soon? She frowned as she analyzed her feelings closely. 

She couldn't be jealous. Could she? 



The service was quiet, contained, and quite elegant, considering. Certainly, it was all that Stone could have hoped for. She spoke for a few moments about the ship and the people who had fought valiantly in it, but aware that except for her, there was no one on Voyager who had known any of the Athena crewmen. She really didn't want to draw this out any more than it had to be. She had said her goodbyes the day before, and it was time to move on ... and allow Voyager to resume her journey. There was a moment of silence, then Janeway stepped forward. The rest of the crew in cargo bay one listened reverently as she gave the order, and through the force field activated at the open end of the bay to give them a view, the Athena self-destructed in a blaze of fire and glory, consuming its crew in a final, respectful pyre. 

A quiet "dismissed" from Chakotay allowed the Voyager crew to disperse, which they did so rapidly, anxious to be away from the stark reminders of mortality. The large bay doors were closed and soon there was only Sydney standing alone in the bay. It was over, the Athena, Karen, her crewmates, her last links to the Alpha Quadrant. Now it was time to begin her new life here on this vessel, with this captain, and this crew. 

"Counselor?" 

Not alone after all, it seemed. Sydney took a breath, and looked over to see Seven of Nine observing her quietly from the shadows. 

"Seven, can I help you?" 

"I do not mean to ... intrude," the young woman offered hesitantly. 

"You're not," Sydney responded in a more reassuring voice. She motioned Seven to walk with her as they left the cargo bay. "What did you want to speak with me about?" 

"I am curious. I have heard several of the crew mention that they were looking forward to speaking with you in a 'professional' capacity. I was unaware there were so many mentally unstable people on Voyager that you will have to heal." 

Stone smiled. "I wouldn't look at it like that, Seven. That's not what being a counselor is about. What I provide is an objective, yet sympathetic and confidential forum, for people to discuss their trepidations. Can we agree that when one is thrust unexpectantly into a new and different environment, a great many doubts and fears occur?" 

"Yes," Seven allowed after a brief pause, and the softness of her tone let Sydney know Seven was applying that to her own situation. 

"For many, the situation of being lost in the Delta Quadrant has been difficult to adapt to," Stone explained. "In my office, they don't have to worry that what they say would be detrimental to the morale of the ship. They don't have to be concerned about rank, or position, or being disrespectful to anyone else. They're completely free to discuss whatever bothers them, and that, in itself, is a very helpful experience, affording them the ability to recognize what they're really feeling, therefore enabling them to better deal with their problems." She eyed the blond woman speculatively. "Do you ever feel confused and don't know exactly how to go about clearing up that confusion?" 

Seven raised her chin. "Often," she replied and there was a trace of dismay in her voice. 

Stone nodded, carefully suppressing a smile. "As a counselor, I have studied Human, Vulcan and Klingon psychology extensively. I can work with a client so that we can discover answers together. That's my job." 

"If I were to attend 'sessions' with you," Seven followed the thought to its logical conclusion, "you would be able to help me understand Human behavior." 

"I would do my best," Stone allowed. "As far as how that Human behavior applies to you." 

Seven stopped abruptly and stared at Stone. "I wish to do so." 

"Very well, Seven." This was what Stone couldn't explain to Janeway. It wasn't a matter of 'helping' Seven adapt. Seven had to initiate the session, had to become a client on a voluntary manner. It was not Stone's place to act as Seven's counselor without her permission, and she certainly didn't want Janeway 'ordering' Seven to attend sessions. "I'm rather full up at the moment but I should be able to schedule you for an early evening session two or three times a week. Shall we say every third evening at 1900 hours?" 

"That would be acceptable," Seven said. "Beginning tonight?" 

Stone shook her head. "I'm sorry, I can't, Seven. The captain wishes to have a sort of 'Welcome Aboard' gathering for me this evening. Tomorrow night will do." 

"It was my understanding that you were to be unaware of the gathering," Seven said coolly. "It was to be a 'surprise'." 

Stone gave her a grin. "Seven, a ship this size has no secrets, not of that nature. The Doctor is supposed to 'lure' me to the mess hall ... so I'll pretend to be surprised." 

"Why 'pretend' if you are not?" Seven asked, as they resumed their walk. 

"Because people like Neelix worked very hard at planning this 'surprise' party," Stone said. "It costs me nothing to pretend, and the people who wanted it to be a surprise feel successful. People feel good when they're successful. It's my duty to help people feel good about themselves." 

She was aware of Seven looking at her with comprehension and what seemed a bit of respect. "I understand," Seven allows. "You explained that very well." 

"Well, I'm glad all my years of study have not been for naught," Sydney said, laughing a little. "Are you going to the party?" 

Seven frowned briefly. "I am expected to attend." 

"By whom?" 

Seven's eyes darkened. "The Doctor ... and the Captain. They become annoyed when I refuse such requests, and it has become easier to simply accept them." 

"You don't enjoy yourself?" 

"I am unfamiliar with such socializing. It is uncomfortable for me, despite their tutoring of how I must act." 

"Whom do you enjoy spending time with on the ship?" Sydney asked suddenly. 

Seven blinked. "Enjoy?" 

"Surely there are people on the ship you find it easier to speak with, whom you find yourself looking forward to spending time with," she elaborated. 

There was a pause as Seven considered that. "I anticipate the time I spend with Captain Janeway," Seven said. "The Doctor tutors me in Human behavior. Ensign Kim and I work together often. I appreciate speaking with Tuvok." 

"Tuvok. He's Vulcan?" 

"He is the chief of security," Seven said. "He is very easy to discuss matters with." 

"He would not bring emotion into such discussions," Stone noted. "Which makes it easier for you to understand things." 

Seven looked thoughtful. "He is often as unsure what motivates certain Human behavior as I am." She looked at Stone suddenly. "I 'enjoy' speaking with you. You do not confuse me. You are like the captain, but unlike the captain, you have time to speak with me." 

"Well, at the moment, I do," Stone allowed, flattered despite herself. "While I was in sickbay, I certainly had plenty of time to discuss things with you. But starting tomorrow, I'll be returning to full duty, which won't afford us the opportunity to simply talk at your convenience. I'll make a deal with you, Seven. If you have questions, or see something that confuses you, try not to react to it right away. Instead, make a note of it in a padd, and then we'll go over the notes at the beginning of each of your sessions. All right? As for tonight, instead of trying to participate in the party, just stick close to me, and I'll be glad to spend time with you." 

Seven nodded. "Thank you," she said after a pause. 

"No problem," Stone responded. "Besides, I'm not at my best at parties either." 



"Welcome to Voyager, Counselor," the small man dressed in a colorful outfit said earnestly. Alien, with features reminiscent of a Terran warthog, Neelix was an energetic individual with an outgoing personality. 

Which, no doubt, covered up a great many insecurities, Stone noted professionally, as she shook hands with him, and smiled widely at the various people surrounding her. She hoped she had looked appropriately surprised. She guessed she had, by the pleasure radiating from the crew, the expression on the captain's face, and the grins on the rest of the senior staff. That was good. She understood perfectly their need to celebrate something in the death and destruction they had been dealing with recently. If her arrival on board was merely an excuse to party, then she was more than glad to provide it. 

"I think we will be working closely together," she told Neelix. "I understand you are the morale officer." 

He swelled with obvious pride. "I'm glad that I'm finally getting a bit of assistance." 

Stone let that one pass, catching the captain's eye, and seeing the glint of amusement there. Then she looked beyond to where Seven stood unobtrusively in the corner. "Seven, I'm glad you could make it." 

There was a trace of confusion on Seven's face but she moved closer, inserting herself into the group circling the counselor. "Thank you," she said uncertainly, clearly not knowing where this was going, and unaware that she had in essence, just joined the party. 

Stone dropped her a wink and grinned before playfully elbowing the Doctor. "I thought you wanted me to see the mess hall in order to offer my opinion about the influence its color scheme had on the psyche of the crew?" 

He stared at her. "You weren't fooled for a minute, were you?" 

"Well, I did think it was the holographic equivalent of luring me somewhere private to see your etchings," she countered smoothly. "I'm sort of disappointed it's only a party." 

To her surprise, he actually produced a blush as the rest enjoyed a hearty laugh. Before long, the party was in full swing and Stone had a moment to allow herself a bit of a breather. These were good people and easy to like, which made her job a lot more appealing. Hopefully, she would be able to relax soon and begin making real connections with them, establish true friendships and emotional ties. 

"I believe you mentioned you were not good at parties," Seven said coolly into her ear. "That seems inaccurate." 

To Sydney's amusement, Seven had taken her at her word and was now attached to her hip rather like the pup standing beside the captain, who was extolling Digger's virtues to an uncomprehending, if gamely attentive, Chakotay and Harry Kim. 

"I said I'm not at my best," Sydney corrected. "In truth, I'm much better dealing with people one on one." 

"I am not good in either situation," the blond woman offered a bit wistfully. A sudden burst of laughter across the room caught her attention, and she looked in that direction. She shook her head. "I find humor an especially difficult concept, even though I'm told frequently that I must develop my own sense of it." 

"But humor is so subjective, Seven," Stone offered, putting a comforting hand on the Borg's arm. "People forget that they developed their sense of humor over the period of their lifetime. They can't expect you to suddenly have one, or even one that resembles their own. What's funny to one person is not to another ... and what's funny in some situations is not in others. It's a very arbitrary concept, and not one that is easy to grasp. " 

"Explain," Seven looked at her directly. 

Stone spread her hands, aware that the Harry Kim and the Doctor had drifted over to join them. "Some forms of humor are unique to the situation. Incomprehensible to those who were not involved. Very often, something that one person can find wildly amusing, can offend someone else greatly. It becomes a matter of picking your spots." 

"Of course, witty repartee is appreciated by all," the Doctor noted. 

"Don't count on that, Doctor," the helmsman Tom Paris interjected at that moment as he, and a Klingon woman, joined the discussion. 

Stone identified the dark-haired woman as the ship's chief engineer, B'Elanna Torres. They had been introduced when Stone had gone over to the Athena. She had been monitoring the forcefields while Stone and the Captain were in the cargo bay. 

"Yes, Doctor, your sense of humor is an acquired taste." B'Elanna's voice was softer than her Klingon appearance would have led one to expect. But firm, her dark eyes sparkling in the muted light of the mess hall. 

"But what is funny?" Seven persisted. 

"Practically anything can be," Harry Kim offered. "And sometimes nothing is." He was standing between B'Elanna and Seven, and Stone realized that once again she had managed to maneuver Seven into participating in the party. 

Stone nodded at the young man in agreement. "Particularly when the circumstances generate what is called black humor. That's what I've been dealing with the last year. The more awful the situation, the darker the humor. In more placid surroundings, things that were incredibly humorous for those there, can become horrific in its telling to those who weren't." 

"I still do not understand," Seven insisted. "Can you provide an example?" 

Stone thought a moment, then started to chuckle. "Well, I do have this story about something that happened to me once on the Athena. While some find it hysterical, there are some who are quite put off by it." 

"Tell it," Paris urged. "Our sense of humor is really broad." 

Stone pursed her lips a little, gauging her audience. They were looking expectantly at her, even the captain, who had suddenly appeared beside her, though Janeway seemed content to listen to the conversation without comment, enjoying her crew's interaction with each other. 

"All right, but I warn you, it's not for the squeamish." 

"We're not the squeamish types," B'Elanna said, baring her teeth at her, daring her to do her worst. 

Stone found herself a drink and settled it. "It was my first tour as a medic. I'd been trained, of course, on what to expect in the battlefield, but as we all know, simulations are sometimes a long way from reality." The knowing nods and grins that greeted her words encouraged her to continue. "So we were in the Quantros sector and we were hit by a passing Cardassian battle cruiser. We cloaked and got the hell out of there but not before sustaining quite a lot of damage, and injuries to the engineering crew. The trauma type of injury, contusions, compound fractures, big gaping wounds in the chest and abdomen." 

Stone paused and took another look at her audience, grinning as she saw the suddenly pale face on Harry, and leaned over to Seven. "You will note that right away, not everyone finds this funny." 

"They just don't have the guts for this sort of thing," B'Elanna said with a disdainful sniff. "Hey, it's tough down in engineering when things are being shaken up. People don't appreciate that when they're on the bridge pushing buttons." 

"Okay, so I'm running around doing the medic thing," Stone grinned as she saw Harry react to the chief engineer's goading, trying to lose his appalled expression. "My job was to do some quick patching with a dermal regenerator, make sure the assorted parts they came with were stuck in the right tube, and put them in stasis for the run back to Federation space. So I'm helping this ensign; James Warwick was his name. Good kid, really green. Especially his face when he looked down to see most of his intestines spilling out over the deck through a slit in his belly." 

"Rather like yours were," the Doctor interjected brightly. 

"Exactly," Stone said, dipping her head in recognition of the shape she was in when she arrived on Voyager. 

"I'm not sure we should continue this," Harry Kim protested weakly, looking a little green himself. 

"C'mon Harry," Paris goaded a little more. "This is exactly what I go through when I'm assisting the Doctor. I've seen worse." 

Stone noticed the captain was studying her people with intent interest, taking note of the various dynamics working here. Some of the best psychologists in Starfleet had no formal training . . . they were just damned good captains, the counselor thought idly. 

"So I stuff Warwick's insides back into him and do a quick patch to hold it in place," Stone went on. "I'm dragging him to a stasis tube when all of a sudden I'm hailed. Except it's not very clear and I look down to see my comm badge isn't on my chest. I figure I dropped it so I lean the kid against the tube while I look for it. Then I'm hailed again. I really can't figure this out. I can hear it, but I can't see it. I'm looking all over the deck and I'm bending over looking underneath the tube." 

At this point, Sydney bent over, putting her hand on the captain's hip, clearly using Janeway as a stand-in for the unfortunate ensign. She could feel the woman stiffen in surprise and stifled her impulse to grin, not daring to look up in her face less the expression caused her to laugh. She had noticed that Janeway was a very tactile person, unconsciously emphasizing her point quite often by placing her hands on whomever she was speaking to, but no one else in the crew returned the gesture to the captain. Sydney was about to change all that. Tactile people needed touching, as much as they needed to touch, and Janeway had been too long without it. 

"I'm hailed again and this time, it's a lot louder, but still kind of muffled, you know." Sydney pressed her ear against the captain's belly, and looked up at the rest with an 'Oh my god' expression. 

The Doctor got it first, of course, snorting but with a bit of a grin, and then Sydney felt the chuckle stir beneath her ear as Janeway also realized where the communicator had to be. B'Elanna laughed out loud, a hearty Klingon laugh, even as Tom and Harry still looked puzzled. Seven was not smiling but she did help out the other two. 

"It dropped into the abdominal cavity, and then, was left inside when you sealed the wound," she noted coolly. 

Tom laughed, and Harry grimaced a bit. "What did you do?" Paris asked. 

"What could I do?" Sydney said, straightening. "A medic isn't authorized to do surgery. I could hardly cut him open, especially when I had just patched him up. So I stuck him in the stasis tube, and found myself another comm badge. The doctors at DS4 were kind of surprised when they opened him up and found it. They theorized that it was his comm badge, and that it somehow slipped into the wound during the original injury. At least, that's what Warwick said the next time I saw him. I never told him anything different." 

"That wasn't funny," Harry complained. 

"Yes it is," B'Elanna said, still chuckling. She thumped Paris in the abdomen. "It's just the sort of thing you would do." 

"Probably," Paris agreed. 

"Not in my sickbay," the Doctor said, which caused them all to laugh again, even Harry. Not Seven, however. 

She looked at Stone. "Explain." 

Stone rested her hand on the blonde's shoulder. "B'Elanna found it funny because her background gives her an appreciation both for what engineers go through, and for what a battlefield is like. Paris has worked as a medic so he comprehends how panicked I would be when I realized what I had done. The Doctor appreciates the medical part of the story, and the captain..." Stone looked at Janeway and grinned. "I suspect she laughed because she has a similar story somewhere in her history, and knows if you can't laugh at yourself... " 

The captain raised her glass. "We all have those stories, and no, I'm not going to share it." 

"What of Ensign Kim?" Seven raised an eyebrow, looking at the unfortunate young man who was now blushing furiously. 

"He didn't find it funny because he found nothing in it to identify with," Stone offered. "He's not a medical officer, not in engineering, and I suspect he's never had his intestines spread over the deck. Plus, he has a good heart and wouldn't laugh at another's misfortune. So you see, Seven, humor is subjective. Some people in this group laughed, some didn't. The next random group of people might not laugh at all, the next might all be in hysterics. I do know that story is a lot funnier when there's been quite a lot of liquor about, and I'm telling it to a bunch of battlefield medics." 

"So humor is based on what one knows," Seven said. 

"Exactly," Stone said. "What you've known in your life is different from a whole lot of people so your humor is also different. For example, how many assimilated Kazon does it take to change a light bulb?" 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "None, the Kazon are unworthy of assimilation," she responded, then looked startled when the rest broke into laughter. 

Stone grinned. "See, I didn't find that funny when Neelix told me, because I have no idea what Kazon are, but the rest here do, and you saying it makes it funnier because you've been Borg." 

"Humor is relevant," Seven said, enlightenment dawning in her eyes. 

"To one's own experiences, and to the experiences of those you are sharing the humor with," Stone said, pleased. "Now as to what you find amusing, that will just be something you will have to discover as time goes by." 

"Thank you, Counselor." 

"Now come on, see if you find this funny," Paris offered and he, Harry, the Doctor and B'Elanna embarked on an effort to make Seven laugh. That they did not readily succeed did not keep them from having a good time, and since Seven also seemed to be enjoying it in a detached sort of way, Stone took the opportunity to remove herself from the circle. She found Digger in the corner on a cushion, where the dog was lying out of the way, watching the party goers with raised ears, and interested brown eyes. A dish of water, and some unidentifiable food in another dish, sat beside her. 

"How are you doing, girl?" Stone crooned as she knelt beside the pup, scratching her ears. The tail thumped readily, then again as another presence moved near, taking a seat next to them. 

"You make me feel guilty," Janeway said in a low voice. 

Sydney flashed her a grin. "Why, because she's yours now?" She waved it away. "Digger was always intended to be the captain's dog. I merely acquired her by default because her previous captains either didn't like dogs, or couldn't find a use for her. That kept her from being able to do her job, and like anyone else, Digger likes to utilize her training to its best advantage. The fact that she's a dog makes her love her captain unconditionally. She just finally found one who loves her back." 

"But you still care about her," Janeway said gently. "It can't be easy to give her up." 

"Captain, honestly, I couldn't be happier for her ... and for you. If you're like every other captain I've known, you probably don't eat regular or get enough exercise." 

Janeway smiled faintly, a little puzzled by the apparant change of subject. "Guilty as charged." 

"But now, Digger makes sure you have at least two walks a day, once around the ship first thing in the morning, and then again, before you go to bed, right?" Stone laughed as she saw the expression on Janeway's face. "Digger lets you know when it's time for that evening walk, no matter where you are, so that means you're starting to turn in at a regular time. I bet you've also started eating at the same time she demands her meals, three times a day, just like clockwork. Ships' dogs are trained, Captain. With you being cooperative enough to fall in love with her, then the benefits of that training are immediate." 

"I think I've been had," Janeway said wonderingly. 

"Not exactly, Captain," Stone smiled. "Digger's just able to do her job for a change, and it makes both my and the Chief Medical Officer's job a whole lot easier by association." She ruffled Digger's fur fondly. "We're all crewmates, Captain. When we all get along, the ship runs so much smoother." 

"I do like to consider us more of a family rather than simply a crew," Janeway admitted, the ice tinkling in her glass as she looked down at it idly, not really seeing it. "It seemed the only way for us to function in the Delta Quadrant." 

Stone considered that for a moment. "Interesting. I can see where that would work very well in this situation." She looked directly into the grey eyes, dark now. "But that would also make things much harder for you. You've become more than merely a captain; you've become a matriarch, a tribal leader. It's much harder to lose a member of a family or a tribe, than someone you just work with." 

Janeway took a breath, and forced a smile. "But we're not here for a loss," she reminded, changing the subject with deliberate intent. "We're celebrating an addition to the family, Counselor. I expect very good things to come of this." 

Stone wanted to pursue the other topic, knowing now why it had bothered her to be considered a part of a 'family'. That changed the dynamics considerably in the crew, changed the responsibilities of the senior officers, and those of the lower decks. People weren't as expendable for obvious reasons, but it also made dealing with loss more multifaceted, both for their fellow crewmates, and for those who had given the orders while in the situation that took the life. Stone was glad she had found this out now. The burden that Janeway was carrying was immense, and it gave Sydney a whole new insight into just what she was dealing with here. 

But now was not the time to pursue it. Janeway was still too skittish about her, about the whole counselor relationship, but she would have to face it. Eventually. 



The last three months had been intense. Every day had been filled with appointments, conferences, meetings, and impromptu group sessions in the mess hall. At first, all the Voyager crew wanted to talk about was the Alpha Quadrant and what had gone on the last five years. Stone had worked out a standard answer to the queries, an overview of the war, and what had been going on with Starfleet in the most general of terms. For those who had personal news, such as those with families on currently occupied planets like Betazed, she arranged private meetings to explain gently just what they could expect should they suddenly get home in the immediate future. 

Gradually, as though used to accepting things they couldn't change, the crew became more specific in what they wished to discuss, discarding the Alpha Quadrant as a viable topic, and filling the sessions with the more routine, day-to-day aggravations with their jobs, their love lives, and their fellow crew. There, Stone came into her own, smoothing over a great many rifts that were beginning to develop after five years of close quarters, boosting those who were developing insecurities on any number of things, and channeling potentially damaging emotions into more useful and functional pursuits. 

Stone was even able to divert a lot of the conflict between Seven and the Captain, simply by providing Seven with an outlet for her confusion, explaining a great many concepts to the Borg before they became confrontations ... though oddly enough, the captain had recently started to give indications to Seven that she missed the conflicts. Stone didn't know how to deal with that, much to her frustration. There was an unclear dynamic between Janeway and Seven, one the counselor had yet to put her finger on. At first, she had believed that they were reacting to each other as a mentor/pupil, but the more she dug, the deeper the history of the relationship went, complicated and richly textured in ways that made little sense to her. Since Janeway steadfastly avoided anything that resembled a session, including the counselor herself on occasion, Stone was working with only part of the story. 

Dealing with this varied and multilayered crew left Stone with little time for anything beyond catching meals on the run, and maybe five or six hours of sleep a night. Not that she would want the situation to be different. Being so busy kept her from having to think too much, from contemplating what she had left behind ... what she had lost. Her sleep was exhausted, and kept her from dreaming, a mercy she considered a fair tradeoff for the bone-deep weariness she was currently operating under. Counselor Stone knew she was avoiding the issue, avoiding her need to grieve, to face what she was going through. Sydney Stone, on the other hand, thought things were fine the way they were, and if she just worked hard enough, long enough, it would fix itself. 

It was never claimed that psychologists made the best clients. 

The soft chime of the door startled Stone as she studied a file on one of the ensigns in engineering. She snuck a quick look at the time, realizing that alpha shift had long ended and in fact, beta shift was already shading into gamma. She wondered who the hell would need her services at this hour, but she also knew the band on the panel of the door leading to her office was green, the color code carefully explained to every member of the crew. When the band glowed red, the Counselor was in session, and neither she, nor whoever she was with could be disturbed by anything less than an emergency priority signal. It would require a command code to override the lock on the door, and/or the privacy seal on the communicators. No one would utilize such a signal gratuitously. Blue meant the counselor was out, and probably off-duty, though it hadn't shown up much to the bulk of the crew since Stone had come aboard. Green meant the counselor was in and available. 

Sighing, Stone dropped the padd she'd been using on the stack littering her desk, and keyed the door entrance. The counselor's office was considered a sanctuary, with rank or position meaning nothing in here, and confidentiality was absolutely assured. Not even an admiral had the authorization to enter without permission. Possibly the reason that captains tended to avoid it, the one place on their own ship they did not command. Even when they had sessions with their counselor . . . and Voyager's captain had yet to request one ... it was normally in their ready room, or in their quarters. 

Which was why Stone was so startled when Captain Kathryn Janeway walked in. 

"Captain," she said, rising to her feet, eyebrows arched in surprise. With a casual sweep of her arm, she deposited the clutter on her desk into a convenient drawer, and motioned Janeway to the comfortable low-backed chair opposite her. "Please, have a seat." 

Janeway did not sit down, instead taking a moment to glance around the office. It was small and lightly decorated, the only other piece of furniture being the traditional leather couch along one wall. It was rarely used by anyone other than Stone, who grabbed an occasional nap on it, but it was expected, and the counselor was always glad to fulfill expectations. The walls were a light blue, hung with scenic prints and the carpet a fine beige, the colors carefully selected to soothe a visitor. The few ornaments were eclectic, pulled down off their corner shelf to help focus a client on occasion. 

"Thank you, Counselor, but this won't take long," the Captain responded evenly. 

Stone sank back in her seat. "Indeed," she said schooling the surprise from her tone, keeping it calm. "What can I do for you?" 

"You can consider yourself off duty for the next three days," Janeway said, looking at her with a directness that was disturbing in its unwavering scrutiny. "Get some sleep." 

Stone was struck dumb. When she finally managed to speak, it was with great care. "Captain, I don't think that's necessary." 

Janeway raised an eyebrow. "Yes, Commander, it is," she said, and there was the unmistakable core of command threading through the throaty voice. "The Doctor has become concerned at how little physical reserves you have left, and frankly, I think you look like hell, myself." 

Stone ventured a grin. "Thank you for noticing, Kathryn," she responded dryly. "But I have sessions the next little while and..." 

Janeway raised her head slightly, eyes narrowing at the use of her first name. "Nice try, Counselor," she interrupted with a smile that held little humor. "But I doubt there's anything that can't be rescheduled. We survived out here for five years without you after all; it is not necessary that you 'fix' all our problems in the first few months. You'll do us little good if you run yourself into the ground trying." 

Stone took a breath, fighting to control the dull anger that rose in her. "Captain, I appreciate what you're trying to do," she said, allowing a little steel flavor her own tone. "But I'll let you know when I need off-duty time." 

To her grave concern, Janeway merely smiled again. "Sorry Commander. I wondered when this all started who counseled the counselor, so recently I decided to go through those regulations regarding you a second time ... and I've learned just how far your autonomy really goes. Now that I have a better understanding of it, you have to realize I can't let you go on this way. Both the Doctor and I are of the opinion that you are at the absolute limit of your personal resources. Stone, I don't want to have to make this a direct order, but I will if I have to, and I know I have the authority to do so." 

Janeway moved closer, putting her hands on the desk and leaning over it to regard Stone closely, allowing a hint of sympathy to take the edge off her words, her eyes a deep blue, warm and penetrating. "I know what it feels like to have people you've worked and lived with die beside you while you go on. I know what being stranded here in the Delta Quadrant, cut off from family and friends really means ... what losing the person you love, whether to death or distance is all about. I've been through it all, and I understand how much easier it seems to keep so busy, to work so hard, that you don't have to think about anything at all. But sooner or later, it catches up to you." 

Stone stared at the captain with a sort of astounded dismay. What made her think that this woman would have stopped at the superficial understanding that the counselor was separate from the crew? In fact, everything she had discovered about the woman told her that Janeway would grab the whole autonomy thing like a bone, and worry it until it was in shreds, leaving it completely exposed to her scrutiny. The only thing that should surprise her was that it had taken this long for Janeway to bring Stone under control. Maybe she had thought this captain was like all the others . . . even Karen, rest her soul ... who regarded her as someone above Human frailties, as someone who always seemed to have the answers, and never needed any of her own. Who had no weaknesses and no doubts, whose confidence went all the way through rather than being the superficial shell it really was, only the aura of counselor shielding the real woman within. 

It appeared that she had severely underestimated Janeway, and that, more than anything else, let Stone know that she was far too close to the edge. She felt tears sting the back of her eyes, felt the steel band in her chest which she had lived with for so long, loosen ever so slightly. 

She dredged up the grace to surrender. "Thank you, Captain," she said huskily. "I believe I do need the time off." 

Janeway seemed to understand how difficult the admission was for her, and with a quiet compassion, she finally took the seat offered her before. 

"Tell me about Karen Fernandez," Janeway commanded softly, settling in her chair as if there was no where else she needed to be for the next century or so, folding her elegant long-fingered hands on her lap and according Stone her full and undivided attention. 



"Full contact. Game and final round to Janeway. She wins six to four." 

The computer's feminine tone indicated no sense of excitement in announcing the final results, which was just as well because Janeway didn't think she could take any more excitement. She was bent over, hands resting on her knees, sucking air desperately into burning lungs as her heart pounded so hard, she thought she'd pass out. Perspiration ran freely down her face, drops of sweat sliding down her nose to splatter on the holodeck floor, while her hair stuck wetly to her face, requiring entirely too much effort for her to brush it back. Her fingertips grasped the phaser uncertainly, barely keeping it from thudding to the deck. 

Long moments passed before the captain was finally able to straighten up, still gasping, and she discovered Seven looking at her phaser as if it were to blame for her woes. The Borg stood cool and tall in her ebony workout suit, the arms bare to show the metallic mesh extending up her left wrist, and the starburst implant on her right bicep, both usually concealed by her regular brown uniform. Though the blonde hair was disarrayed, strands escaping from the bun to fall wildly about the narrow features, Seven gave no indication that she had just spent the last hour or so playing Velocity with the captain. 

Velocity was a game in which two players took turns trying to hit a flying disc as it spun through the air, using modulated phaser beams to change the disc's color, and send it hurdling back toward the other player who then had to avoid it contacting any part of his or her person, while trying to shoot it themselves. It was fast and furious, and drew on every ounce of aim, mobility, speed and stamina the player possessed.

In the beginning, Seven and Janeway had been able to play four or five rounds during their sessions in holodeck. Now, with Seven increasing her skill level, and Janeway increasing her resolve not to lose, the disc was staying in play longer and longer each game, making for points that seemed to take forever, It was a good day when they managed two rounds. This had been a good day and Janeway had taken both ... but not easily, and not without cost. 

Janeway tried not to scowl as she looked at Seven. For crying out loud, the girl isn't even breathing hard, she thought. The captain was surprised that she was still able to pull out the victories she did, but she wasn't sure how much longer that would last. 

From deep inside, the captain managed to dredge up a weary grin. She guessed experience had to count for something, because frankly, after an hour of being bounced around the holodeck, ran from end to end, using every bit of skill and determination she had, she was completely drained. God, even her hair hurt. 

"Good game," she said, gracious in victory once she was able to talk again. 

Seven glared at her. "Unacceptable," she noted coldly. "I should be able to beat you. I can defeat B'Elanna Torres." 

Janeway's smile widened. "Is that who you've been practicing with?" She had guessed from Seven's marked improvement the last few sessions that she had been receiving extra training somewhere. The Klingon engineer was tough and strong, her aim deadly, and she could defeat Janeway when the captain was having an off-day. B'Elanna became impatient, however, and left herself open while trying for the quick victories that a savy opponent could exploit. The captain suspected Seven's icy demeanor would make B'Elanna even more impatient than normal. "B'Elanna's very good." 

Seven regarded her evenly. "She has defeated you on various occasions. That is why I play with her. If I am able to defeat her, it follows that I should be able to defeat you. Yet, you still emerge victorious. I do not understand." 

Janeway retrieved a towel from the corner and wiped her face before picking up a bottle. She took a long draught of the cool, clean water, gulping it down eagerly. "Different styles," she explained, offering the bottle to Seven who took it after a brief hesitation, taking a smaller, more controlled drink. "What works with her just doesn't work with me." 

"Then what does?" Seven was still disgruntled. 

Janeway favored her with a grin. "If I told you, I'd be denying you all the fun of discovering that on your own." 

Seven contemplated her for a long moment. "The counselor believes I have a mental block regarding you," she said finally. "That if I were to defeat you, it would be more disappointing than satisfying to me and so, I subconsciously find a way to lose." 

Janeway took back the bottle and had another drink, thinking about that. "Is that so?" she noted, trying to keep the dismay out of her voice. "Do you talk about me often to her?" 

Seven raised an eyebrow, as if surprised the captain would ask. "You are the one with whom I seem to be in conflict the most." She hesitated, then seemed to make a decision. "I do not wish to be in conflict with you. It makes me uncomfortable when we disagree, yet, I find myself unable to always accept what you say or do. Your beliefs are not mine. It has been difficult." 

Janeway took a breath. "I know," she said, nodding. She paused, wrapping her towel around her neck. "I realize that it appears to you that I wish to make you in my own image, Seven. To make you into a Starfleet Officer or a Federation follower, but honestly I don't. I want you to have every opportunity to become all you can be, whoever that is. That's what many of my ideals are all about. But as captain, I also have to find a way to fit you into this ship, and into this structure. It's not just you and I involved here, it's an entire community, and sometimes what you feel is best for you is not what's best for the community. They must take precedence. Does that make sense to you?" 

Seven nodded. "I have come to understand that even if I do not share your ideals, I must respect them," she said. "And even accept them. But sometimes I feel that you cannot accept mine." 

Janeway eyed her warily. "Could you be a little more specific?" 

"It may not be relevant at the moment, but in the event that we do return to the Alpha Quadrant, I do not wish to go to Earth. I wish to spend time on Vulcan first, to see if their pursuit of logic is more suitable for the person I will become. I have little interest in Humans, Captain, but I find I am very comfortable in the company of Tuvok and Vorik." 

"You want to suppress your emotions," Janeway said carefully. 

"I wish to control them," Seven said firmly. 

Janeway didn't have an answer for this. It was wrong she felt, but she couldn't really put a finger on why it felt erroneous for Seven to pursue this, to try to become Vulcan. Not that it was going to be a choice Janeway would have to make. They were hardly in the Alpha Quadrant, or looking to arrive there anytime soon, but she sensed this was important to Seven and she wanted to be able to say the right thing here. She was so tired of butting heads with the young woman. 

"Seven, I wanted you to go to Earth because I thought it would give you a sense of home," Janeway said gently. "You may have family there, connections. But," she added, holding her hand up as the blonde seemed about to interrupt. "It's entirely your choice. I only want to do what's best for you, and if you think going to Vulcan is what is best for you, then I'll do all I can to see that you have that opportunity. I'll even make sure your passage to Vulcan is arranged if Voyager can't get you there herself." 

"Thank you, Captain," Seven said, and her eyes seemed to brighten. 

Janeway had an incredible sense that for once, she had said exactly the right thing to Seven, something she couldn't remember doing in quite some time ... not since she and Seven had been trapped in the brig on Arturis's ship on their way back to Borg space. Then, they had worked together to find a way to escape and in the immediate aftermath, Janeway had felt a new closeness to Seven. Granted it hadn't lasted long, but it had definitely been a step forward. This felt like another one. Hadn't Stone counseled patience? 

It seemed fitting that the doors to the holodeck would slide open at that moment, and the two women looked up to see Counselor Stone enter. The tall, dark-haired woman paused as she saw them. She was dressed in a light shirt, and some sort of blue pants that were covered by black, leather leggings. Her boots were sharply pointed, and there was a wide-brimmed hat on her head. She was also carrying some sort of large, flat contraption over her shoulder, holding it by one hand around some sort of horn. 

Janeway squinted at it before finally identifying it as a saddle. It was involved with horseback riding, a sport the captain had managed to avoid her entire life. She wasn't comfortable with any animal bigger than she was. 

"I'm sorry, I thought you were finished," Stone offered, lowering the saddle to the deck. "I'm glad I didn't start my program." 

"Our match is complete," Seven assured her. She nodded briefly at the captain, and walked out. As she passed the counselor, Stone reached out and nudged her. 

"How did you do?" 

"I was defeated," Seven responded over her shoulder. "But it was ... close." 

As the door slid shut behind her, Stone looked at Janeway. "Experience counts, huh?" she asked with a grin. 

Since that night in Stone's office when the counselor had opened up to her, Janeway had felt considerably more comfortable with the woman. Recently, when they had found themselves raiding the Neelix's kitchen like a couple of cadets, startling each other badly in the darkened messhall before collapsing in relieved laughter, Janeway had sensed that she was growing to know the woman herself. Afterward, over their spoils and a bottle of wine Stone had managed to acquire somehow, they had talked at length about their Academy days, and their upbringing. Janeway discovered they had a lot in common, having grown up in rural areas on Earth ... Stone on a ranch in Alberta, and Janeway in an agricultural park in Indiana ... while both had parents who had served Starfleet. Janeway felt they were developing the foundation of a very real and interesting friendship. 

Janeway preferred that sort of relationship immeasurably, to that of counselor/client. It was one she intended to pursue for no other reason than to keep the counselor away from her professionally. She knew a counselor would not psychoanalyze family or friends ...  not on a professional level. 

Janeway nodded at the saddle. "You have your own? Why not just have the holodeck materialize it on the horse?" 

"Every equestrian worth their boots has their own saddle, Kathryn," Stone said with a hint of admonishment. "This beauty cost me twenty replicator rations, but it was worth it." She reached down to pat the leather fondly. "It's an exact reproduction of a roping horse design." 

Janeway rolled her eyes, and changed the subject. 

"Did you know Seven wants to be a Vulcan now?" she asked bluntly. 

Stone merely smiled. "It's a stage, Captain. Didn't you ever go through a stage when you wished you were Vulcan?" 

Janeway thought about that. "I guess," she allowed doubtfully. "Maybe after my first broken heart." 

"Yeah, well, Seven's just going through an equally emotional time right now." Stone shrugged. "She'll get over it." 

"What do you mean, 'an emotional time'?" Janeway persisted. 

Stone waggled a finger at her. "You know I can't answer that," she said warningly. Then, she seemed to soften. "It's nothing to worry about, I assure you." 

Janeway wasn't convinced, but she had to respect the confidentiality Stone was working under. "I guess I'll have to trust you," she said grudgingly. 

Stone nodded. "In this case, yes, you do." She moved closer, and suddenly patted Janeway playfully on the stomach. "Hey, aren't you worried you're gonna stiffen up?" 

It had been a shock for Janeway when she recently realized that of all her crew, the counselor was the only one who touched her frequently, and with casual familiarity. Suddenly, she was quite aware of how the aura of command kept others at arms length as she went about her day to day routine, despite the fact that she was quite tactile with them ... and how much she missed her family's casual affection, the ease of an arm about the shoulder or a hug. God, she missed hugs. Stone's friendly pats on the various parts of her anatomy were a poor substitute, but they were more than she had received in the past five years. 

"I don't have enough energy left to stiffen up," Janeway admitted. She stretched and winced a little. "I have let myself cramp a little," she added with a note of self-castigation. 

"Where?" Stone asked curiously, looking her up and down. "Right leg." 

"How did you guess?" 

"No guess, Captain," Stone said casually. "Fortunately, I minored in physiotherapy at Starfleet Medical. It's why they made me a battlefield medic. Sit down for a minute." 

Hesitantly, Janeway did as requested, feeling a lot better as she felt Stone's strong fingers dig into the calf muscle, soothing away the cramp. 

"I can't believe you didn't stretch," Stone scolded. 

"Seven and I were having a 'moment'." Janeway leaned back on her arms, relaxing. "That's when she told me she wanted to be Vulcan." 

"Ah," Stone said. "What did you say?" 

Janeway eyed her narrowly. This felt like the counselor talking but, then again, this was about Seven, and not her. "I told her if that was what she wanted, then I'd find a way to get her to Vulcan," she said carefully. 

Stone beamed at her. "Exactly the right thing to say, Captain. Your approval means a great deal to her. She needs to know that even if you don't always agree with her, you'll still support her, and care for her." 

"I do care for her," Janeway responded tightly, her attention taken by Stone working her way up her leg to her thigh, kneading the large muscles intently. She caught her breath, surprised at the sudden sensuality that shot through her, a sharp-edged chill that jangled along her nerve endings right to her very fingertips. 

Then, Stone dropped back to the bottom of her other leg, and the immediacy of the sensation died, though not the tingle in her fingertips. Janeway knew exactly what that tingle meant, and for it to happen here, now, with nobody else in the room but Stone, and having flared because the counselor's hands had been on her thigh ... however innocently ... Janeway took a deep breath. 

This was bad. 

"Thanks for the massage," Janeway said abruptly, pulling away and rising to her feet. 

"No problem," Stone said, looking a little surprised, but quick to rise as well. "Listen, Neelix is making Tirellian pie tonight. I know how much you love that." 

Tirellian Pie had been on the menu the night they had caught each other raiding the kitchen. Both of them found the Talaxian concoction less than palatable, and it generated actual nausea in the captain. "So soon?" Janeway said with real dismay. 

"A lot of the crew thinks it's delicious," Stone said with a grin at her tone. "Let's say we pool our replicator rations, and see what we can come up with." 

Janeway regarded her for a moment, hoping the panic she was suddenly experiencing was not showing in her face. 

"Do you still have any after that?" she stalled, gesturing to the saddle. 

"Oh, I'm sure I can come up with a few." 

"All right," Janeway said, giving in. This was ridiculous. She had to have imagined the significance of the tingling. It was probably just the blood finally moving again after having gripped the phaser so hard. "Your quarters?" 

"At 1900 hrs?" 

"I'll be there," Janeway allowed, and scooping up her water bottle, she exited the holodeck as behind her, Stone initiated the program she had come in for, which involved a black Arabian stallion and a lot of open, mountainous country. 

As the captain headed for her quarters for a much needed shower, Janeway shook her hands impatiently, trying to drive away the singing in her fingers, and wondering if it could possibly be as bad as she thought. The last time she had felt it this strong, it had been when she had met Justin Tighe, the man who would be her husband now, if he hadn't died. She couldn't be romantically attracted to the counselor. That was patently ridiculous. 

She clenched her hands into fists, vowing not to notice them again, tingles be damned. 



"May I join you?" 

Stone looked up from where she had been pushing her food around her plate somewhat unenthusiastically. If there was one thing the counselor missed from the Athena, it was the unlimited access to replicators, and the vast array of choice they had to offer. Here, she was limited to six rations a day with each ration limited to one item. A single plate of turkey dinner with all the fixings or a bowl of vegetable soup could wipe out an entire day's supply. The rest of the time, the crew was expected to eat whatever Neelix offered in the mess hall. 

"Certainly, Captain," Stone said as Janeway gingerly took her place opposite her. 

Stone eyed the woman narrowly. Janeway had been acting quite odd the past few days. If she didn't know any better, she'd have said the captain was afraid of something. Something to do with the counselor herself, and absolutely determined not to let it get the better of her by interacting with the Sydney more than usual. Even now, Stone got the distinct impression that Janeway was very ill at ease in her presence, but forcing herself to act as if nothing was wrong. It was a complete turnaround from when the captain had actively avoided her the first few months, and it didn't make Stone understand her any better. 

"I hear we're approaching a system containing some M-class planets," Stone offered brightly. 

Janeway nodded. "Several systems. It should take a few weeks to map them and we're hoping that we'll be able to restock some supplies, and maybe provide a little R&R for the crew," she said, toying with her food. 

"They'll appreciate that," Stone replied. 

"Yes," Janeway agreed. 

A pause as Janeway dug into her meal, as if to give herself something to concentrate on. 

"Taking Digger down for a run?" Stone tried again. 

"I'm considering it seriously," Janeway allowed, and favored her with a bit of a smile. 

"She'll like that," Stone said. "A holodeck's good, but animals need the real thing once in awhile." 

"Oh, I agree." 

The conversation sort of shriveled to a halt there, neither one of them knowing how to resuscitate it, careful not to look directly at each other. Stone had no idea why the captain was acting this way or for that matter, why she herself was suddenly unable to carry the conversational ball either. She was usually so much better at drawing people out. It was almost as if she were afraid of what she would discover if she did in this case. Was fear contagious? 

"Captain, Counselor." Seven was suddenly standing next to their table, her approach apparently unnoticed by Janeway as much as Stone because both seated women started at Borg's appearance. "May I join you? 

"Please," both said at the same time, and looked at each other quickly before shifting their eyes. 

Seven carefully sat down between the two, her mug of nutritional liquid placed precisely in the center of the place setting before her. The Borg looked directly at Stone. 

"I wish to copulate with you," she said calmly. 

Janeway froze, her fork halfway to her mouth. Sydney was less fortunate, having just taken a mouthful of cereal, and was now fully occupied with keeping it from coming out her nose. The time her struggle took before her breathing passages were completely clear afforded her a moment to compose herself, and to answer with what she hoped was a professional expression. 

"Why would you want to do that?" 

Janeway seemed trapped across the table, not knowing if she should get up and leave, or if that would undermine the very matter-of-fact attitude Stone had adapted for this. 

"You are healthy, strong, attractive, and your preference for same gender sexual relationships would indicate a knowledge of female genitalia that would make the experience very instructional," Seven replied coolly. 

"Uh, Seven," Janeway offered slowly. "I'm not sure this is appropriate behavior." 

Seven turned her attention to the captain. "You have not indulged in copulation for well over five years," she said with disarming directness. "Prior to that, your relationships have been limited to males only, therefore you do not possess the experience required to comment on this topic." 

Ouch, the counselor thought. Stone didn't know what to say to that, and judging from Janeway's face, which had gone absolutely white, neither did the captain. The counselor had no idea where Seven had come up with such data on Janeway's personal life, but the Borg's research must have been extensive indeed. 

"I do not wish to copulate with you," Stone said gently. 

Seven returned her pale-blue gaze to her, pinning her like an insect on a nail. "That is incorrect. I have noted how your respiration alters when we are together, and the way your pupils dilate when I walk toward you. Both indicate that you are attracted to me." 

Not much got past this lady, did it, Stone though ruefully, but she kept her face and tone completely calm. "I will not deny that you are a beautiful physical specimen. I do have a certain involuntary hormonal response to you. But I am not ruled by my animal appetites, and I require more from copulation than what you can offer." 

Seven blinked, clearly surprised. "Explain." 

"I require my partner to be gentle, loving, caring and passionate," Stone responded. "While skill is not so much a factor as enthusiasm, though I doubt you have much of either, I do not copulate for the sake of copulation. I need emotional resonance, sharing, and above all things, absolute trust in her as she does me." 

"Why?" 

"Because anything less, when it comes to sex, isn't worth doing," Stone explained. "And I am very aware that you don't comprehend that, which is exactly why you should not pursue copulation at this time. Even if such an act did not produce an unexpected and destructive emotional response in you now, in the future, looking back, you would profoundly regret having indulged before your emotional development had reached the same level as your physical development." 

Seven was silent a moment, contemplating it. Janeway remained frozen, not wanting to attract the slightest bit of attention to this conversation from any of the crew obliviously eating breakfast in the near vicinity by rising from her seat ... though the desire to flee was paramount in her expression. 

"You believe I would experience unfamiliar and disturbing feelings by copulating," Seven said finally, with a touch of skepticism. "I do not see how. It is purely a physical interaction despite all the unnecessary emotional resonances Humans insist on associating with it." 

"I have a greater level of life experience and knowledge regarding this," Stone said. "Can you not trust me?" 

Seven looked at her for a long moment. "No," she said finally, dashing Stone's brief thought that maybe she had escaped so easily. "I require an example to prove your theory. We must copulate." 

"No," Stone said, an idea stirring. "We'll use another example. Consumption of food is also a purely physical action. You attach no emotional connection to eating, correct?" 

"That is correct," Seven agreed. "I listen to the complaints or compliments generated by the crew while eating, and fail to see why they insist on connecting emotion to what is nothing more than a biological need to ingest nutrition." 

"Wait here," Stone demanded. 

She quickly scooted over to the replicator. Using her entire day's rations that she had been saving for lunch, and chicken fajitas, she replicated a concoction that included two types of ice cream smothered in hot fudge, topped with whipped cream, nuts and a large red cherry that perched precariously on the very summit. She carried it back to the table where Seven eyed it with suspicion, and Janeway, with dawning comprehension and respect. She favored Stone with a half smile, and the counselor felt unaccountably warmed by it. 

"Seven, this is called a hot fudge sundae," Stone explained. "Like your nutritional supplement there, it is only food, and should generate no emotional response in you at all." 

"That is correct," Seven allowed. 

"Okay, I want you to taste this, and if it doesn't do a thing for you," Stone said, scooping up a spoonful of the sticky desert, making sure she had equal parts ice cream, whipped topping and hot fudge in the sample and steering it toward Seven's mouth much as she would a child. "Then you and I will retire to my quarters and copulate immediately, because you will be correct, and I will have been silly to have wasted my time attaching emotional importance to any physical actions." 

The expression that came over Seven's face when she got her first taste of sundae was one Stone would never ever forget; a complete and profound wonder that transfixed the woman, shedding years and the Borg shell of arrogance as if they had never been. Despite her professionalism, Stone could not help being deeply moved, remembering that this woman had been assimilated at six years of age, had not grown up in the loving arms of her parents, and had been forever denied the greater part of her childhood. 

"More?" Seven asked anxiously, her eyes so wide they seemed to take up half her face. Her tone was that of a little girl's ... the little girl who had not had ice cream for decades, but who's body and subconscious somehow remembered these flavors, and how they had made her feel at the time when her parents had given her the treat. Emotions of joy, and supreme happiness filled her face, changing it, making it young and untouched once more. 

"Slowly," Stone warned, handing her the spoon. It would probably make Seven gloriously sick to eat the entire oversized sundae, but perhaps a tummy ache would be instructional as well. Seven dug into the sweet mixture of hot fudge and cold ice cream with reckless abandon, managing to smear significant amounts around her generous mouth as well. 

Just like the child she no doubt had been, Stone allowed and took a deep breath. Her hands were shaking and she sat on them to hide them from view. 

"That was well done," came the soft voice in her ear, and she was aware of Janeway having shifted seats so that she was opposite Seven and next to Stone, leaning over to speak with her, a hand resting companionably on the counselor's shoulder, warm through the layers of uniform. 

"I'm just glad her parents weren't the sort to deny her the experience of ice cream, Captain," she responded in a very low voice. "That would have been ... inconvenient." 

A chuckle and Stone realized that for the moment, they were back to a comfortable friendship they had been slowly building. 

"I think I just got an inkling of just how hard your job is, Counselor," Janeway noted as they watched Seven consume the sundae, occasionally interrupting her to get the worst of the mess off her face before she plunged in for more. "And how rewarding." 

"Yeah," Stone said, nodding. "It's not for everyone." She smiled and looked at the captain directly, turning her head to stare into those blue-grey eyes that were only a few inches away. 

And felt her heart ricochet around in her chest as she read what was there, and realized exactly why the captain had been acting so strange lately. 



Sydney Stone lay on her back on the leather couch in her office, staring up at the ceiling and wondering how she had managed to get herself into this one. What was it about captains, she thought crankily? Was it the aura of power they projected? The sense of self assurance and absolute belief that they always knew exactly what to do? 

Or was it just the fact that she was at the mercy of beautiful, feisty women regardless of the number of pips they sported? 

In any event, the counselor had taken one look into those devastating, blue-grey eyes that, for just an instant, showed the deeply passionate woman concealed within the supposedly impenetrable shell of command, and was completely lost. Totally head over heels, no turning back, unbelievably and inexplicably in love. 

This was nothing like it had been with Karen. Sydney and the Athena's captain had drifted into that relationship almost by accident, and the counselor had never been sure if Karen really wanted her, or if Stone just happened to be conveniently close by, and the fighter captain's 'type'. Because of that uncertainty, Sydney had kept Karen at arms' length even when they were at their most intimate, and Karen had not seemed to mind, or even particularly notice. That was not to say they hadn't enjoyed a pleasant and physically satisfying relationship. There had been desire and laughter, and shared sorrows, but nothing that might have lasted beyond the next transfer, beyond the end of the war. Always the awareness existed that somehow it was the most fleeting of things, something that could be done in a heartbeat with no regret on either side. The sort of relationship where, when it was all over, they could 'stay friends' for the simple fact they probably wouldn't bother to see each other again, or if they did, it wouldn't mean anything beyond a dull fondness. 

Kathryn Janeway was not like that. Her heart would be the most precious thing she could offer, the most delicate of treasures, and giving it would be beyond love, beyond death. A gift, complete and total, all she was or would ever be, given without reserve. To have it hurt would leave a scar seared forever on her soul. 

From the look in her eyes, Stone guessed that Janeway was completely scared to death. Not that Stone blamed her. Just lying here, the counselor could list every reason the captain could come up with as to why they should both be terrified. The situation with Voyager, their respective positions, the effect on the rest of the crew, the destructive result if it didn't work out ... on and on ... and not one really good reason why they should be together. 

Except for that brief, intensely electric, bright flash of total comprehension in a bare instant of time in the mess hall where Janeway and Stone connected on a level so primal and so basic that it defied explanation. Once made, that recognition could not be forgotten or denied. 

So for the past few days, they had stumbled around the ship, trying to avoid each other like the plague, yet somehow finding themselves crossing paths with alarming frequency in corridors, in labs, in the conference room, on the bridge, in the holodeck, and even once in cargo bay two, staring at each other helplessly while Seven regarded them as if they had completely lost their minds as they babbled explanations about having to see the young Borg about something. 

It was completely foolish, astoundingly juvenile, and probably the most wonderful Stone had felt in her entire life. She didn't have a clue what to do about it now. 

"Sickbay to Stone." 

Stone tapped her comm badge. "Stone here." 

"Sydney, I need you here immediately," the Doctor said. "There was an incident on the planet's surface. We have casualties coming in." 

"On my way," Sydney yelped, leaping to her feet as her heart filled her throat. Kathryn had been on that away mission, insisting on leading it despite the objections of both Chakotay and Tuvok. 

Stone dashed from her office, and across the hall into sickbay where the hum of the transporter heralded the wounded being beamed directly to the medical center. To her great relief, none of the patients materializing wore the red and black of command. Instead the uniforms were comprised mainly of security gold and science blue. 

Over the next few hours, Stone helped treat them both physically as a medic, sealing up the wounds with a dermal regenerator, and as a counselor, soothing their fear and shock, digging out the story of what had happened on the surface. This supposedly uninhabited world had been claimed by another space-faring race who had shown up to protest Voyager's presence, generating interference that kept the ship from contacting or retrieving the away team, before a smaller craft from the alien's vessel was dispatched to the planet's surface. There had been a battle and subsequently, Janeway managed to open negotiations, beginning with the agreement where the casualties could be beamed up to be treated. 

It occurred to Stone how horrible it was having to know Janeway was still there on the surface, still deep in negotiations with these aliens. The counselor was not soothed until she heard the captain had returned to the bridge, and the ship was once more underway. 

Stone handed the Doctor a tricorder as he went over the most badly damaged patient. The weapons the aliens had used were of the disruptor type, and had a devastating effect on Human tissue. Fortunately the victims had been beamed up in time, and the Doctor had managed to stabilize and treat them all successfully. Now it was just a matter of them healing. 

"No casualties," he said with a smile as he handed the tricorder back. "We'll have to consider this another triumph for modern medicine." 

"And the captain's negotiating skill," Chakotay reminded. He had come down from the bridge to check on the patients and get a report on their status. 

Stone wondered why the captain hadn't done it herself, then realized it was probably more avoidance on Janeway's part. Really, this was getting a bit ridiculous. A romantic relationship couldn't possible effect the performance of their duties any more than avoiding such a relationship already was. 

"It was fortunate that she was on the surface, wasn't it," the Doctor noted. "Since I understand, it was a telling point that the leader of our ship was willing to go where her crew went, something the other leader wasn't. I still think inciting the other crew to mutiny was a bit extreme." 

"The Captain always knows what she's doing," Chakotay beamed, and Stone felt an unexpected surge of jealousy at his proud, almost possessive tone. 

Rumor had it that the captain and her first officer were involved in a torrid and steamy love affair, and had been for some time. Sydney knew better, both professional and personally, but there was no denying that Chakotay enjoyed a close and personal relationship with the Captain. He was her friend and confidant, even if he wasn't her lover. Stone, at this point, would have given anything just to be able to find a reason to justify being in her presence. 

"It's too bad about the dog." 

Stone looked up suddenly from the computer consol where she had been inputting data on the patients. "What about Digger?" she asked urgently. 

Chakotay blinked and looked over. "That's right, you looked after it on the Athena, didn't you? It was killed." 

Sydney felt all the blood drain from her face, leaving her lightheaded, sparkles dancing before her eyes. From a great distance, she heard her own voice saying with an odd sense of calmness, "What happened to her?" 

Chakotay blinked. "When the D'Naran first attacked, the dog sniffed them out and gave the alarm so the away team was ready for them, but the dog got nailed in the crossfire." He shrugged lightly. "Paris tried all he could, but I guess it was just injured too badly." 

The Doctor frowned. "The Captain was quite attached to it." 

Chakotay nodded. "Yes, but none of the crew was lost. That's the important thing." 

Stone stared at him. "And that, in a nutshell, is why you never stood a chance," she snapped icily before sprinting out of sickbay, leaving behind the first officer who looked at the hologram in utter confusion. 

"Don't look at me," she heard the Doctor reply before the door shut. "I don't know what she's talking about either." 



Janeway sat silently in her darkened quarters, bent forward, elbows resting on her knees, staring emptily at the dog collar she held in her hands. It had happened so quick. One moment they had been enjoying a pleasant, if busy, away mission in a temperate part of the planet, gathering food and minerals, and then Digger was barking anxiously, tugging at her hand. She understood instinctively that it meant danger, and with no more to go on than the dog's frantic signals, she ordered her team to cover. Those who were a little disbelieving, a little slow to obey, were the ones who were hit by the wave of disruptor fire that swept over the area. 

Digger had dashed out, despite Jnaeway's efforts to call her back, grabbing one injured ensign by the collar and tugging him frantically into the shelter of the rock, then imposing her own body between him, and the second round of searing beams that came in from the ridge above. Tom Paris crawled out and managed to bring them both back, but it was far too late for Digger. Janeway had only enough time to place her hand on the square forehead, look into the eyes one last time, glazed over with a look that was beyond pain, felt the soft swipe of the tongue across her fingers before the small animal shuddered once, and died in her arms. 

She wasn't really sure how she managed to control the terrible grief that rose in her then, the black despair that threatened to overwhelm her, but somehow she did. She remembered she had not hesitated in laying the corpse gently on the ground, her command training taking over instantly and burying her emotions deep inside, beyond their ability to touch her. Swiftly she had organized the team, planning out the counterattack that surprised the D'Naran, giving the Voyager crew the upper hand. She remembered the first tentative attempts at talking, at finding a common ground with these aliens, finally being able to arrange an agreement where her injured people were beamed to sickbay. Then discovering the discontent of a crew under a vicious but cowardly leader, and persuading them they had been under his domain long enough. Of returning to the bridge of her own ship, helping solidify the new alliance they had made, and beaming up the supplies they had gathered ... as well as the small corpse which Seven of Nine placed in a stasis tube in Cargo Bay Two as per the captain's instructions. 

She remembered looking at her first officer in the eyes as he congratulated her on a job well done, and how fortunate it was they hadn't lost anyone in the battle. Patting her on the shoulder, and having enough awareness to say he was sorry about the dog, but without the right inflection, as if it were a stuffed animal she had lost, knowing it held some significance to her but not how much or even why it would in the first place. Remembered being completely astounded that a man so sensitive in so many ways, could be so utterly without a clue when it came to this. 

She remembered thanking him politely, and giving him the bridge, professing tiredness that was an inadequate definition of the sheer exhaustion that seemed to suck the very soul out of her as she went to the cargo bay to retrieve the collar before returning here, to her quarters . . . where all she could do was stumble blindly to the couch and sit down, alone here in the dark, not wanting the lights up to show an empty doggy bed or the small toys still scattered about. 

It wasn't Chakotay's fault, she told herself. No one knew what Digger had meant to her. No one understood what it was like to have something that loved her so completely and totally, without reservation . . . loved her for her, and cared nothing for the pips or the uniform other than the fact they covered her, this wonderful Human who fed her, and walked her, and played with her when she could. No one knew what it was like to be sitting in her ready room working intently, and suddenly looking up to see warm brown eyes regarding her with utter adoration, the quick, pleased thump of the tail the instant her mistress acknowledged her presence. No one understood what it felt like to be able to drop her hand, and instantly feel the gentle nudge into it of a head which, just by stroking it, afforded the captain with a peace and tranquility that had been so elusive for five years. No one knew. No one understood. 

The door to her quarters slid open and she raised her eyes to meet the emerald gaze which held everything. 

Someone did understand after all. 

But she didn't want her to. She didn't dare need that understanding, nor should anyone understand her that much. It was wrong for anyone to get that close to the captain. She opened her mouth to ask why the counselor was here, what business she had for barging in without so much as a knock. To demand she leave, and not presume on a regulation that granted her an autonomy that was only the captain's to give at her discretion. To say all those things and more, but the words got caught in a throat that was closed by a heart that was purely and simply broken, and instead of words there was only a cry of sheer, unadulterated agony, and tears that spilt bitter hot from burning eyes. 

The next instant, Sydney was holding her, rocking her, murmuring things that didn't make sense yet let Kathryn know that yes, she knew everything, and she felt just as bad and then, somehow, through the tears and the sobbing Janeway was able to speak again .... only it wasn't about Digger anymore, but of every crewmember she had ever lost, and how she had let her crew down by stranding them in the Delta Quadrant, and of losing Justin who died and her father who died too and Mark Johnson who had married someone else and how she felt being so far away from her mother and her sister and how very alone she had been and how she didn't want to be alone anymore ... oh god, she was so incredibly tired of being alone. Sydney was there, stroking her hair gently, telling her she didn't have to be alone anymore, providing a loving haven as Janeway finally gave in and buried her face in the warm neck, weeping like a child until she couldn't breathe, until she was lightheaded, until it was all gone, and there was nothing left but being sheltered from the universe that had grown much too heavy for her to bear any longer. 



Sydney stroked the auburn hair softly, gently, sliding down to rest lightly on the tear-stained cheek. Kathryn's head rested on her shoulder, the captain's body curled up on the couch and across her, one arm limp between the small of the counselor's back and the angle of the couch, the other resting on Stone's chest, hand curled in a half-fist on the front of her damp uniform. The sobs had finally stopped, leaving only the occasional half-choked shudders that shook the small woman, as if when she sometimes drew breath, it entered her too deeply, touching the wound inside. 

"It's okay, Kathryn," Sydney whispered. 

She didn't know if she believed that, but she knew it was imperative that Kathryn did, so she kept repeating it every so often, just to let the captain know there was a future beyond all this pain. 

"I'm so very, very sorry. I loved her too." 

And she did. The sadness at losing the dog was no less than it would have been had she still been Digger's sole caretaker, rather than having handed her over to Janeway, knowing the captain needed the pup far more than she did. It was important that Kathryn understand that as well, that she wasn't isolated in her grief over the dog, that Stone knew what it meant to lose something so dear, so precious. 

Perhaps, somehow, Janeway did believe, and did understand, because she didn't draw back when the weeping stopped, choosing to stay there curled in Stone's arms, apparently content to never have to move again. 

Nor had she fallen asleep. Stone could tell that the breathing wasn't regular enough, and if she tilted her head just so, she could see the lovely eyes were still open, though swollen, the lashes matted with leftover tears that hadn't escaped to fall with the others as Janeway stared emptily into the greyness of the room. Stone continued to rub her back gently, trying to communicate in every way she could how much she cared, how much Kathryn meant to her. 

Then finally, after hours had passed, without any more words, Janeway moved and with great reluctance, Stone loosened her hold to let her get up. 

Except she didn't. Instead, she just shifted position a little, rising up so that she could face Sydney, searching her face intently, as if to memorized the features. 

"I'm in love with you," she said, voice made rough by the rawness of a throat that had not been able to hold back the sobs. There it was, simple and honest, as if all the doubts, all the worries, all the hesitation had been burned out of her, along with all the hurts she had bottled up for so long. 

Sydney felt her breath catch, felt her heart start to pound in her chest. "Yes," she replied unsteadily. "I'm in love with you, too." Granting her the same respect, the same honesty. 

Kathryn nodded briefly, as if affirming something she had only suspected. "It's been something I've done everything in my power to avoid," she said, her voice remarkably calm. "For quite some time." 

"There's every possibility that a very vulnerable moment is getting the best of us," Sydney added, compelled to point that out. 

Kathryn took a moment to study her with complete and utter attentiveness. "Is that your professional opinion?" 

Sydney smiled. "Well, it should be, but the counselor has been kicked aside into the corner where she is now watching this in complete horror, yelling things about professional ethics and the sanctity of counselor/client relationships. Of course, I could reply that you and I never developed that type of relationship." 

"My doing," Kathryn admitted, and Sydney wondered how she could hold this woman so close, and still be able to restrain herself from kissing her. "Do you think we should stop?" 

"I don't want to," Sydney admitted. "You?" 

Kathryn smiled then, a tremulous, shaky smile that brightened her eyes, shading them to blue. "No, though I will say the Captain is over there right next to the Counselor, and she has a whole lot to say about the chain of command, and proper conduct, and appropriate behavior, and becoming involved with someone who, despite her best efforts at obfuscation, is still under her command." 

"Do you suppose if we ignore them, they'll go away?" Sydney asked hopefully. 

"I don't think so," Kathryn said. "They sort of come with the package." 

"Then I guess, they'll just have to adapt." 

Kathryn studied her a bit longer. "What about Karen?" 

"Hmm, what about Mark?" 

"How do you know about Mark?" 

"You just told me about him," Sydney reminded gently. "About twenty minutes ago." 

"Oh." 

"What now?" 

Kathryn leaned forward, her lips a mere breath, a slight whisper away. "You tell me." 

Stone crossed that remaining lightyear of space, preferring to show her instead, kissing Janeway as if she had been doing it all her life, strangely familiar and excitingly new all at the same time, tasting the saltiness of tears and the sweetness of desire. She felt Janeway's arms tighten around her, the sound soft in the back of her throat, catching it in her own mouth as the kiss deepened, yet slowed, feeling suddenly that they had all the time in the universe. It was all she had imagined, and absolutely nothing like anything she had ever felt before. 

Then they kissed again, and when that seemed to go all right, they tried it a third time until it was all one big long kiss that stretched on and on without pause for such inconsequential things like breathing until Stone was very much afraid she going to pass out, be it from lack of oxygen, or simply the sheer bliss of it all. 

Then Janeway was pulling away from her, but not far, only enough to get up and hold out her hand as, with dazed pleasure, Sydney entwined her fingers with those of her captain and let herself be led into the bedroom. 



They undressed next to the bed, slowly, languorously, with plenty of pauses for kisses and touches of flesh hitherto unseen, shedding the uniforms, and the last of any lingering inhibitions either might have had. Kathryn was a revelation to her, smooth skin dusted lightly with the palest of freckles, finely defined muscles, whipcord in arms and legs, small yet perfectly formed breasts and hips. She was so slender, light in Sydney's arms, with shoulders far too narrow to carry the burden they somehow did. Together, they sank down onto the waiting mattress, bodies entwined hotly. 

The hands that ran over Sydney's back then, such elegant hands, fine-boned with long, slender fingers that stroked gently, strongly, pulling her down onto her until the counselor covered her completely . . . Sydney shivered as she lay on the captain, kissing her deeply, knowing only that she loved her and wanted her, needing no more than to be with her. 

"It's been so long," Kathryn murmured against her lips, pressing against her, her fingernails raking lightly down her spine to cup her buttocks, pulling her even closer.  "I'm not sure I remember how." 

"Don't worry, love," Sydney whispered back with wry grin.  "It's not the sort of thing you forget." 

She kissed her again, feeling her tongue move gently against her own, the women tasting each other with wonder and desire, running it over her lips and teeth, swallowing the soft moans that Kathryn uttered deep in her chest. Sydney drew away, reluctantly, so slowly, mouthing the captain's chin, biting it gently, then nuzzling the long line of neck to her throat which vibrated gentle against her lips as Kathryn sighed and gasped. The counselor dipped her tongue in the small hollow at the base and traced the line of collarbone, nipping the tip of the captain's shoulder, then back to find the other, so slow in the journey, spending eons exploring every millimeter of flesh, memorizing skin and bone, the flavor and texture. Sydney was mesmerized by the flat bone of Kathryn's upper chest, gently pressing her teeth against it before meandering down to the warm valley when she inhaled deep, breathing in the captain's scent, the hint of perfume, the warmth of her. 

Carefully, Sydney slid her tongue over the soft curve of breast, kissing over the gentle swell to where the nipple, already swollen, hardened even more as she swirled around and around it, pulling it between her lips, mouthing it gently, hearing Kathryn's soft 'oh god, yes' and the languid purr as she pushed up against her, urging her to take even more. Casually, with all the time in the world, Sydney moved over to the other, nuzzling the smooth, so soft skin, finding the other nipple that pebbled beneath her touch, stroking it firmly with her tongue, licking with consummate pleasure. 

Her hands moved over the slender arms, up and down, as she tasted the small breasts, then moved inside the embrace to Kathryn's ribs. Sliding down the lumpy ridges of bone to the soft swell of midsection, to the hips, she rested there, holding her briefly as she nibbled down the valley to the rounded plane of abdomen, kissing the soft skin that contracted sweetly beneath her lips, mouth discovering the fine hairs that were sprinkled over it. She kissed the dainty navel, nibbled it, stuck the tip of her tongue in and wiggled it, provoking a throaty laugh. She smiled in response as she brushed her mouth along the dark line leading to the thatch at the junction of Janeway's legs, straight, thin, with the same reddish highlights as on her head, the most breathtaking shade of auburn. Sydney pressed her lips to it, feeling the fine strands tickle her cheeks and chin as she kissed the burnished skin beneath. 

Sydney could smell Kathryn's desire, her need, breathing deep the musky odor, having to pause to contain herself, wanting nothing more than to plunge in with desperate desire, and knowing that it would be so much better to wait. She drew her hands down over the upper part of her lover's thighs, parting the legs that opened readily for her, revealing the delicate flesh that awaited. With soft murmurs of appreciation, she kissed along the silky line of Janeway's inner thighs, tracing the defined muscle that flexed beneath her mouth, teasing down one, then leaping over to the other, ignoring what Kathryn wanted her so badly to find. 

Kathryn moved beneath her, knees bent, hands tangled in her long dark hair, trying to guide her to where she wanted her to be. 

"Darling," Sydney said softly, refusing to move, smiling against the leg next to her. "I know what I'm doing." 

She hadn't known Kathryn knew that particular Klingon word, would never have suspected, but the meaning was clear and coarse, and she laughed. 

"Patience," she counseled softly. 

And went back to kissing the wonderful legs and stomach, reaching up with loving hands to fondle the breasts, perfect handfuls, the nipples jabbing into her palms urgently. She did so enjoy this leisurely investigation of Kathryn, but she knew it had been too long for her lover, and she really did not want the gentle teasing to slide into actual torture. That would come later in the relationship, she thought with a grin. 

Gods, Kathryn was so wet. Even the outer lips were drenched as Sydney kissed them, feeling the pulse beat rapidly against her mouth, and she had her first taste of the woman's essence, moaning at how good it was, how incredibly delicious, delicate yet powerful, like Kathryn herself. Sydney tasted her again, parting the crease to drink as deeply as she could, the hips surging against her as the thighs closed tight about her head. She circled the tender opening, teasing it, toying with her, then entering as far as she could go, drawing out yet more of the nectar, then stroking up to the ridge hard with need, covering it with her lips and drawing it between them, sucking softly as Kathryn cried out, the low, choked wail of pleasure. 

This was so perfect. Kathryn was so ready. Sydney brought her hand down from its celebration of breast, worming it between them to press against the opening, sliding two long fingers in without effort, caressing the velvet walls that seemed to draw them into the center. Carefully, she pressed against it, feeling Kathryn jerk against her as she nuzzled the sensitive nub, and she could feel Kathryn gather herself, the hips pushing strongly, rhythmically against her. It seemed to happen to quickly, but undeniably Kathryn was there, that perfect moment as she arched, every muscle tense and rigid. Dimly, Sydney heard the strangled sob, felt the shudder that rippled through the straining body, her fingers squeezed tightly and repeatedly deep within Kathryn for many precious seconds before finally releasing them both. 

Lovingly, Stone ran her tongue gently over the tender flesh, memorizing the taste, drinking deep before leaving to kiss her way back up the limp body. She found Janeway's arms crossed over her eyes, and gently moved them away, kissing the inner wrist, then the palms before Kathryn slid them urgently around her neck, drawing her down where the captain kissed her hungrily, eagerly, tasting herself on Sydney's mouth and chin, moaning with appreciation. 

Sydney rested her weight on her elbows, tense as she realized her own need. She parted her legs, feeling Janeway's thigh instinctively come up between them, pressing against her with delicious passion, sliding slick along the upper muscle as she began to undulate against it. 

"Can you? This way?" Kathryn spoke low in her ear as Sydney dropped her head to her shoulder, concentrating on the waves of pleasure radiating through her. 

"Oh yes," Sydney hissed, and then groaned as Kathryn managed to get her hands between them, covering her breasts and squeezing. She reared up higher to give Kathryn more room, and her lover responded by finding Sydney's nipples, rolling them between her fingers, gently pulling on them even as she pressed her leg harder, increasing the friction. 

Sydney breathed deep, trying to pull enough air into her lungs as she thrust against the woman beneath her, looking down into blue-grey eyes that seemed to capture her, sucking her into a place so warm, so caring, it was almost more than she could bear. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, biting it to stave off the intense chills that shot through her, the cloying need that seemed so far away one second, and then, the next instant, was overpowering her, shattering her, and the sound that came from her then was more animal than Human until finally, slowly it let her go. 

She braced herself on outstretched arms, looking down with a wide-eyed stare, startled by the sheer intensity of it. Kathryn reached up, cupped her face in the warm palms of her hands. 

"I love you," Sydney told her, feeling as if she wanted to cry. "Forever." 

Kathryn smiled and slowly drew her down, kissing her gently, passionately. "I love you too," she whispered against her lips, hugging her. "Thank you." 

Sydney swallowed, almost unable to speak. "For what?" 

"Everything. Coming here tonight, staying with me," Kathryn explained. "Loving me." 

Sydney smiled, and dipped her head, finding her eyes. "You are very welcome." Delighted in the smile she got back. 

Carefully, she slid off to the side, pulling Kathryn close to her, wrapping herself around her, head tucked beneath her chin, arm wrapped warmly about her waist, legs entangled, feeling an incredible peace steal over her. Impossibly, Kathryn managed to snuggle even closer. 

"This may be difficult," she said after a long while. 

"Ah, the captain's finally returned," Stone said and smiled, her eyes closed. 

A laugh, short and deep. "Fact of life, darling," came the response. 

"I suppose." Stone took a breath. "It certainly can't be any worse than the way we've been ducking each other the past few days." 

She could feel Janeway's smile against her throat, the brief edge of teeth. "How are we going to do this?" 

"We're both professionals, Captain," Stone said, and resisted the urge to smirk as the thought of how very unprofessional they must look at the moment crossed her mind. "Unless you plan to take me right there on the bridge, in front of Chakotay and the rest, I don't think it's going to be that much of a problem." 

"Is that one of your fantasies?" Janeway asked. There was laughter in the voice, barely contained. 

Stone managed a serious tone. "No, but I have to admit, your desk in the ready room has all sorts of possibilities." 

Janeway was silent, and after a moment, Stone opened her eyes, drawing back a little to catch the bemused expression on Kathryn's face as she started to laugh. The captain dug a thumb in her ribs admonishingly, before she joined her. 

"I wasn't sure if you were serious." 

"Well, maybe only a little," Stone returned. "C'mon, you know you're going to be thinking about it every time you're in there from now on." 

"Wonderful," Janeway growled. 

"Let's not forget the conference room," Stone continued unmercifully. "The couch in my office. A biobed in sickbay. The counter in Neelix's kitchen." 

"Stop," Janeway begged. 

"The platform in cargo bay two where Seven has her alcove." 

"Oh god," Janeway groaned. A pause. "What are we going to do about Seven?" 

Stone blinked. "What about Seven?" 

"She's attracted to you," Janeway pointed out. 

"She's not attracted to me," Stone said dismissively. 

"She wanted to copulate with you," Janeway reminded. 

"For the experience only. All her hormones are kicking in and I just seemed like the best choice, my familiarity with the female form and all. If she is truly attracted to anyone at this stage of her development, it's you." 

"Me?" Janeway squeaked. 

"Don't worry about it," Stone advised. "I've convinced her to wait until she's developed a lot more emotionally. I'm having a hell of a lot harder time keeping her from the ice cream." She smiled and closed her eyes again. "She's not going to be jumping you anytime soon." 

"Is that supposed to make me feel better?" 

"Hell, no, this is." She sought out the captain's lips, kissing her deeply, pouring every bit of love she could manage into it. 

"I admit that did the trick," Janeway allowed rather breathlessly when she was finally released. 

"Good," Stone said lovingly, drawing her near. "Because that's my primary duty from now on. Making you feel better. Better and better and better." 

"Until?" 

"Until it is completely impossible for one Human being to feel any better." 

"Oh." Another kiss, gentle this time, soft brushes across lips. "What time is it?" 

"About two hours before we have to be on duty. Do you want to go to sleep ... or do you want to fill the time some other way?" 

"I'm open to suggestions, Counselor." 

Stone smiled. "I'm just full of suggestions," she said. 

Showing her three right away. 



Epilogue
"Full contact, game and final round, Seven of Nine. She wins, seven games to three." 

Seven of Nine stared at her phaser without pleasure. She had finally done it, and it had been exactly as Stone had said, feeling far more disappointment than elation. She looked over at Janeway who was leaning against the wall, sucking wind. She was so helpless, weak ... Human. 

Perfection. 

She stared longingly at her. 

"Are you all right, Captain?" 

Janeway raised a hand, managed a half grin. "I'll live." She picked up her towel, gestured with it. "Excellent play, Seven. That shot to win your eighth point? That was just brilliant." 

"Yes?" Slowly, Seven's disappointment faded, and she began to feel more positive about her victory. The captain was pleased with Seven's win, not dismayed with losing, as Seven had been so many times. That made things better somehow. 

"Wonderful shot," Janeway explained, between gulps of water. "Turned the whole thing around." 

"Indeed," Seven said and stared at her some more. Why was it that she could ask so many others, yet be totally unable to ask this one? She took a breath. She had won. She was victorious and to the victor, goes the spoils. She had heard that once. 

"Captain, I wish to copulate with you." 

Janeway looked at her, and rather than reacting with shock as everyone else she approached had, she merely smiled gently, understandingly. "Thank you, Seven, but before we go any further with this, we need to see Counselor Stone." 

Seven raised an eyebrow as the captain took her arm and gently led her to the door. 

"Why?" she asked. 

Janeway grinned. 

"Because, there's something we both have to tell you, and I think you should be sitting down when we do." 

The End 
Back to Home
On to Counselor II



The Counselor: Repercussions 
G. L. Dartt
Counselor Sydney Stone walked down the corridor on Deck Six, heading for her quarters. It was late, shading into the gamma shift on the USS Voyager and the tall woman, with raven black hair and emerald green eyes, paused before her door and took a quick glance around. The halls were empty, no one about this time of night, and acquiring a stealthy air, she left the entrance to her cabin and skulked further down to where the corridor terminated. A single door occupied the alcove with a discreet and dignified plaque set in the bulkhead beside it: Captain's Quarters. 

Sydney took another glance around before using her command code to override the lock. It was dark, quiet, the only sound a soft stirring of breath from somewhere deeper inside the abode. Cautiously, she tiptoed across the living area, trying hard to remember the general layout of the room from her previous visits. She discovered how very bad her memory was when she collided with the wall and fell sideways through the portal leading to the bedroom with a solid, and no doubt, quite audible thud. 

There was an immediate change in the breathing, a cessation as the inhabitant awoke, knowing someone was in the quarters. Sydney could probably expect that phaser fire from the weapon ... placed next to the bed as per regulations ...  would illuminate the darkness within the next few seconds if the situation was not clarified a little. 

"It's me," she whispered. 

The bed creaked as someone moved in it, shifting position. 

"Sydney?" The voice was low, throaty, laced with command. 

"Yeah." 

"What are you doing?" An edge of amusement crept into the tone. 

"Lying on the floor." 

"Why?" 

A pause. "I tripped," Sydney admitted finally. 

There was a sound from the dark, not a laugh exactly, but more along the lines of someone suppressing one. Sydney sighed and crawled the rest of the way across the bedroom floor until she found the side of the bed. Feeling carefully, she gingerly stood up and began to remove her uniform, stripping it off and tossing it on what she hoped was the general vicinity of a chair she vaguely remembered from her last visit. 

"Why don't you just bring up the lights?" the voice asked reasonably. 

"I was trying not to wake you," Sydney explained as she crawled into the bed, settling onto the mattress next to the warm body already occupying it. 

"Ah, I see," Captain Kathryn Janeway said dryly. Then started to laugh. 

Sydney had no choice but to join her, and for a few minutes, they surrendered completely to their mirth until finally, wiping the tears away, Sydney rolled over and wrapped herself around the soft, slender form of her captain. 

"I really didn't want to wake you up," she confided, snuggling close to the woman in her arms. 

"To quote our favorite Borg," Janeway responded. "'You failed.'" 

"Not from lack of trying," Sydney reminded her. She paused. "You don't mind?" 

"What, being joined in the middle of the night by my rather clumsy lover?" Sydney felt the woman press closer to her. The voice lowered, deepened, grew husky. "Not at all." 

Sydney smiled, feeling soft lips move over her neck and chin, searching for her mouth with unerring determination, kissing her sweetly and passionately. Gentle, long fingered hands began to explore her body quietly, slowly, and with a soft moan, the counselor settled deeper into the embrace. 

Sydney had joined this vessel only a few months earlier when her ship had encountered the Barzan wormhole. Pursued by a Cardassian dreadnaught and a squadron of Jem'Hadar fighters, the USS Athena had lured them in, then destroyed the wormhole by ejecting the warp core and firing photon torpedoes into it. The resulting explosion also shattered the Athena, leaving it adrift in the Delta Quadrant with Commander Sydney Stone as its only survivor. 

Fortunately, USS Voyager, lost for the past five years in the Delta Quadrant, 60,000 light years from Earth and home, had discovered the battlefield shortly after and rescued the woman held in stasis. Sydney accepted their offer to become Voyager's counselor, serving the crew that was comprised not only of Starfleet members, but also of the Maquis outlaws, a Delta Quadrant alien named Neelix and one Borg drone severed from the Collective named Seven of Nine. And as Sydney fit herself into this unique crew, she found herself inexplicably and irrevocably drawn to the ship's captain. 

Kathryn Janeway was a woman whose compact form contained a core of sheer duranium, a sense of authority and strength that was belied by the soft auburn hair and elegant features. Though not the devastating blue-grey eyes that could shade from solid slates of granite to the brightest of azure, reflecting a fire and determination that stood up to all challenges. When Stone had dared to break through the protective shell the captain maintained, she had been profoundly gratified to find a warm and passionate woman beneath, one more than ready to accept her offer of friendship, partnership and love. 

That had happened two weeks ago and this was only the fourth opportunity they had found to be intimate. Their duties and responsibilities kept them apart and their respective positions of power on the ship required a great deal of discretion on their part. But they had expected that, discussed it, worked it out that first night. And if hiding their relationship was an added bit of work, then at least, it also afforded a bit of intrigue and spice to the affair. 

It made times like this more satisfying, more exciting, and infinitely more precious. Sydney slid her hands luxuriously over the small body next to her, delighting in the feel and taste of Kathryn, even as the captain sought out those places she knew would please her lover. Kathryn did not have the same experience as Sydney did with loving women, but what she lacked in skill, she made up for with a tender enthusiasm that completely charmed the Starfleet counselor. 

And consumed her with a desire that burned hot and quick, like a prairie wildfire. 

"Mmm, that's so good," she murmured as Kathryn fondled her, fingers stroking her deeply as she raised her thigh to rest on the smaller woman's hip, giving the captain full access to her most intimate places. 

"You like that?" Janeway whispered, nuzzling her ear and neck. 

"Oh, yes," Sydney breathed, arching against her. With a quiet sob, she surrendered to the waves of pleasure washing through her, spasming helplessly as Kathryn kept up her caresses until finally, Sydney was able to reach down and grasp the wrist firmly. "Enough," she gasped. 

Kathryn laughed, deep and low. "You need to be careful when you sneak into a person's bed. You never know what you might get." 

Sydney took a breath, smiling as she tried to compose herself. "You mean, if the person has been deprived for five years and is now trying to make up for lost time?" 

"Exactly." Kathryn reversed Sydney's grip, taking the counselor's hand and guiding it to where she needed it to be. "And if you would be so kind..." 

Sydney laughed. "You are altogether too formal. Tell me what you want." 

So Janeway did, in that wonderful smoky voice, describing at great length, and with exquisite detail, what she needed which Sydney was only too happy to accommodate. Afterwards, sated, satisfied, they lay together in a glorious tangle of arms and legs, snuggling together in the dim illumination; Sydney on her back with Kathryn cuddled against her, head on her shoulder. 

"I have a Velocity match with Seven tomorrow," Janeway told her, yawning. "I think she's really going to beat me this time." 

"If you think that, then she will," Sydney advised, stroking the arm wrapped across her chest with drowsy content. "You have a psychological advantage on her. She doesn't really want to beat you because if she does, she'll consider herself more your equal. And she's not quite ready for that." 

"My equal?" Janeway repeated with a laugh. "She thinks she's my superior." 

"Not at all," Sydney responded, nuzzling the auburn hair next to her. "She needs you to be in charge, to be her guide, her mentor. Her parent." 

"'Parent'?" 

Sydney forced herself awake, hearing the unease in the voice. "Of course, Kathryn," she said with some surprise. "She's always perceived you as her maternal figure. You didn't know that?" 

"I'm her captain," Janeway said with a reserved tone. "And hopefully her friend." 

"And her mother, just as Tuvok is her paternal figure," Sydney explained gently. "Why do you think she's fought with you so hard? She never bothers fighting with anyone else. You're the only one she wants to recognize her independence. Even as she needs you to contain her, to set parameters and present guidelines for her behavior." 

Janeway was silent for a moment. "I don't know that I like that." 

Sydney took a breath. "That's unfortunate, and perhaps something you should have taken into account before you 'adopted' her. That was part and parcel of taking her from the Collective and demanding she fit into her new family, darling. You are the family leader, in this case, the matriarch. You are the one setting the rules, my love. It's a little late to object when people then follow them." 

Janeway was silent for a moment. "You don't mince words, do you?" 

"Do you want me to? Do you really want me to temper my opinions and words with you because of rank?" 

She could feel the heat in the skin against hers as Janeway blushed. "Is that what I was doing?" 

Sydney nuzzled her. "I appreciate you have a hard time reconciling the captain with the woman. God knows, I have an equally hard time with my counselor side. But I'm not your counselor. I'm Seven's. And I have to protect her. Does that make sense?" 

"I guess," Janeway sighed. "This is hard, isn't it?" 

"Sometimes," Sydney allowed. "You want out?" 

"No," Kathryn said softly. "You?" 

"Never," Sydney said firmly and pulled her closer. "I adore you, Kathryn. It won't be easy. But I hope it will be worth it." 

"It's worth it," Janeway assured her. "Just for these moments." 

"That it is," Sydney agreed and kissed her sweetly. "Good night, love." 

"Good night, Syd." 



Janeway woke with a small sigh of contentment and pleasure. The warm presence spooning her from behind, the arms surrounding her with gentle protectiveness, the soft, yielding body pressed sweetly against her back; it was altogether the absolute best way to wake up. She could get used to this very quickly, she thought as she carefully shifted in the embrace, rolling onto her back so that she could look at her companion in the muted light brought up by the computer to signify morning watch. 

Sydney was still asleep, dark lashes casting soft shadows on the elegant cheekbones, her long dark hair draped luxuriously over her shoulders, loose strands falling gently about her face, tickling the fine nose and full lips. Janeway carefully used her fingers to brush the strands back, not wanting to wake her, content to lie here and watch her sleep, wondering at her presence and how they had ever managed to find each other. 

It seemed a special sort of irony that all of Janeway's previous lovers had been male. Though there was no gender bias in the twenty-fourth century, one did develop definite tastes in one's attractions and it had surprised her when she had been so captivated by this woman. The slender, willowy Sydney was a far cry from the tall, broad shouldered, husky men Janeway had been with, both in physical form and in personality. The counselor was far more serene than either Cheb Packer or Justin Tighe, far more professional and strong-willed than Mark Johnson. 

Janeway realized suddenly that her experience in matters of romance was very limited indeed. Three lovers, all rather staid, traditional type males for all their good traits, their honesty, their quiet strength, their fine upstanding qualities so personified by ... Janeway gulped. Her father, Admiral Edward Janeway. Her mentor, Admiral Owen Paris. 

She promised herself she would not share that particular realization with Sydney, thinking that there were just some things she should keep to herself. She wondered if this meant she was finally growing up, finding love with a person rather than a personality. Certainly she had discovered many things about herself here in the Delta Quadrant, found a strength of will and an ability to face all challenges, a core of steel-edged determination that had merely been hinted at back home in the Federation. She had found loneliness as well, the isolation of command, and had constructed a protective wall to shield her inner self, to shield her heart. That Sydney had managed to break through was a testament to the other woman's tenacity ... and love. Janeway didn't know how it happened, only that she was profoundly grateful that it had. 

Janeway idly traced lines over the arm resting across her chest, running light fingertips along the finely defined musculature, studying the soft, smooth skin. It was a few shades darker than her own fair coloring, as if Sydney spent all her time beneath a sun. A most remarkable accomplishment considering that most people in starships had a sort of pallor that was unmistakable. She raised her gaze back to her companion's face to find two emerald eyes staring back at her. She could not restrain the startled little jump that brought a smile to Sydney's features, the white flash of teeth appearing between the full wine-shaded lips. 

"Good morning," she said softly. "I didn't mean to startle you." 

"I thought you were still asleep." Janeway returned the smile shyly. "I like waking up with you." 

"Hmm, I'm rather enamored of the idea myself." Sydney wrapped herself around the captain. "It would be nice to be able to do it every morning." 

"Yes," Janeway said quietly, though both knew full well that it was impossible. At least for the time being. But in the future ... who knew? It just surprised Janeway to discover she was already thinking about sharing quarters. 

Janeway felt Sydney's lips nuzzle gently at her ear, her hands beginning to stroke her body and she arched under them for a brief moment of indulgence. But only a moment. "We can't," she said regretfully. "I have duty in about an hour." 

Sydney gentled her touch, slowing it as she continued to stroke Kathryn lightly. "That's really too bad. My first session isn't until 0900." 

"Maybe in a few days?" Janeway offered, resting her head against Sydney, her temple pressed against the counselor's lips. "That's when I'm rotated off duty." 

"I'll do some rescheduling," Sydney promised. "Discreetly." She raised up a little, finding Janeway's lips, kissing her sweetly. "You have to go," she murmured against her lips. 

Kathryn returned the kiss for a few more stolen moments, then reluctantly slipped from the embrace and the warmth of the bed. Sydney remained under the sheets, taking full advantage of the fact her morning began later. It was also wiser that she leave the captain's quarters some time after Janeway, when the traffic from the alpha shift had cleared out from the surrounding corridors. 

Janeway took a quick shower, and then dressed in the uniform she had replicated the night before. It was almost as if she were pulling on more than clothes, she thought as she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She was drawing on her armor of authority, resuming the shell of command and power that kept most people a proper distance from the woman hidden within. She assessed the trim black outfit with its broad band of command red across the shoulders, her four gold pips in their proper position at the collar of the underlying blue-grey turtleneck. No would ever be able to tell that she had spent the night in the loving and sensual embrace of her ship's counselor. 

She left the bathroom, smiling a little as she noticed that Sydney had gone back to sleep. Quietly she tiptoed out of her quarters, startled as her first officer, Commander Chakotay entered the corridor at the same time. Tall, broad-shouldered with dark hair and eyes, a non-regulation tribal tattoo arching above his left eye, her exec was a handsome man indeed. 

"Good morning, Captain," he said, smiling. "Can I offer you breakfast at Neelix's?" 

"Well, if not breakfast, then certainly a cup of coffee," she said, graciously taking the arm he offered. They chatted easily about ship's business as they made their way to the mess hall where they joined a good part of the crew who were also starting their day. 

The two senior officers found some free seats at the end of the table where the rest of the bridge crew were breaking their fast. Lt. Tom Paris, the fair-haired helmsman was working on Neelix's version of bacon and eggs while the operations officer, Harry Kim, gingerly pushed around more of the same. Also seated at the table was the ship's chief engineer, B'Elanna Torres. A fiery Klingon/Human hybrid, the raven-haired woman was deep in conversation with Seven of Nine, the cool, imposing ex-Borg who served as astrometrics officer. They nodded briefly at the captain and first officer as they joined them, before resuming their discussion which had something to do with the plasma relay system judging from the many schematics and padds littering the table. 

"Can I get you anything, Captain?" 

Neelix's sudden appearance beside Janeway surprised her. The lone Delta Quadrant native on the ship, he was a short, stocky individual who remarkably resembled a Terran hedgehog with his speckled scalp, tufted sideburns and yellow eyes. 

"A cup of coffee," the captain smiled at him. "And perhaps a plate of whatever it is Tom has." 

"The same for me, Neelix," Chakotay said from where he sat across from her. 

"On its way," Neelix said cheerfully and went off to fill their requests. 

"You may regret that," Paris warned, pushing his food around. 

"It's not that bad," the young, dark haired Kim offered, grimacing as he took a bite. 

"Well, with that recommendation, how can we lose?" Chakotay said, smiling at his captain. 

"I'm afraid to find out," she said, returning his smile. She found her attention taken by the conversation B'Elanna and Seven were having. Or rather, the argument it had deteriorated into as so many of their discussions did. Both were strong-willed individuals and while B'Elanna lacked Seven's sheer arrogance, neither were prepared to grant the other much leeway. 

"But the conduit has to go here," B'Elanna said sharply. The 'as any idiot would know' was unspoken but clearly indicated in the tone. 

"That is small linear thinking," Seven said, icily calm. "A typical failing of your species." 

B'Elanna did a slow burn. "Look, Seven, I'm not letting you move around the entire plasma relay system just because you think it might improve efficiency." 

"I do not 'think it', I am certain of it." She took a breath, raising her brow. "Perhaps a more open mind would be better suited to thinking in three dimensional terms. Captain?" 

Janeway took a slow breath, stifling her wince. Seven really did have no concept of the chain of command. To go over the head of engineering so cavalierly; right in front of her no less, was a breach of protocol and etiquette that even Seven should know better. She wondered if the ex-Borg would ever be able to fit into this diverse family or if they, in turn, would be able to fit around her uniqueness. 

"Seven, B'Elanna is the chief engineer," she said with forced calm. "She has the final say on what modifications are made to the ship." 

Seven stared at her, the ice-blue eyes frosting over even more. "I am aware that you tend to favor Lt. Torres's opinion on these matters," she said and for a wild instant, Janeway heard another voice in her head. A younger one, raised in uncomprehending outrage at the unfairness of it all. You always liked B'Elanna best. Good god, could Sydney be right about how Seven looked to her? "But I'm sure if you were to go over the specifications..." 

Janeway held up a hand, stopping the woman. "Include the recommendations in a report," she offered in a gentler tone. "I'll go over them and give you my opinion as to whether they're viable or not." 

Seven stared at her for a moment. "If you wish," she said evenly and rose, leaving the table abruptly. Janeway could tell she was angry. But unlike before, where Seven would have told the captain of her shortcomings at seeing what was perfectly obvious in devastating and precise detail, recently the Borg had been making a practice of removing her presence from situations like this. That had been a change instituted by the arrival of Counselor Stone. 

Janeway couldn't deny that it had made life easier for all concerned but there was a part of her that missed the confrontations. Not the anger and insulting condescension so much as the fact that Seven had stood up to her, challenged her perceptions, wrangled with her at a moment's notice ... essentially treated her as a person rather than the individual in command. Lately Seven did not argue, did not get up the captain's nose at the slightest provocation. She merely walked away to make a note about her frustration and fury which she would then share with Sydney in their next regular session. And Sydney would calm her, guiding her to an understanding of what had just happened which would allow Seven to accept and deal with it. 

It was very much like when a very young Kathryn Janeway had run to her father after having a tiff with her mother, Janeway thought suddenly or vice versa. Neither parent ever took a side against the other; in fact, they very often were telling her exactly the same thing but inevitably one could get through where the other couldn't. 

It was a profound realization, her second of the day and uncomfortably, she thought that maybe being with Sydney had a drawback after all. They did not have a counselor/client relationship ... that would have ethically and morally prevented any sort of romantic entanglement at all ... but while Sydney wasn't analyzing her, Janeway found she was wondering about the motivations behind her actions completely on her own. 

It was quite the disturbing conclusion. Janeway wondered if she should talk to Sydney about it. Strictly in a hypothetical manner of course. 



Stone leaned back in her chair, looking at the blond woman sitting across the desk from her. Ensign Samantha Wildman was a harried looking female from Sciences who also had the unique distinction of being the only one to ever give birth on Voyager. Her four year old daughter, Naomi, was the only child currently on the ship. At least, Stone modified privately, the only child in a proper child's body. She couldn't really count Seven of Nine here. Though apparently the Borg was the source of the problem. 

"She wakes up screaming sometimes," Wildman was saying. "It's always after she's seen Seven that day. That can't be good for her." 

Stone nodded. "I agree that being so terrified of the Borg that she can't bear to be in Seven's vicinity is a problem. If for no other reason than the ship is fairly small and they're bound to run into each other. What I'm having difficulty understanding is why Naomi is afraid of the Borg. Certainly she's never encountered them directly?" 

Wildman shook her head worriedly. "No. When we were involved in the war between the Borg and species 8472, I made sure she didn't know what was going on." 

Stone took a breath. "It is possible she overheard other crewmembers expressing their fear at that time," she ventured. "Sometimes children have a way of showing up where people just aren't aware of them." She made a notation on her padd, then placed it on the desk, leaning forward as she folded her hands before her. "Ensign, I would like to bring Seven and Naomi together under controlled conditions. I think a lot of her fear is based on the fact that Seven is a mystery to her. If we can demystify Seven, show Naomi that she's just a person like her, then the fear may go away." 

"Do you think that's wise?" Wildman looked at her with troubled eyes. 

Stone picked up something there, a tone, a quaver. There was a little more to this than just a child being afraid of an imaginary boogy man. But nothing she could get a handle on. Not yet at any rate. 

"I think it's an option," Stone offered gently. "If Seven is agreeable, then I think we can introduce the two of them. It would at least be a start." She noted that the time was up for the session, not that she wanted to rush the woman. "Perhaps if you think about it. And I'll approach Seven to see if she's willing to assist. All right? Then we can make a decision." 

Wildman nodded reluctantly. "Very well. If you think that's best." She stood up and looked anxiously at the counselor. "Thank you." 

"It's what I'm here for." Sydney smiled at the woman, getting up to escort her to the door. It hissed open to reveal Seven standing across the corridor, waiting patiently. Stone, who had her hand on Wildman's elbow, felt a sudden tension even through the sparse contact. Interesting, she thought. Though maybe it's just a protective reaction against something that threatens her child's happiness. 

She watched closely as Wildman nodded a greeting to Seven who returned the greeting politely, before making her way past sickbay to the turbolift. Stone looked back at Seven. The Borg was agitated but forcing herself to remain calm. Another conflict with Kathryn, Stone identified. It was quite easy to tell with Seven. She really did not know how to mask her feelings, just control them for a set period of time. 

"Seven, can I help you?" 

"Are you available?" Seven demanded abruptly. 

"Come on in," Stone invited, making an 'after you' gesture. Seven walked into the counselor's office and sat down primly in the chair. Stone followed her and took a seat beside her in the extra chair, granting Seven her full attention. "What is it?" 

The story of the confrontation in the messhall, of the captain's refusal to look at her plans, of Janeway's very human shortcomings, burst out of Seven in a stream of calm, reasoned language, yet the hurt and confusion underlying the cool tones were very evident. Stone listened quietly, allowing Seven to get it all out, to release the great disappointment she was experiencing. 

"And what exactly are you expecting from the captain in this situation?" she asked, a request for information only, careful that there was no hint of censure or accusation in her voice. 

"She is an intelligent being," Seven said. "Clearly she would see my adaptations to the plasma relay conduits would result in a more efficient system." 

"Didn't she offer to go over your recommendations?" 

"Yes, but she will not approve them." 

"You know this?" 

"Yes." 

"How?" 

"Because Lt. Torres does not want to carry out the procedures and the captain always listens to her." 

"Always?" Stone raised an eyebrow, tone curious, not skeptical. 

Seven hesitated. For all the problems she had dealing with Humanity, she did not try to misrepresent things. Not knowingly. Forced to be more specific, she reassessed her statement. "A greater percent of the time," she amended. 

"B'Elanna is Chief of Engineering. Do you feel she is incompetent? Or incapable of doing the job?" 

Seven shook her head. "No." 

"Then don't you think that the captain must take her objections into account when evaluating engineering projects?" Stone asked gently. "What exactly are B'Elanna's objections based on?" 

"Time and manpower," Seven responded. 

"If you were to suddenly become chief engineer, and were given such a project, what would be your response?" 

"I could do it," Seven said stubbornly. 

"But would you?" 

Seven was silent for a long moment, considering that. Stone waited patiently. Unlike many of her patients, Seven did not lie, not even to herself. She just got emotional context mixed up with logical thought sometimes. Not surprising considering her emotional growth stopped the moment she was assimilated at age six and did not begin again until she was severed from the Collective a bare year before. Given time and space to separate her thoughts from their emotional overtones, Seven would inevitably figure it out on her own. 

"No," Seven said finally. "The requirements needed to do such a project could possibly place the vessel at risk. It would be unwise to undertake it." She paused, struggling. "But Lt. Torres did not explain this. She simply called me many Klingon words that disparaged me and my intelligence." 

Stone took a breath. "Seven, B'Elanna does not have the same thought processes as you do. She arrives at conclusions in a completely different manner. That does not make the decision wrong. How did you feel when she 'disparaged' you?" 

Seven set her jaw, her lips thinning. "It made me angry." 

"I understand that," Stone nodded. 

"And ... it hurt," Seven admitted reluctantly. 

"I'm sorry for that. I don't think she meant to hurt you." 

"No?" 

Stone thought for a moment. "B'Elanna tends to strike people she wants to hurt," she pointed out. "Hard." 

Seven nodded. "That is true." She paused. "And the captain?" 

"I'm still not sure how you expected her to respond, Seven," Stone said slowly. "Did you expect her to immediately order B'Elanna to implement your ideas?" 

Seven thought some more. "That would not be possible. The captain could not do that." 

"Then what did you want?" 

Seven lowered her head. "I don't know." 

Stone nodded. "Perhaps you're coming at this from the wrong angle, Seven," she offered. "B'Elanna does not understand you, that's clear, but you also don't understand her. I suggest you take some time to study the Klingon culture a little. In fact, this can be applied in a lot of cases. Taking time to study other cultures in more detail can sometimes make it easier to study your own." 

"Humanity, you mean," Seven said cooly, clearly not applying that culture to her. 

Stone smiled, and looked down at her padd. "There is another exchange of cultures I wouldn't mind you participating in and by doing so, you would also be assisting me." 

"Which culture?" Seven asked, and there was a thread of interest in her tone, whether it was the thought of a different culture that intrigued her or the fact that she would be assisting the counselor, Sydney didn't know. 

"There is a Katarian on board who would benefit from learning more about you," Stone said carefully. 

Seven tilted her head and Sydney could see her analytical brain ticking over. "There is only one half-Katarian on board Voyager," Seven said after a moment. "Ensign Wildman's child. The father, who is full Katarian, remains in the Alpha Quadrant." 

"Naomi is only four and is somewhat apprehensive about your Borgness. If you could spend a little time with her in this office, I think it would go a long way in easing her discomfort at your presence. But only if you are agreeable. I will be in the office at all times to monitor you both." 

A faintly disturbed expression crossed Seven's face. "She is afraid of me. On one occasion I encountered her and Neelix in a corridor and she concealed herself behind him. He said that she was 'shy' but I do not believe that was correct." 

"She is afraid," Stone admitted. "Would you ever hurt her, Seven?" 

Seven looked as shocked as it were possible for her to look. "I cannot imagine any circumstances that would require me to harm a child," she managed coldly. 

Stone noted the outraged tone with interest. Certainly Seven had assimilated her share of children when she was a member of the Collective but now apparently, the very thought of harming a child was appalling to her. She wondered where it sprang from. Annika Hansen's own assimilation at six years of age? Or perhaps Seven simply did not see assimilation as being harmful. 

"We need to have Naomi understand that," Stone said. "If we can get her to see you as a person rather than just a representative of the Borg, then I think she'll get over her fear. Will you help me?" 

Stiffly, Seven nodded. "I will assist you. When?" 

"I'll make the arrangements and get back to you," Stone said with satisfaction, making a notation in her padd. She looked back at Seven. "Is there anything else troubling you, Seven? 

"No," Seven said and stood up abruptly. "I will see you at our regular time?" 

"Tomorrow night, then." Stone walked her to the door, and took a moment to rest her hand lightly on Seven's shoulder. "Try not to be so upset with the captain, Seven. She has a lot required of her and sometimes she can't always offer the attention each crewmember requires. But she does care about you. Very much so. All right?" 

Seven nodded briefly. "I will ... consider your words." 

Stone smiled. "You do that." She watched as Seven left, then taking a breath, she returned to her desk to tackle some paperwork before lunch. 



"Full contact, game and final round, Seven of Nine. She wins, seven games to three." 

Janeway leaned against the wall, sucking wind and wondering if she had finally gotten too old for this sort of thing. Seven had managed to beat her and she wondered if the young woman was enjoying her victory. She snuck a glance over to where the Borg stood tall and cool in her black workout outfit which left the arms bare, revealing a normally unseen implant on her right bicep. She did not appear particularly elated. Janeway leaned down gingerly and picked up her water bottle taking several gulps of the cold liquid, attempting to regain a bit more control. 

"Are you all right, Captain?" Seven asked, looking at her strangely. 

Janeway raised a hand, managed a half grin. "I'll live." She picked up her towel, gestured with it. "Excellent play, Seven. That shot in the fourth game, just brilliant." 

"Yes?" Seven sounded uncertain, as if surprised that the captain was pleased with her win instead of being dismayed at losing. Her eyes brightened slightly. 

"Wonderful shot," Janeway explained, going back to the water bottle, drinking more slowly now. "Turned the whole thing around." 

"Indeed," Seven said and stared at her some more. Janeway began to wonder what was going through the Borg's mind. Seven certainly had the oddest expression on her face. 

"Captain, I wish to copulate with you." 

Janeway forced herself not to react, remembering how Sydney had handled this same sort of situation a few weeks ago in the mess hall. Calm, she thought. Don't show any hint of shock, don't get upset. Just stay calm. She managed to smile gently, with what she hoped was understanding. "Thank you, Seven, but before we go any further with this, we need to see Counselor Stone." 

Seven raised an eyebrow as the captain took her arm and gently led her to the door. 

"Why?" 

Janeway grinned. Because I'm not going to be the one that has to fix this, she thought. For a change. "Because, there's something we both have to tell you," she said. "And I think you should be sitting down when we do." 

"How would sitting down affect how I take in information?" Seven asked, puzzled. 

"Sometimes it's just easier," Janeway said as they stepped onto the turbolift. 

Fortunately the panel on Stone's office was shaded green, which indicated she was in and available. A red glow would have indicated she was in with a client and could not be disturbed. Janeway leaned on the chime and smiled at Seven who looked understandably confused by all this. 

"Come in." Stone's voice through the speaker was a welcome sound to Janeway and with a nod to Seven, gesturing her to enter first, they walked through the door. 

Counselor Stone looked up as the two entered, eyebrow raising as she identified them. She took a quick glance around, then brought her chair from around the desk so that the three chairs were arranged in a semi-circle. Her eyes were bright as she looked at Janeway, a quizzical expression in her face. 

"So what can I do for you two?" 

Janeway wished she had taken time to shower. Though Seven was apparently beyond such things as perspiration, the captain was very aware that she was giving every indication of just having completed an hour of Velocity. She felt mussed and disarrayed and entirely too grungy. Definitely not how she wanted Sydney to see her. 

"Before we start," she said. "Do you think I could use your facilities?" 

"By all means, Captain," Stone said, waving her hand in the general direction of the door set unobtrusively in the corner of the office. 

"I'll only be a minute," Janeway apologized to Seven before going into the small washroom which, fortunately, had a full shower. She stripped off her workout clothes, set the controls for a hydro burst and stepped under the driving spray gratefully. She started abruptly as she heard the door open and she glanced out to see Stone putting a uniform on the counter, complete with pips and comm badge. She eyed her uncertainly and Stone grinned at her. 

"From my replicator, Captain," she said professionally for the benefit of the ears in the outer office. She waggled her eyebrows at her and left. 

Janeway took a breath, forcing herself to remember that it would not be considered unseemly for the ship's counselor to provide the captain with a uniform. She shouldn't overreact to the fact that her first urge when she saw Stone come in was to drag her under the cascade of water and make wild, passionate love to her. Janeway quickly altered the controls to chill the spray and shortly thereafter, ardor cooled, got out to dress quickly. Seven and Stone both looked up as she took a seat next to them. 

"So Seven, you wish to copulate with the Captain," Stone said and Janeway realized that Seven had filled her in while she had been showering. Which was good. Janeway hadn't wanted to explain what had happened anyway. "Are you in love with her?" Stone emphasized the word 'in'. 

"Yes," Seven said positively. Then hesitated. "I believe so." 

Janeway swallowed hard, but catching a warning glance from Stone, she held her tongue and tried to remain impassive, as if they were speaking of someone else entirely. 

"How did you come to this conclusion?" Stone's tone was easy, a request for information. 

Seven hesitated. "I like being in her presence," she said slowly. "I realized that what I expected from her this morning was an acknowledgment that she recognize I am special to her. Then when you told me she cared for me, I understood that was what I felt for her. I care for her. I love her." 

Stone leaned back in her chair. "I see," she said. Janeway hoped that meant she was coming up with something to fix this. "And copulating with her would mean what?" 

"That she loved me as well," Seven said, as if it were self-evident. 

Janeway blinked as she realized the two were now looking at her. She looked at Stone, trying to figure out what she was supposed to say, but the Counselor's placid expression was less than helpful. "Seven, I'm not in love with you." 

Seven flinched, features shading with a profound and heartfelt dismay, and to Janeway's horror, she realized that this was not like when Stone had previously diverted the woman with ice cream. Seven had a real emotional investment in this, real feelings for Janeway. It was not merely a need to experiment or to seek out new information. Helplessly, Janeway looked at Stone again. 

"How do you feel about Seven, Captain?" Stone asked evenly. 

"I ... uh," Janeway hesitated, wondering what she should say. Stone was not offering her any hints either. Or was she? There was an expression in her eyes. 

Janeway wished she was telepathic. 

"I do care for you, Seven," she said in a rush. She looked over at the young woman and put her hand gently on the mesh covered arm closest to her. "You're very special to me. But that kind of love, no, I don't feel that for you." 

"There are many shades of love, Seven," Stone said then, and finally Janeway figured out where this was leading. "The love of friendship, the love of a mentor for a pupil. The love of a mother for a child. Romantic love is only one form. Are you sure that is the love you are experiencing?" 

Seven hesitated. "No. I was unaware that the different kinds were available to me. As an adult, I thought it must be adult love." 

Stone nodded. "Adults also experience all those loves, Seven. And copulation is or should be, specific to the romantic love between two adults who intend to make a life together. But there are also other forms of affection. How does it make you feel when Janeway touches you." 

Seen considered it. "I am ... pleased." 

"Are you aroused?" 

"'Aroused'?" 

"Your breathing increases, your skin flushes," Stone said dispassionately. "You experience warmth and excitement. Your nipples harden. There is a definite sensation in your genitals." 

Seven blinked. "A hormonal response. No, I do not experience that." 

"So you are not aroused by Captain Janeway. You just like her touching you," Stone said gently. "And that's understandable, Seven. Humans require physical contact from the moment they are born. It's as strong a need as eating and sleeping. I believe that when you were young, your parents were very affectionate with you. You miss that, though you're not sure why you do. Would you stand up for a moment?" 

Uncertainly, Seven did as she was asked. Stone stood as well and carefully put her arms around Seven, gently holding her. "How does this make you feel?" 

Seven thought hard. "It is pleasant," she allowed. Hesitantly, she put her arms around the Counselor. 

"Gently," Stone instructed. "You're much stronger than I am." 

"What is this?" Seven asked, holding the counselor gingerly. 

"This is a hug, Seven," Stone told her. "I'm not in love with you, but I do care about you, and I want only good things for you. Can you feel that?" 

"Yes," Seven said after a moment. Unbidden, she rested her head on Stone's shoulder. "I like this." 

"It is nice, isn't it?" Stone said with a smile. After a bit, naturally, she released her. "How do you feel now." 

"I am ... happier," Seven said, struggling to find words for the concepts she was recieving. She glanced at Janeway sideways, from lowered eyes. "Why did I think I was in love with her?" 

"She's the most powerful person on the ship," Stone replied. "She has a great influence on your life. It's natural to be drawn to her. She's very important to you. You wish to be as important to her. And you are, Seven. You just have to realize that." 

She looked at Janeway and made a motion with her head, indicating she should also stand up which the captain obligingly did. Stone put her hand on Seven's arm and gently pulled her around to face the captain. "Now, Seven, you hug the captain," she instructed. 

Bemused, Janeway stood quietly as Seven put her arms around her. She was very aware of the taller woman's form, the implants that were not seen under her outfit but easily felt as she was pulled gently to Seven; the ribbing about the Borg's midsection, a protrusion of sorts under the left collarbone. Carefully Janeway put her arms around Seven in return and squeezed, amazed at the sudden rush of tenderness she felt for the young woman, knowing a profound gratitude that she had taken the chance on her. 

"Remember, Seven," Stone said softly as she watched the two women hug. "Captain Janeway takes a far greater interest in what you do and she makes it a point to spend time with you that she does not with others. She cares enough about you to want to give you a better life than you had in the Collective. She cares enough to guide you, to motivate you. To set guidelines and parameters and has the expectation that you will follow them. She cares enough to punish you when you've done wrong but always in such a way that you are afforded the opportunity to learn from your mistakes and improve." 

"Why?" Seven asked. She released the captain and looked at Janeway fully. "Why do you care for me?" 

Janeway opened her mouth, closed it, searched for the right thing to say. "I love you," she said finally, simply. "You're like my younger sister." She darted a glare at Stone, daring her to change expression. "Or my daughter." Stone remained impassive. 

Seven considered that carefully. "So you are like my parent," she said slowly. Her eyes grew distant and Janeway knew she was turning that concept around in her head. "My parents were assimilated. I do not know how to function with a parent." 

"I'm not sure I know how to function as one," Janeway admitted frankly. 

"It will be a learning experience for us both," Seven said solemnly. She looked back at Stone and with unspoken agreement, all three woman sat down again. "Where should we begin?" 

Stone spread her hands. "The fact is, you've already been functioning like this for some time. You already know how to do it." 

"So it is unnecessary to change?" 

"Perhaps the captain can be a little more affectionate with you," Stone offered blandly. "Off duty. You can share more of what you're feeling with her ... off duty. On duty, she is still your captain. You are her crewmember. She cannot always react as your parent. You cannot expect it from her." 

Seven nodded. "I understand." 

Janeway wished she did. 

Stone seemed to sigh, then. "Seven, we are many things in life. We play many roles. I am a counselor. I am also a Starfleet officer. I am at various times a teacher and a student. A friend and a lover. An adult and a child still. There are many shades to being Human. It is not all one thing or the other." 

Seven nodded. "I do not always wish to be Borg. It is hard. Especially since I do not have the voices." 

"But you have many voices still," Stone insisted. "The captain's. Mine, Tuvok's, the Doctor's, even B'Elanna Torres. They all form the pattern of your life now. If you let them." 

"I will be different things to different people?" Seven offered. 

"Yes, and they will be different things to you." 

"I will think about this." 

"That would be good." Stone glanced at the captain. "Do you have anything to add, Kathryn?" 

Janeway shook her head. "That about covers it," she said dryly. 

"I must return to astrometrics," Seven said and stood up. She did not look back as she abruptly left the office. 



Sydney put her hands over her eyes, trembling as the door slid shut behind the departing Borg. Through her laced fingers, she could see the captain looking at her with concern. 

"Sydney?" Janeway leaned forward. 

Sydney took a deep breath as she took her hands away, shaking them violently. "Boy, you have to bring me all the tough ones, huh?" 

"Better you than me," Janeway said dryly. "I used to have to handle those ones all by myself." 

"Well, I'm glad you think it's funny," Sydney accused lightly. She put her hands under her thighs, sitting on them to keep them from shaking. 

"I don't," Janeway said, suddenly sobering. "I didn't know what to do." 

Sydney felt her lips quirk in a grin. "I'm sure you would have figured it out." 

"Your professional opinion?" Janeway eyed her uncertainly. 

Sydney allowed her smile to become sensual. "No, my very biased, very unprofessional, personal one," she said softly. "You are a most remarkable woman, Kathryn Janeway." 

Janeway blushed and Sydney got up, going to her and putting her hands on the arms of the captain's chair, leaning over her. "And you definitely do have someone 'in' love with you," she added in a low husky voice. 

"I should get back to the bridge," Janeway warned halfheartedly as Sydney bent closer. 

"You're off duty this afternoon," Sydney murmured, just before she kissed her gently, teasingly. "Or you wouldn't have been playing Velocity." She kissed her again, a little deeper. "And as it turns out, I have no sessions for two hours." And again, this time with passionate intent. "There's a perfectly good couch right next to us doing absolutely nothing." 

"We can't," Janeway whispered, closing her eyes as Sydney kissed her again, each kiss increasing in duration, and in intimacy. 

"Give me three good reasons," Sydney muttered reasonably as she found the fastening at the front of Janeway's uniform. She continued to nuzzle the captain lovingly, pulling open the tunic to worm her hands inside, seeking out and finding the small, fine breasts, fondling them through the sweater. 

"Someone might ... ah ... might come in," Janeway tried, catching her breath as Sydney gently stroked her nipples that immediately responded, protruding through the thin material. 

"No one can get in here when the session seal is in place," Sydney assured her, leaving off her caresses reluctantly to push the uniform jacket off Janeway's shoulders, sliding it down her arms. As Janeway struggled to get herself free of it, Sydney reached down for the hem of the sweater, tugging it free of the captain's trousers. 

"I might be needed," Janeway protested weakly as she raised her arms, allowing Sydney to pull the sweater off over her head. She was left sitting in just her regulation bra, the black half-shirt looking absolutely breathtaking on the compact body, leaving her arms, shoulders and midsection bare. Sydney swallowed hard, capturing Kathryn's hands in her own and drawing the captain to her feet. 

"You are needed," Sydney told her, shrugging impatiently out of her own tunic. "Badly, by me, right this minute." 

Janeway captured her in an embrace, kissing her chin, her throat, nibbling the line of her jaw. "I stick to leather," the Captain tried one final time unconvincingly, more to satisfy the three reason requirement than anything else. 

"It's fake leather," Sydney told her, pulling back long enough to remove her sweater and bra in one motion. "It actually feels like cloth, which is how I had it replicated." She caught her breath abruptly as Kathryn covered Sydney's breasts with her hands, using her palms to stimulate the nipples. 

"I see," the captain mumbled, kissing down the counselor's neck. "So you do this often?" 

"Hmm, no, not at all," Sydney responded breathlessly, unfastening the captain's bra and dropping it on the floor. "But I always try to be prepared." She sighed happily as she felt Kathryn press against her, her body a fevered heat in her arms, skin sliding smoothly over hers, inflaming her. 

"I like officers who think ahead," Kathryn whispered, sliding her hands down Sydney's back to the waistband of Sydney's trousers, gathering the hem of her underwear along the way, tugging them over the slim hips and letting them drop down the muscled legs. 

"I like captains who appreciate preparation," Sydney replied, kicking off her boots. She knelt, pulling down Kathryn's uniform pants, helping her remove her own boots, leaving them both nude. They embraced again and sank onto the couch, entwined as they kissed hotly, deeply, exploring each other with delighted pleasure. 

"Does anyone ever use this couch?" Kathryn asked idly as Sydney paid the most loving attention to the captain's chest with her fingertips, stroking featherlight over the stiff little nipples that seemed to harden even more beneath her touch. 

"Besides us?" Sydney murmured absently. "I take naps sometimes." 

"Then why have it?" Kathryn asked reasonably. 

"Are you complaining?" Sydney said quietly, smiling. "Would you rather we were on the floor?" 

"Uh, no, this is good." Kathryn laughed, deep and low in her throat. 

It sent shivers through the Counselor and she smiled as she nipped the tender flesh of the captain's earlobe. She did so adore making love to Kathryn, drawing out the woman from behind the shell of command, making her moan and arch beneath her with a mere touch. It was powerful, this ability to love another, to make her react so helplessly to her caresses. It filled Sydney with a feeling of fierce protectiveness, the need to please this woman, to fulfill her in every way possible. 

She rose up to kiss the fine lips again, open, melting kisses that made Kathryn gasp into her mouth, pressing down on her lightly, enjoying the feel of skin on skin, the heat of their bodies pressing together. Kathryn's hands roamed over her spine restlessly, pulling her down onto her with fierce need. 

"You're so beautiful," Sydney whispered, mouthing the captain's chin, the line of her jaw. 

"Mm, more biased opinion," Kathryn murmured, sliding her hands down to the small of Sydney's back, pulling her even closer. 

"Not biased," the taller woman said huskily. "Everyone on the ship thinks so." 

"An exaggeration." 

"Truth." Sydney smiled and nuzzled the captain's throat, feeling the soft moans vibrate subtly against her lips. She slid a little to the side so that she could touch Kathryn's breasts once more, cupping them gently as Kathryn seized her head, pushing her down demandingly. Sydney laughed and bent her head to cover the nipples with her mouth, licking and nibbling the tender flesh with loving intensity, knowing how much the smaller woman enjoyed this. 

The Counselor supposed it was because Kathryn was not abundantly endowed in this area, and small breasted woman tended to be more sensitive there anyway. In any event, it was a joy to cater to this whim, spending long moments tasting her, touching her, making her crazy with need. 

"Mmm, Sydney," Kathryn whispered. "Please..." 

Sydney understood exactly what her lover wanted, quickly moving down and parting the elegant legs, opening Kathryn up to her questing lips and tongue, feasting upon the captain with avid greed. Sydney delighted in the sounds Kathryn made, how eagerly she responded to her, sighing and twisting beneath the counselor's loving attention until finally she cried out loudly, ecstatically, arching up in that perfect moment of fulfilment, hands tangled in Sydney's long dark hair. 

Sydney continued to taste her until Kathryn was once responding with an even hotter desire, a more demanding fire burning deep within her. Sydney crawled up the compact form to kiss Kathryn deeply, her fingers replacing the attention of her mouth. The catpain moaned, licking her essence from her lover's face, tasting it hungrily. With strong hands, she found Sydney's own wetness, penetrating quickly with long, slender fingers, sliding deep into the counselor with tender insistence. Together they achieved a smooth, gentle rhythm, knowing well by this time, just how much pressure they could use, how intense they had to be until, with mingled cries of passion and release, they reached the pinnacle together. They drove through it without pause, pleasuring and being pleasured, feeding off the other with a need so deep it was beyond reason, beyond comprehension. 

Sydney lay breathless against her lover, head resting limply on her chest, sprawling across Kathryn's smaller form even as the counselor tried to keep most of her weight off the captain. Sydney swallowed against a mouth made dry by her helpless gasps, uttering a small sound of happiness deep in her throat. 

"You," she said positively, "are incredible." 

She felt rather than saw Kathryn smile, the captain stroking her hair slowly as they lay snuggled together on the sofa. 

"I could say the same about you," Kathryn responded in that wonderful smoky voice, throaty and deep. 

Sydney shifted so that she could look into the wonderful eyes shaded midway between blue and grey, completely satisfied and happy. "I was inspired." 

Janeway just smiled again and gently, tenderly, Sydney kissed her, feeling Kathryn touch her cheek softly with loving fingertips. The captain suddenly shivered beneath her and Sydney reached down, grabbing her tunic from the floor, spreading it over them. 

"I shouldn't stay," Kathryn protested a little. 

"I have another hour," Sydney said persuasively. "Stay with me until I have to get back to work. We have so little time together, and I adore being with you so much." 

Kathryn smiled again, shyly. "Will you come to my quarters tonight?" she asked quietly, settling back into the warm embrace. 

"If I can," Sydney promised. "A lot depends on how much late night traffic there is. Both Chakotay and Tuvok are night owls. And Paris is always wandering home at odd hours from B'Elanna's." 

"Mmm, yes," Janeway agreed regretfully. 

"We still have the day after tomorrow," Sydney reminded gently. "I've already cleared my schedule. We can stay in bed the whole time if you'd like." 

"I'd like that," the captain murmured, her eyes closing as weariness stole over her. 

Sydney smiled, resting her head against Kathryn's, watching her as she dozed. Sleep took away even more of the captain's mask, smoothing out the subtle lines of stress and turmoil, taking away years that the burden of command had rested upon this rather fragile being. Protectively Sydney curled around her, holding her gently as she brushed her lips over the fine brow and smooth temples. She couldn't remember ever loving someone this much, this deeply. It was tremendously humbling and not a little frightening. 

"Of all the captains on all the ships," she whispered quietly and smiled. Too quickly the minutes passed and she was forced to wake her. "Kathryn, my next appointment will be here in a little while." 

Janeway made a soft sound of protest, then smiled. "I need to use your shower again." 

"I'll join you." Sydney smiled back. "Do you need a new uniform?" 

"I didn't have the other one on long enough," Janeway said dryly as she untangled and got up, padding naked into the bathroom. 

"Huh, good point," Sydney said, as she stuffed her now wrinkled uniform into the disposal and replicated herself a new one. She picked up Janeway's clothes and carried them into the bathroom. She lay them on the counter before joining the captain under the hydro spray, throwing in some sonics because of the time factor. They splashed and played a little but time was too pressing and soon they were out, uniforms redonned, hair put back in place. 

Sydney quickly tidied the office, increasing the ventilation to remove the last lingering traces of their scent and what they had been doing. She ordered the computer to place a neutralizing fragrance into the air and abruptly became aware of the captain who was watching this with amusement. 

"I think you've done this before," Janeway said. 

Sydney blushed. "Well, maybe the office thing," she admitted. She rested her hands on Janeway's waist, holding her gently. "But never with anyone who meant so much." 

"You're a lot more adventurous than I am," Janeway admitted as they kissed softly. 

"Hmm, then we'll have to expand your horizons a bit," Sydney smiled. "There is still the desk in your ready room." 

Janeway laughed and nudged her in the ribs. "That adventurous I'll never be." 

They kissed once more, then with reluctance, Janeway pulled away and left the office. Sydney took a seat behind her desk, smiling as she leaned back in her chair. 

Certainly there were much worse ways to kill time while awaiting one's next client. 



Captain Janeway found herself grinning somewhat foolishly as she walked down the corridor, and with an effort, schooled her face to be more impassive. Honestly, how could she expect Sydney to be discreet if she went around with this self satisfied air all the time? 

Feeling energized, she went to the bridge, deciding to catch up on some reports she had been letting slide the past few days. Commander Chakotay looked up inquiringly as she exited the turbolift. 

"I thought you were taking the afternoon off," he said, getting out of the captain's chair. 

"Seven and I finished our match early," Janeway explained cheerfully. "And since I found myself somewhat at loose ends, I thought I'd finish those engineering reports." 

"Including Seven's?" he asked with a smile, following her into the ready room. 

She took a seat behind her desk, managing not to blush as a sudden erotic vision crossed her mind's eye, involving Sydney and that selfsame piece of furniture. "I promised I'd look them over." 

"B'Elanna thinks they're impractical," he said, sitting down across from her. 

"And she's probably right," Janeway allowed. "But it won't hurt to see what Seven had in mind. She is quite brilliant and her ideas can sometimes inspire better ways of doing things." 

"That's true." He smiled at her. "I was wondering what your plans were for dinner tonight." 

Janeway shrugged lightly. "I hadn't thought about it," she said absently, transferring the data from the padd over to her desktop console. 

"Can I interest you in some pasta primavera? My quarters?" 

"Sure," Janeway responded, knowing Sydney was booked the rest of the day and late into the evening. "Can I bring anything?" 

"Just yourself," he said, smiling as he got up. "Tonight then. 1900 hours?" 

"I'll be there," Janeway promised, absorbed in the data crossing her screen. She was unaware of him leaving, fascinated by the train of thought Seven had put down in her report. The recommendations themselves were completely out of the question of course, but the idea behind them, the possibilities they projected ... they were inspired. 

Janeway was amused to find herself feeling a certain amount of pride in Seven, as if she had something to do with creating that wonderfully facile mind. She consoled herself with the thought that she was the one who had brought her back to her Human connections, insisted on rescuing her from the sterile, restrictive Collective. 

She occupied herself happily for the rest of the day until it was time for her dinner with Chakotay. They spent a fairly pleasant meal though Janeway kept picking up an odd vibe from her first officer. Janeway credited the odd unease to her new relationship and how romance was altering her perceptions in the strangest ways. She left his quarters and made her way back to the captain's cabin, trying not to feel lonely as she slipped into her empty bed. She tossed and turned for a long time until she heard the soft hiss of her door opening, the stealthy footprints, the metallic thuds as Sydney rebounded off the wall and hit the deck for the second time in as many nights. 

"Are you all right?" 

Sydney just groaned. 

Janeway started to laugh. "Do I have to start sleeping with a night light?" she asked when Sydney finally crawled into bed. 

"Maybe I'll just requisition a wrist beam from stores," Sydney grumbled. "Otherwise I'm going to have to start coming up with stories to explain away these bruises." 

"Let me kiss them and make them better," Janeway requested as she pulled the woman into her arms. 

"If you think it will help," the Counselor said dryly. 

"Oh, I'm sure it will," Janeway whispered huskily, proceeding to seek out every little hurt. 

"I wasn't bruised there," Sydney noted after awhile. 

"Do you want me to stop?" Janeway asked curiously. 

"Oh no," Sydney replied. "By all means, Captain, do carry on." 

And so a very long and somewhat trying day came to a pleasant and very satisfying conclusion. 



Sydney made a notation in her padd and looked up as her door chime sounded. She keyed open the door, regarding her next client with interest. Commander Chakotay had not utilized her services since coming on board and like Captain Janeway, he displayed a sort of ambivalence towards her profession. She was anxious to discover what had finally provoked him to make an appointment. 

"Please, Commander, have a seat," she invited, staying behind her desk, hoping the more formal arrangement would make him more comfortable. There would be time enough later to remove the desk between them as they talked. 

He sat gingerly, obviously ill at ease. She waited patiently as he looked around, his attention taken finally by the print above her desk; a panoramic view of the Alberta Rockies with a black Arabian stallion in profile against the purple and blue mountains. It tended to evoke a feeling of spaciousness and freedom in the person regarding it. The horse's mane was lifted in the wind, the tail streaming out behind like a flag, the finely shaped head lifted with the nostrils flared as if it was about to break into a run at a second's notice. 

"You ride?" he asked, curiously. 

He was seeking a connection, she realized, some sense that they had something in common. "I grew up on a ranch in the Alberta foothills. That holo image is one I captured of my horse the day before I left for the Academy. As far as I know, Shadow's still racing the wind." She observed him evenly. "What about you?" 

He smiled. "Not really. There were horses on Trebus where I grew up but I was always a tech head. My father liked riding though." 

Stone nodded, waiting quietly. Chakotay looked around some more, then faced her, raising his eyebrow. "I suppose you're wondering why I asked to see you," he said with a weak grin. 

"I'm sure you have a good reason," Stone said gently. 

"Yeah," he allowed. And was silent for a few more moments. 

Stone kept her expression mildly interested. "Is there some concern, Commander?" 

"Uh, this is completely confidential, right?" 

"Nothing leaves this office, but if I feel you are a threat to the physical well being of yourself or another, or your problems were so serious as to be beyond my ability to help, I would, by necessity, have speak with the Captain." 

"I can understand that," he nodded. "We had a guy who murdered one of our crew the second year in the Delta Quadrant." 

"Sudor," she agreed. "I read his file. I believe that he would have required more help than I would have been able to give him. I would have had to speak to the Captain in that instance." She regarded him closely. "Do you think I will have to speak to the Captain about you?" 

"No, god no," he said. He took a breath. "I mean, I have killed." He looked at her sombrely. "In the Maquis sometimes ... things happened." 

She nodded. "I know," she said. "Don't forget, I just left a war. And the Athena saw quite a lot of action. I rarely stopped to analyze any Jem'Hadar I was forced to ... dispatch." 

He nodded, smiling a little and relaxed a bit, though he was clearly building up to something. "It's about the captain," he said slowly. "And our relationship." 

Stone nodded. A chain of command conflict, she thought. Chakotay was captain material himself and it must be difficult to always have to submerge his own leadership abilities to those of Janeway's. Especially after five years. Most first officers had achieved their own command by this time except for those who truly found contentment in playing the supporting role. She just did not see this man as being one of that type of first officer. He was a leader, not a follower. 

"To put it in a nutshell," he said finally, starkly. "I'm in love with Kathryn." 

Four years at Starfleet Academy, another four at Starfleet Medical, years more of dealing with all sorts of situations on the Galaxy class starship Liberty under the precise mentorship of Vorak, the Vulcan ship's counselor; all of that experience and training kept Stone's face impassive, her gaze level, her heart from crawling up her throat and leaping out her mouth. But it was close. Very, very close. 

"And does she know this?" she asked, her voice sounding normal though it seemed to be coming from quite a distance. 

"I think she does," he said. "But we decided to not to act on this for a while." 

"How so?" 

"Well, we were stranded on this planet when we were exposed to this virus, and it was understood that we would ... well, settle down and raise kids," he explained. "We grew very close, but the ship returned with a cure before we acted on it. And so we left it at that. But lately she's seemed ... softer somehow, more approachable. Almost as if she's reconsidering her command and how it keeps her away from being a woman. From being in love. I think she's ready to act on the feelings we share." 

Stone took a breath, slow and easy. "Are you sure she returns these feelings?" 

"There's no one else on the ship she's as close to, except Tuvok and they're just friends. And he's married anyway. No, I think she's starting to consider her options especially since she got that Dear John letter from Mark and realized she was free. I didn't want to press her then but now I'm starting to think it's time. She's ready to fall in love." 

Stone swallowed. "What is it you expect from me?" 

"I guess, I just needed to tell someone," he said with an easy smile. "I know you'll keep this quiet, which isn't easy to do on a ship this size. I didn't want it to get back to her before I was ready to act." 

"And what exactly are you going to do?" 

He frowned. "Uh, I figured maybe you could help me there as well. I've never been involved with someone ranked above me. I was hoping that you could ... give me some tips on how to handle the rank thing." 

"Ah," Stone said. She leaned back in her chair, steepling her hands, fingertips pressing together. "Perhaps you should start from the beginning, Commander. Go over the entire relationship with me so that I can best ... point you in the right direction." 

He nodded, feeling much more comfortable now. "Yeah, that makes sense. Okay, I guess the first time I saw Kathryn was when she captured my ship." 

Stone listened very, very carefully. 



Janeway entered sickbay, cradling one hand gently in the other. The Doctor looked up at her arrival, dismayed when he saw the blood on her fingers. 

"Captain," he said, rushing over and escorting her to the nearest biobed. A tall, sparse form beneath his blue and black uniform, the Emergency Medical Hologram had far exceeded its original programming, actually achieving sentience. So when she heard the concern in his voice, she knew it was genuine. 

"I don't think it's that bad," she protested mildly as he ran the medical probe over her hand, looking intently at the readings on his tricorder. 

"Diagnosing yourself now?" he said, a touch of aggravation creeping into his tone. "I was unaware you had been attending medical school when you weren't being a captain. What happened?" 

"Just a little accident in my ready room," she explained sheepishly. "I kept getting power surges in my replicator so I decided to fix it myself. A minor slip." 

"I see," he said, his bald head gleaming mutely in the fluorescent brightness of sickbay. "Now you're a captain, a doctor and an engineer. I fail to see why you keep the rest of us around at all." 

She sighed and remained silent as he ran a dermal regenerator over the gashes in her fingers. Within a minute, she was healed, flexing her hand experimentally to stretch out the new flesh, pleased at the lack of pain. "Nice work, Doctor." 

"I am handy at some things," he pointed out acidly. 

She smiled. "I have to be allowed some fun." 

"Hmm, I might question that. By the way, you're way overdue for your physical. If you've got time to tinker with equipment, you should have time to stay and let me run a few tests." 

Janeway slipped off the biobed quickly. "I'm sure you have other patients," she said hastily. She frowned, looking over her shoulder at the form pacing uneasily in his office. "What's wrong with Ensign Wildman?" 

"She's not here for medical reasons," he explained. "Naomi has been having some problems and she's in with the counselor now." 

"Is it serious?" Janeway asked. 

"I don't know," the Doctor said and the fact that it was a painful thing for him to admit was quite evident. "All I know is that it involves Seven of Nine. She's in there too." 

Janeway frowned, shooting him a look and walked into the office where Ensign Wildman paused in her incessant pacing as she saw the captain. "Captain?" 

"Hello, Ensign," the Captain said gently. "I understand your daughter is having some problems?" 

"Nightmares, Captain," the blond woman responded distractedly. "Counselor Stone seems to think that if Naomi and Seven can get together, Naomi won't be so scared of her. But I'm beginning to regret letting the counselor talk me into this." 

"I'm sure Counselor Stone is doing what's best for Naomi," the Doctor said, trying to calm the woman. 

"I know, but Seven is in there," Ensign Wildman said. "She's not familiar with children. What if Seven does something to scare Naomi? Or worse." 

"I don't believe Seven would ever harm a child, but if you are really worried, I'm sure we can go in and talk to the counselor." 

The Doctor frowned. "I don't think that's a good idea. The red light is on and that means she's in session. Only an emergency override signal can open the door." 

"Then we'll just have to override it," the captain said, walking toward the door which joined the counselor's office to sickbay. "That's merely a formality to keep people from barging in." 

"It's more than a formality," the Doctor said urgently, scurrying after the two women. "It's a regulation." 

"I'm worried abut Naomi," Ensign Wildman said, enboldened by the captain's presence. "I have a right to go in. The counselor said so." 

"But the captain might not be allowed," the Doctor mumbled, way too late. Captain Janeway overrode the lock and they entered the room, the Doctor craning his neck to peer over the two women. Then he got a look at Stone's eyes and hastily turned himself off, deciding he would rather be inert than find out any more about the mysterious world of the counselor's office at this particular moment. 

Seven and Naomi were sitting on the floor in the center of the room, a low table in between them covered with a collection of paper and various jars of pigmentation. It was difficult to tell which had more paint, the large sheets of paper, or the participants themselves. Naomi had a particularly striking silver streak around her left eye and a starburst pattern on her right cheek. The four year old promptly smiled as she saw her mother. 

"Look momma, I'm a Borg like Seven," she said. "'Cept she was 'simlated. I wasn't." 

"I see, darling," Wildman said, looking at her daughter with a mixture of concern and surprise. 

"I like Seven," the child said brightly. "She's funny." 

"Perhaps you'd care to join in their playtime," Stone offered gently, but with the underlying steel of an order that could not be disobeyed. "Now that you've arrived." 

Janeway gulped as she got a look at Sydney's eyes. She had never seen her lover's emerald gaze take on that flinted jade quality before and with an instinct that comes with being in love, she realized that this was bad. Very bad. Though the counselor wasn't showing it, perhaps because of the child and Seven, Janeway was very aware that Stone was as furious with her as it was possible for her to be. 

Hastily, both the Captain and Wildman joined the other two at the low table, and before she knew it, Janeway was immersed in finger painting, finding herself covered in bright streaks of color that smeared a good part of her uniform and most of her hands as Naomi insisted on making the two adults 'Borg' as well. But while Ensign Wildman was painted a subdued blue, Janeway's 'implants' were a brilliant shade of red, to go with the uniform. No one could accuse Naomi of being less than color coordinated when it came to fashion. 

Stone downplayed the interruption, giving the impression that the two had been 'invited' to play with Naomi and if Seven knew better, she gave no indication of it. Though she did raise an eyebrow when Naomi liberally smeared paint all around Janeway's cheek. The child then instructed Seven to do Janeway's 'eye piece' as she did her mother's cheek because she wasn't allowed to get paint next to people's eyes. 

Seven promptly did so, with a quiet enjoyment in her ice-blue gaze as she delicately dabbed paint around Janeway's eye. Then, cautiously, she did the same for Wildman, deliberately not noticing as the ensign flinched at her touch. Pleased with her playmate's work, Naomi granted Seven a big hug which smeared even more paint over them but clearly the cool blonde did not mind, her face soft as she accepted the tiny embrace. It was fun and happy and if Janeway tried not to look at Stone directly, no one seemed to notice. Then playtime was over and Wildman bore her splattered child off to their quarters and hopefully a bath that Stone promised would remove all traces of the paint. 

Seven looked at Stone. "You were correct," she said with a trace of admiration. "It is Ensign Wildman who is afraid of me. Naomi was quick to understand I would not harm her." 

Stone dipped her head in acknowledgment. "And now Naomi can show her mother that she does not need to be afraid of you either. But this will take time, Seven. I want to thank you for your help." 

"I ... enjoyed it," Seven said, with a trace of surprise. 

Stone smiled. "I'm glad. By the way, I believe a high intensity sonic burst will get that paint off your implants." 

"I will try it," Seven allowed and left, leaving Janeway to face Stone alone. 

"I don't suppose I could use your shower?" Janeway asked with every ounce of charm she possessed. She tried to look even more woebegone in her splattered state. 

It did not make so much as a crack in Stone's impassive face. 

"I have a client coming," she said precisely. "You'll have to shower elsewhere. And wherever that is, you might want to review Medical Regulations twenty-seven through forty-three. I will be in your ready room at 1600 hours to discuss them with you." Her voice was pure glacier ice, impervious, impenetrable. 

Janeway opened her mouth, took another look at those eyes, and decided space was exactly what they both needed at the moment. She nodded stiffly and left the office, affecting not to notice the startled and amused glances that came her way as she returned to her quarters to change. 

She was not looking forward to 1600 hours at all. 



Stone found herself leaning on her desk heavily, breathing hard as she fought the fury and hurt that was swirling inside her. How could she? How could Kathryn disobey the fundamental right of confidentiality that the counselor/client relationship demanded? This had never happened to her before and she wasn't quite sure how to deal with it. Then the chime at her door told her she couldn't at the moment anyway. 

Closing her eyes, exhaling a long, slow, controlled breath, Sydney took a seat behind her desk and keyed open the door. She opened her eyes as Commander Chakotay came in. She could have wished for any other client at the moment, but unfortunately, she had to take what the universe dealt her. No matter how she felt. 

"Commander," she greeted in a voice a great deal calmer than she was inside. "How are you today?" 

"I'm all right," he replied easily as he took a seat. "I saw the captain as I was walking through the corridors. She looked like she was on the wrong end of a da Vinci painting." He frowned suddenly. "She didn't seem too happy when I asked what happened. Do you think I'm pushing too hard?" 

Stone took a breath. "I'm sure she was just dismayed at whatever had caused her to appear less than professional before her crew." Stone winced internally. Maybe she should have let Kathryn get cleaned up here. But dammit, the captain was out of line. Way out of line. 

"Well, I thought she looked wonderful anyway," he said. "I told her that." 

"And how did she react?" Stone asked evenly. 

"Not as well as I hoped," he admitted. "She just sort of looked at me as if I had lost my mind. Then suggested I get my eyes checked. It doesn't seem to be going well." 

It had been two weeks since Chakotay had first come to Stone with his revelation and since then the captain had finally noticed his offers for dinner and walks on the holodeck for being what they were ... romantic advances. She had come to Sydney for advice and the counselor had been somewhat in a quandary about what to say to her. In fact, her suggestion that Kathryn tell him to bugger off was not accepted at all. The captain didn't want to hurt his feelings and she was appalled that Sydney had suggested it, though somewhat gratified at the mild display of jealousy. Sometimes it was really hard for Sydney to know what role she was supposed to play at any particular moment. 

Stone nodded. "You know, Commander, I was curious about something you mentioned the last time. That you felt something changed between you and the captain during the Borg/Species 8472 encounter. Could you elaborate on that?" 

He looked thoughtful. "You know, it isn't anything concrete, but after I went against her orders and broke her agreement with the Borg, she seemed to stop ... trusting me as much. It's nothing I can really put my finger on..." He trailed off uncertainly. 

"Can she trust you?" Stone asked gently. 

"Of course," he said with a touch of outrage. "I'd never betray her." 

"I think you just got through telling me you did," she pointed out. "She gave you strict orders before she was sedated by the Doctor, one might call them 'last command orders' and you followed your own path." 

"I had to," he said stubbornly. 

"I realize that, but perhaps she didn't truly realize what that meant until she was shown that you have to go your own way." 

"And you think because of that, she can't trust me anymore." 

"It is irrelevant what I think. What does she think?" 

He thought about that. "She knows that I can't always follow her orders," he said slowly. "But she also knows that I wouldn't be any good to accept command if I didn't do what I thought best. That's what being a captain is all about. As a captain, she understands that." 

"And as a lover?" she said carefully. "As a partner?" 

He looked stricken. "Oh god." 

"And can you give her that in return?" she asked carefully. "Can you be with someone who must go their own way even though it might not be your path?" 

"No," he said, his voice troubled. "I don't think so. This isn't the first time my beliefs have caused me to break vows that I truly meant at the time. Vows to my father, then to Starfleet, then to the Maquis ... I guess that's why she stopped trusting me completely. When I broke faith with her, I also broke her absolute trust in my word." 

"I'm sure she does trust you," Stone said. "As a captain. Otherwise, she would have replaced you. She'd never let anyone stand in the way of the good of the ship and while she may not be prepared to put you in a position where you might go against her again, I'm sure she has absolute faith in your capabilities." 

"But a lover or wife requires more," he said with difficulty, realization clouding his eyes. "And I can't give her the absolute faith she requires. I can't promise to always follow her path, especially at the cost of my own. And while some people can accept that, deep down, she never would. Eventually, it would pull us apart because she's Starfleet with all that entails and I'm ... not." 

Stone regarded him a moment. "What does your spirit guide say?" She personally didn't buy the mystical shades of his beliefs but she knew he did and that was all that really mattered. They had discussed it last session and she advised that he look to it for suggestions. 

He took a breath, then looked vaguely sheepish. "Pretty much the same thing, come to think of it. I just didn't want to hear it. I guess I have to, now." He favored the counselor with a weak grin. "It's hard figuring this stuff out." 

"It is," Stone agreed. "I admire your capability for honesty, for understanding yourself, Commander. Not all my clients have that ability." 

"Sometimes it's easier to lie to yourself." He smiled painfully. "Thank you, Counselor. You helped me keep from making a complete fool of myself." 

"I don't believe you would have ever done that," she said gently. "You're a good man, Chakotay, and your own man. Someone, I'm sure, will be able to appreciate that fully and accept it." 

"I'll just have to stay away from captains." 

"Being true to themselves is what makes them captains," she agreed somewhat ruefully. "If it's any consolation, I'm sure if positions were reversed, Janeway could not offer you the same absolute faith either. Neither of you can rely absolutely on someone else, but neither of you can accept anything less in a personal relationship. It's neither right nor wrong. It's just who you both are." 

"What about you?" 

Sydney blinked, surprised. "What about me?" 

"Do you require absolute faith?" He was honestly curious. 

It was not the practice of Sydney to share personal details of her life with patients. For one thing, it was considered unprofessional. But these were unique circumstances. These were not just her clients, these people were supposed to be her family, her community and they were going to be stuck together for a very long time. 

"I need faith in me as a counselor," she said carefully. "From my clients and my superiors. In order for this whole process to work, people have to believe in my qualifications. But personally, I can follow someone else's path if I love them. I might argue, I might resist, but in the end, my path will always be at the side of my beloved. To me, a relationship is more important than a career. I would try not to let anything take priority over that." 

"Maybe I should have fallen in love with you." 

She smiled. "Maybe, but physically, Chakotay, you don't quite have the ... equipment I like dealing with." 

He thought about that for a moment, then laughed. "Got you," he said and nodded. "Fewer women on the ship than men," he noted, turning suddenly professional. "And now you've not only taken yourself off one side, you've come over to the other in terms of competition. Could be a problem." 

"That could be a problem," she agreed. "Not me, necessarily, but the male/female ratio. Especially for a generational ship if Voyager becomes that. You people have avoided discussing that at any great length, haven't you?" 

He took a breath. "We concentrate on getting home. Preparing for the event we don't seems ... defeatist in a way." 

"I suppose," Sydney allowed. "But it's been five years. I give it possibly another one or two years, then there will be no avoiding it. The biological need to reproduce is strong. And as people begin to psychologically accept that they are in the Delta Quadrant for the duration, plans will have to be made to allow for families." 

"I'll start thinking about that," he said. "Forewarned is forearmed." 

Sydney smiled wryly. "I believe the captain appreciates preparation." 



Janeway stared at the information flowing across her screen and felt a little lightheaded. She had known that the regulations regarding ship's counselors were a little different than for the rest of her crew but she hadn't realized how much weight they swung. Apparently Starfleet took this 'independence of command' fairly seriously. More so than Janeway had and now she realized just how bad the trouble was. 

No wonder Stone had been so angry with her. Janeway's overriding that lock had been a breech of protocol indeed, breaking at least ten regulations, including one which could have seen the removal of a pip were they back in the Alpha Quadrant. How they would handle it here, with the added complication of their personal relationship, was not something she could figure out at the moment and certainly nothing she was looking forward to. 

The soft sound of her door chime alerted her and she glanced quickly at the time. 1600 hours, on the dot. She took a breath and wondered how she should best do this. Should she remain seated behind the desk, in a position of authority? Be standing, to meet Stone as an equal, or should she dash up to the upper level and be sitting on the couch, attempting to keep this informal so that she could ... what, beg forgiveness? 

She took a breath and settled back down behind the desk. No matter what else, she was still captain, this was still her ship and every decision she made, she was prepared to stand by. Even the wrong ones. That's what being a captain was all about. 

"Come in," she said calmly. 

Stone came in and stood in front of her desk, at full attention, hands linked firmly behind her back. 

"Counselor," Janeway said, glad that she had decided to approach this completely professionally. 

"If this were the Alpha Quadrant," Stone said in a voice of ice. "I would already be on the horn to Starfleet Command to lodge a formal complain. And to request an immediate transfer." 

Stung, Janeway tried not to show it. "I understand the seriousness of my actions," she said quietly. "I thought I was assisting a crewmember who was in distress and I will never apologize for that, but for not knowing the repercussions for breaking regulations, for not realizing how serious this is, I accept full responsibility. The question is, what do we do about it? Because we aren't in the Alpha Quadrant." She regarded Stone evenly, a grave expression on her face. 

Stone looked away first, visibly upset. "You don't know what you've done at all," she said, and while her voice was still ice, there were cracks appearing. "You violated a fundamental principal that counseling must have to work, the inalienable right to confidentiality. Not to mention the fact that you could have scared or startled the child or Seven, causing either or both traumatic repercussions." 

"I didn't have the whole story," Janeway agreed gently. "And that is my fault." 

"Perhaps it's mine," Stone said coldly, walking up the stairs to the upper level. "I didn't make it clear enough what the regulations are. I've never had to brief a captain before. They were always aware of what my position entailed before I arrived." She turned to face Janeway, looking down at her with angry eyes. "And respected my abilities, knowing I was fully capable of carrying out those responsibilities." 

"I respect your abilities," Janeway protested, getting to her feet and joining Stone on the upper level. She stopped a few feet away from her, linking her hands behind her back, perhaps to keep them from trembling. "This isn't about your capabilities as an officer." 

"It's exactly what this is about," Stone said furiously, gesturing in emphasis. "This is about you not having the faith to accept I knew what I was doing. It was not believing in me enough to know I will do what is right for this crew. When that is my job!" She took several deep breaths, clenching her hands into fists at her sides. "You have no faith in what I do. You have no respect for it. I cannot serve a captain that does not respect my position." 

"Sorry, but I'm the only game in town," Janeway said flippantly, and regretted it the instant it was out her mouth. 

Sydney's face went absolutely white. "The next planet we come to, I will disembark," Stone said, her voice brittle. "I would prefer one with warp capability so that I can try to make my own way back to the Federation." 

Janeway suspected she was pretty pale herself, conscious of the blood draining rapidly from her head. "You can't be serious." 

"I am deadly serious," Stone said. "I will not serve under you. I can't." 

Janeway took a breath, trying to regain control of the situation though she suspected she didn't have much to begin with. "What about us?" 

Stone winced and looked away. "That has nothing to do with this. This isn't about us personally. It would absolutely kill me to have to leave you. But as a counselor, as a Starfleet officer, I have a responsibility to this crew. I cannot serve a captain who does not respect my position. Why can't you understand that?" 

"I do," Janeway said, a hint of desperation creeping into her tone. "I do understand that. What can I say that will make you believe that I realize I've made a bad mistake? How can I learn from that mistake if you resign?" 

"Captain...." Stone began, then had to walk away, standing in front of the large windows that dominated the room, looming over her as the warpfield distorted stars streaked by. She was standing stiff, arms linked across her chest, head bent. 

Hesitantly, Janeway took a step closer, then another until she was standing directly behind her, only a breath separating them. 

"I've been here for a long time," the captain said softly, looking at her lover's back, feeling tears sting the back of her eyes. "And I've been doing it completely on my own, no Starfleet Command, no Federation, no one to pass the buck to. It's been all me. And some of the decisions I've made have not been correct, or best or even necessarily right, but they were mine. And I accept full responsibility for them. I'm not used to having someone I can lean on, that I can share the burden with and I may never be able to accept that fully. I will continue to make mistakes, Counselor. Some I will never be able to make right. But this one I can if only you'd let me." 

She saw Sydney tremble, then the way the woman's shoulders slumped. Janeway dared to put her emotions fully on the table. "God help me," she said huskily. "I don't think I could bear it if what I did as captain drove away who I need as a woman." 

"You," Stone said, turning around, eyes full, "do not fight fair." 

"No," Janeway agreed humbly. "I don't. I'm sorry, Sydney. This will never happen again." 

"It can't happen again," Stone said bleakly. "Not if you want me to remain your ship's counselor. I cannot serve this crew if the captain doesn't have faith in me. I can't grant them the confidentiality they require." 

"I understand," Janeway said emphatically. "I give you my word." 

Stone dipped her head, hesitated for a moment that seemed an eternity to Janeway. "I accept that." 

There was a silence, stark and harsh between them. 

"Would it be alright if the captain hugged the counselor?" Janeway asked in a shaky voice. 

"No, it would be unprofessional," Sydney responded, equally as uncertain. "But I know the woman sure as hell could use one." 

Carefully, Kathryn wrapped her arms around Sydney, holding her tightly, letting herself be held in return. "This is our first fight," she murmured into her lover's throat. 

"No, it was the first conflict between captain and counselor," Sydney corrected her seriously, face pressed against the auburn hair. "Please believe me, it was never about you, it was never about us. I never wanted for one second to leave you. It tore me into a million pieces to even think about it. But darling, please understand, in the Alpha Quadrant, there would have been no second chance, as much as I would want it. My duty to Starfleet and my oath as a counselor would have required me to immediately transfer out after making the formal complaint. I really need you to know this as absolute truth." 

"I know," Kathryn said, hearing her voice crack. "I guess this is the first time I was ever glad I was in the Delta Quadrant rather than the Alpha Quadrant." 

Sydney just pulled her closer, as if trying to wipe out this day and Janeway let her, burying her face in the soft, warm hollow of the taller woman's shoulder. They held each other for a long while, then gently Sydney drew back, bending down to find Kathryn's lips. Janeway kissed her back eagerly, deeply, wanting nothing more than to heal the raw edge that had appeared inside her when she had realized what she had done. And what it might cost her. 

Neither of them heard the chime of the door, the first time or the second. When Commander Chakotay came in, padds in hand, it caught them completely by surprise. 

"Kathryn, why aren't you answering th---" He stopped dead, looking at the two women with profound shock. 

Hastily, they disengaged, though both knew it was far too late. The expression on Chakotay's face was proof of that. 

"Now I see why you discouraged me from approaching her," Chakotay said coldly, eyes dark pits of fury. 

"My relationship with Kathryn has nothing to do with the professional relationship you and I have, Commander," Stone said calmly, standing at easy attention. "You came up with your own reasons why it wouldn't work between you and her. All of them were valid and none of them had anything to do with me. If they had, I would have told you that Kathryn and I were already involved." 

"That's very convenient," he snapped, "But not real convincing." 

"Is there something going on here I don't know about?" Janeway interrupted, looking at the two adversaries with a certain alarm. 

"All the time I was going to you for help, you were doing this?" he said, ignoring the captain as he moved up the stairs, glaring up at the Counselor. "You saw an opening and dived in ahead of me?" 

"That's your problem, Commander," Stone said with chill professionalism, standing her ground. "You see this as a competition, and me as a rival. Chakotay, the reason she was 'softening' was that she was already in a relationship with me. She wasn't suddenly vulnerableand easier to manipulate into being who you wanted her to be. Her being in love is what you were sensing, and confused it as being directed at you." 

"I would appreciate not be spoken about like I'm not even here," Janeway tried again. She took a step, moving between Stone and Chakotay. "Commander, I don't know what you were considering for us in terms of romantic possibilities," she said firmly but gently, looking into his face with compassion. "But I thought we had settled that a long time ago. We're friends, and we work together. That's all." 

He shook his head. "On New Earth," he said, returning her gaze with uncomprehending hurt darkening his eyes. "We were going to be together. We were going to have children, for god's sake. It was just a matter of time for us. It's always been just a matter of time." 

"I didn't have much choice on the planet," Janeway said, realized that was less than diplomatic as she saw him wince, as if struck. "Chakotay, we have a wonderful friendship. But that's all it will ever be. I'm sorry if I ever gave you any other impression." 

"I'm not blaming you, Kathryn." He turned his attention on Stone, fist clenching. "You know, you really had me fooled, Stone. Thinking you were here to help me, to help us." 

"Believe me, Commander," Stone said with sincerity. "I never allowed my personal feelings to interfere with how I treated you." 

"I don't believe you," he said furiously. "I think with your grasp of psychology, you can make a person believe what you want. Including making them think you love them." 

Janeway took a breath, holding down her own anger with an effort. "That will be enough, Commander," she said coldly. "Not only are you insulting the counselor, you're insulting me and my judgement. This conversation is over." 

"Yes, Captain," he said, but his eyes were hot pools of bitter flame as he looked at Stone. 

"What did you want to see me about?" 

Sullenly, he handed over the padds he had been carrying. "The plasma relay readings, and Neelix's monthly supplement report." 

Janeway took a breath. Nothing that couldn't have waited for another time. So he had been using them as an excuse to see her, and consequently, discovered that she and the counselor were involved. 'Unfortunate' did not seem an adequate enough word to cover this. 

"If there's nothing else," she said calmly. 

"No, sir," he said, turned on his heel and left. 

Janeway looked at Stone who regarded her evenly. "Why didn't you tell me he was seeing you about me?" she said, then held up her hand. "No, let me guess, confidentiality again, right?" 

Sydney sighed. "I'm sorry, Kathryn, but that's how it has to be. As I told him, I have nothing to do with why you and he never got together." She sighed. "Though I doubt he believes that now." 

"What do you think will happen?" Janeway asked. 

Sydney shrugged lightly as if to say it was out of her hands now. "I honestly don't know, but I will tell you one thing." 

She looked towards the door. 

"That did not go well at all." 



B'Elanna Torres glanced up briefly as she heard the large doors hiss open to engineering. She identified Commander Chakotay and looked back down at her console, wondering what brought him down to the bowels of the ship. She was startled when he suddenly appeared at her side. 

"I need to talk to you," he said, voice strained. "Right now." 

She nodded briefly, eyeing him with surprise and motioned with her head towards her office. She wondered why he seemed so agitated. Certainly he had always seemed the most contained of all the people on board this ship. She pushed the assorted padds and engineering schematics off the desk and chairs in the small, crowded room and took a seat, looking at him expectantly. "What's up, Chakotay?" 

"Counselor Stone and the captain are ... involved," he said, visibly upset. 

Despite herself, Torres snickered. "Tell me something I don't know." 

He looked at her as if pole-axed. "You know?" 

She spread her hands wide. "Who doesn't. Come on, they spent a whole lot of time deliberately avoiding each other, then all of a sudden they're spending all sorts of time together. Then, a couple of weeks ago, Harry saw Janeway coming out of Stone's quarters at 0400 hours one morning though I don't think she saw him. And Tom is constantly seeing Stone go into the captain's quarters late at night. She doesn't have to knock either apparently. And last week, during the captain's off day, Stone rescheduled a whole lot of appointments and they didn't come out of the captain's room the entire time. So either the captain is crazy and Stone is treating her, or they're involved. I don't believe anyone thinks the captain is crazy." She grinned at him. "But isn't it cute how they're trying to be so discreet?" 

He looked suddenly pale. "Does the whole crew know?" he said in an odd tone. 

She shrugged. "Maybe half," she guessed. "The rest don't really give a damn." She tilted her head slightly as she looked at him. "You just find out?" 

"Yeah," he said weakly, looking pale. 

"It bothers you," she noted shrewdly. 

"A little," he admitted. "I guess ... I thought Kathryn and I..." 

B'Elanna restrained a smile. "Well, I hate to be the one to point this out, but you had four whole years. Stone had her in bed inside of four months. I'm guessing the captain knows what she wants." 

"Or maybe she just thinks she knows," Chakotay said stubbornly. "Maybe Stone tricked her somehow, made her fall in love with her." 

B'Elanna looked at him in amazement. "Chakotay, Stone's a ship's counselor, not a Deltan. And besides, do you really think the captain can be psyched out? She's the last person who could be seduced against her will. No, she'd go into any love affair with her eyes wide open, which is probably why it took so long for her to get involved with anyone." 

"But she's lonely, and has been for years," Chakotay insisted. "Loneliness can make you do really stupid things." 

B'Elanna frowned. "Is this about Tom and me?" 

"No," he said, waving it away impatiently. "That's your business." 

"And this is the captain's business," B'Elanna said pointedly. "Let's face it, Chakotay. Counselor Stone is good looking, she's funny, she's intelligent, she's totally supportive when you're having a bad day and usually understands what you mean as opposed to what you say ... my god, if it weren't for Tom, I'd have taken a run at her. Don't blame her because she's smart enough to like what she sees and goes after it, even if Voyager's first officer isn't." 

He stared at her. "You've been no help," he said flatly, meaning it. 

She shook her head. "I don't know what kind of help you expected. I like Sydney and I think you're just ticked because she won something you assumed was yours without effort." 

"B'Elanna," he said shortly. "Don't give up your day job." 

She watched him as he abruptly left her office and debated with herself internally for some time. Then, reluctantly, she touched her comm badge. "Torres to Counselor Stone." 

"Stone here." 

"Just a word of warning, Counselor," she said, trying not to hate herself. Chakotay was a good friend and they had known each other a long time, long enough for B'Elanna to accept his faults, which included developing blind spots when it involved women. Seska came immediately to mind. "Commander Chakotay knows about you and the captain. He's not happy." 

There was a pause and with a streak of amusement, she wondered if the counselor was going to try to deny a relationship existed. Honestly, you'd think people in Starfleet would know how hard it is to keep secrets on a starship. Especially when the starship was out in the middle of absolute nowhere. 

"Thank you, B'Elanna," came the even reply. "I really appreciate this. I realize how difficult it must be for you to do this in spite of your friendship with Chakotay." 

"Hey, just returning the favor," B'Elanna said shortly. "You helped me deal with that whole Seth incident. I always repay my debts." 

"Thank you anyway," she said. "Stone out." 

B'Elanna took a breath as she killed the channel and looked at the clutter around her morosely. Why did it feel like the whole ship was now reflecting the way she liked to keep her office? 

A total, and complete mess. 



Stone folded her hands primly on her lap and regarded the Captain gravely from her seat in the chair facing the coffee table. "Well, now B'Elanna knows." She paused, going over the conversation in her head. "And for some reason, I get the impression she wasn't really surprised. Interesting." 

The Captain leaned her head back on the top of the couch where she was sitting, looking up at the ceiling. "So before long, everyone is going to know," she said grumpily. "And then what?" 

"Then I don't have to sneak into your quarters anymore?" Stone suggested lightly. "I can just walk in anytime?" 

Janeway raised her head, favoring her with a look that Stone was sure had incinerated far better beings than her. "You find this amusing?" 

"It's done, Kathryn," Stone explained, spreading out her hands. "Spilt milk. So we have a relationship, one we tried to keep it quiet, but now it's out of the bag. How we deal with being together will set the way others deal with it. And frankly, I'd rather deal with it as adults who have every right to be together rather than as kids sneaking around behind the barn. It was fun, clandestinely meeting on the sly while it lasted, but now it's time to be mature about it." 

"You think it's that easy," Janeway said, a touch of exasperation in her tone. 

"Of course not," Stone said, blinking. "We're both private people, Kathryn, and for the next little while, because of our position on the ship, we'll be front and center in all the speculation, rumor and gossip. It's going to be a real pain in the ass. But trying to deny or hide what we feel about each other would be just plain silly at this point. I'm telling you, if we act like our relationship is status pro quo, then the rest of the crew will start to as well." 

"Including Chakotay?" 

Stone shrugged. "Him, I don't know. He seems the hotheaded type, especially when it comes to women. And he really did believe your relationship was more than merely friendly." 

Janeway covered her eyes with her hand. "Maybe it would have been," she admitted. "Under different circumstances." 

"Maybe," Stone allowed noncommittedly. "In any event, these are not different circumstances." She paused. "I won't let him come between us, Kathryn." 

Janeway took her hand away, looking at her with a faint frown. "That sounded a little like a threat." 

"It was," Stone said, firmly, making her position very clear. "I won't play the understanding counselor if he tries to hurt you. He created a fantasy in his mind and now if he insists on trying to live it rather than deal with being disappointed, then I have no qualms about keeping him from interfering with our relationship." 

Janeway's dropped her head back. "Oh, God," she groaned. "Being the object of two people's affections sounds so much more romantic in the holo novels." There was no response and she looked up to see Stone looking at her oddly. "What?" 

"You like holo novels?" Stone said with a deliberate tone of disapproval. "Those nonsense stories where there's always a dead wife and a mystery and a brooding man who only needs the right woman to bring out his true self?" 

"What if I do?" the captain said, frowning at her. 

"Honestly, Kathryn, if you want to roleplay, I've got some wonderful programs that I haven't tried in absolute ages," Stone said with enthusiasm. "The Dungeons of Goethe, the Lost Treasure of Sanssibar, the Haunted Swamps of Utrexk? Just tremendous games." 

"Ohmigod," Janeway said, looking at her in absolute horror. "You're one of those S&M people." 

"S&S," Stone corrected, trying not to laugh. "Sword and Sorcery. What's wrong with that?" 

"Don't you think they're a touch simplistic?" Janeway said with outrageous condescension. "All that gratuitous violence, slogging through dank places looking for treasure and pretending to be something out of myth and legend. I suppose you're the thief." 

"I am the warrior, Kyllisto," Stone said with great dignity. "And I suppose you always play the evil governess." 

"For your information," Janeway said, with elegant outrage ... there was even an English heather tinge to her voice, "I am always the virginal young maiden." 

That was it, Sydney couldn't hold it any longer and she started to laugh, Janeway joining her until they were literally howling in their chairs. The captain actually fell to her side on the couch. 

"Oh, God," she gasped, arms folded over her stomach. "This is absolutely not funny." 

"I know," Sydney gurgled and off they went again until they finally subsided, more from lack of breath than because they no longer found it funny, though what had set them off in the first place was hard to tell. 

"I don't know how, but you always manage to make me laugh," Kathryn said, sitting back up as she wiped her eyes. "No matter how bad the situation." 

"This isn't that bad, Kathryn," Sydney said dismissively. "Just a little bit of jealousy to start the day. Positively routine in my line of work." 

Janeway took a breath. "Then I'm glad I'm not in your line of work, because I can tell you, this is just going to play havoc with the ship. I've seen it before and it's part of the reason I never became involved with anybody on a ship I was commanding." 

"And you know what," Stone said, slipping out of her chair and sliding onto the couch beside the captain. "I can't fault you for it. But if you had to break the rules, I'm glad you did it for me." She chuckled again. "I now understand why you refuse to make love on your desk," she added dryly. "Anybody can walk in here, anytime." 

"Most use the chime," Janeway agreed. "But Seven didn't for the longest time. I'd be doing something, I'd look up, and there she was, right in front of me. It was rather hard on my nerves for awhile." 

"But now she does, so clearly she's improving," Stone said, stretching out beside Kathryn so that they were touching all along their sides from shoulder to ankle. "I wonder why Chakotay didn't?" 

"Oh, I'm sure he did," Janeway said. "I've never known him not to. I don't think we heard it. We were busy." 

"Oh," Stone said, thinking about that. "Right, we were." She glanced over at Janeway who had turned towards her, pulling one leg up under her, resting her chin on her hand. Those cool blue-grey eyes were observing her closely. 

"Seriously," she said, Captain to Counselor, "How bad could this be?" 

"Your first year," Stone said thoughtfully. "Maybe torn the ship apart, polarizing each side, Chakotay's people and yours. Now, it will probably be like every other ship. Some will take sides, some will be vastly shocked, and most probably won't give a damn beyond a mild interest. Everyone knows who you are, and what you stand for. They're your crew now, not two separate groups bound together by circumstance." 

"What about you?" Janeway said. "Will this hurt you?" 

"It might, if he launched a deliberate campaign to smear me," Stone said. "But I just don't see him as that sort of guy. He'll try to do what's best for the ship." 

"What if you're wrong?" 

"Even if I am, you should stay out of it," Stone advised. "You should stay ... above it. That would be the best thing for the good of the ship. Chakotay and I will find a way to handle it between us." 

Janeway blinked. "I don't like this." 

"I know," Sydney said. "Not being in control of the situation is anathema to you. But for both Chakotay and I to come out of it intact, you have to stay out of it. It's between me and him." 

"And I'm the prize?" Janeway said distastefully. 

"Not you, necessarily, his pride," Stone said. "Listen, Kathryn, that was hurt bad today and for a man like him, it can be a heavy blow. He will gnaw on it for awhile, then he'll make a decision on what he will do about it. But if you step in, either to protect me, or to help him, it'll just get messier. He needs to regain his pride in his own way." 

"I can't believe this is about pride." 

"Don't underestimate it, darling," Sydney said. "I'd bet my last strip of latinum you've done some pretty wild and crazy things just because your pride was stung. Right?" 

Janeway started to answer, stopped, eyes becoming distant as if by some memory, then looked away. "Maybe," she allowed grudgingly. 

Sydney chuckled and leaned against her, sliding her arm around the captain's shoulders. "You're not gonna tell me the wild and crazy things?" 

Janeway lowered her head, peering at her from under lowered lashes. "I think not," she said coolly. 

"Not even if I ask very nicely," Sydney asked, leering gently. 

Janeway laughed. "No one could ask that nicely," she said. "But you're more than welcome to try." 

"Really?" Sydney looked very hopeful. "When?" 

Janeway rested her head on Sydney's arm. "How about tonight," she said in a rueful tone. "Since the cat's out of the bag, you might as well just come over for dinner." 

"Well, since you make it sound so romantic," Sydney said dryly. "Are you sure you didn't play the evil governess?" 

Janeway looked up at her, a soft expression crossing her face. "You're right, that did sound sort of tactless, didn't it?" she said by way of apology. "Darling, please come by my quarters for dinner. I promise a splendid evening." 

Sydney wrapped her other arm around the captain. "That's better," she told her, kissing Kathryn on the temple, then down her cheek, finally finding her mouth. 

Luckily, no one interrupted these kisses. 



"That was a great meal," Sydney sighed, leaning back with a pleasantly stuffed look on her face. 

The captain was forced to agree with her. She had surprised herself with her touch on the latest concoction she had come up with from the replicator, and now they were snuggled together on the couch in her quarters. 

The chime from the door cut through their cuddling and with a resigned sigh, Kathryn pulled away. "The bedroom or the bathroom?" 

"Neither," Sydney said, holding her gaze. "This is part of it, Kathryn. We're both off duty and we're in your personal quarters. I'm not going to hide." 

Uncertainly, Janeway looked at her but not wanting to argue anymore today, she got up to answer the door. It was Seven of Nine and the young woman appeared considerably agitated. 

"The computer said that the counselor was here?" she said without preamble. 

Janeway stepped aside, wordlessly holding her arm out to indicate the counselor who had stretched out comfortably on the sofa. 

"Hey, Seven, what's up?" Sydney asked casually. 

"I have had a nightmare," the Borg responded. "While regenerating." 

"Ah, you don't need a counselor for that," Sydney said, waving her hand. "That's a parent thing." She looked pointedly at Janeway who stared back at her, not believing what she had just heard. 

To her shock, the captain saw Seven was now looking at her as well, with an expectant sort of expression. "Uh, have a seat Seven," Janeway said, stalling. "Tell me what it was about." 

"I do not wish to sit. It was Species 8472," Seven said, remaining upright in the middle of the living area as she regarded Janeway with wide, frightened eyes. Janeway was surprised to realize the woman was actually quite disturbed. "They were chasing me through the ship." 

"Oh," Janeway said. She looked at Sydney again. 

"I think someone needs a hug," Sydney hinted strongly. 

"Oh, yes, of course." Janeway went over and embraced Seven awkwardly. "It's all right, Seven," she said, patting her back gently. "It was just a dream. We all have them. Believe me, I wouldn't let anything hurt you." 

"I believe you," Seven replied, calming as she reached around and hugged Janeway back, stiffly but sincerely. 

Despite feeling a bit ridiculous, Janeway was touched by the young woman's faith in her. 

"Can I stay here tonight?" Seven asked in a small voice. 

Sydney sat up suddenly, looking at her keenly. "Are you lonely in the cargo bay, Seven?" 

"Sometimes," Seven admitted. "Especially after a dream like that." 

"Do you have them often?" 

"No, but tonight, I did." 

"Perhaps it's time to get you better quarters," Sydney suggested gently. 

Janeway felt a little ashamed. She hadn't thought about how Seven would feel in the cavernous storage bay as she progressed into humanity. Shoved into a corner like some sort of cargo even as people continually accessed the bay for equipment and storage. She really should be more aware than this. How could she expect Seven to act human when she didn't even treat her like one? 

"We'll see to it, tomorrow," Janeway assured her quietly. "In the meantime, of course you can stay here, Seven. The sofa can be altered to be a bed." 

"I do not sleep," Seven told her. 

"Tonight, you should try," Sydney said. "You can always go back and regenerate an hour or so tomorrow." 

"All right," Seven said, and the relief in her voice was telling. She looked at Sydney. "Are you sleeping here tonight as well?" 

Sydney hesitated. "I don't think so, Seven. Why?" 

"You and the captain are together," Seven said with assurance. "You are in a romantic love." 

"Yes," Janeway said with a sigh. At least the word 'copulation' had not been mentioned. "Who told you?" 

"Harry Kim mentioned it six days ago while we were working on the astrometrics array," Seven responded. 

"Last week?" Sydney's mouth altered slightly. 

"He told me he saw the captain coming out of your quarters a month ago very early in the morning. And that Tom Paris saw you going into the captain's quarters three times in the previous five nights. He seemed quite interested in this." 

"Oh, he did," Sydney said and started to laugh. 

Janeway looked at her. She didn't find this amusing at all. She was still getting used to Chakotay finding out earlier in the afternoon and to discover that he was far from being the first was appalling. She was aghast to know it was already common knowledge on the ship. Apparently they had not been as discreet as they had hoped. 

Sydney spread her hands, catching the captain's look. "It's impossible to keep secrets on a ship this size. We should know that by now." 

"Would you explain the nature of your sexual relationship to me?" 

"No," Janeway said loudly, startling the other two. Seven regarded her with confusion. 

"Seven," Sydney said in a gentler tone, shooting the captain an admonishing look. "That is a private matter between Kathryn and myself. We're not comfortable knowing that others discuss it nor do you need to know about it. It is enough for you to know that we do love each other, and together, we care a lot about you." 

"So that makes you my parent as well?" 

"Yes, and she can tell you about the birds and the bees when it's time," Janeway said, throwing up her hands in surrender. 

"The captain," and Sydney leaned heavily on the word. "Is joking, Seven. You and I have not developed that sort of parent/daughter relationship. Not yet. But maybe someday." 

"Oh," Seven said, perfectly content with the answer. 

"Do you need something to sleep in, Seven?" Janeway asked, slightly abashed. 

Seven looked confused. "It is required to change for sleeping, as I change for Velocity?" 

"I'll replicate you something. You can change in the bathroom," Sydney offered. 

"Very well," Seven said agreeably and Sydney led her into the bedroom and its ensuite. 

Janeway took a seat on the couch and felt things spinning out of her control, not knowing where she could even begin to halt the rapid spiral. She looked up after a space of time that seemed to go by way too quickly to see Seven and Sydney return, the Borg dressed in a one piece flannel outfit that covered her from head to toe. It was pink and there was a bunny embroidered on the chest. She looked altogether far too adorable and Janeway eyed Stone skeptically. The counselor looked back, completely unrepentant. Really, this was too much. Pyjamas with feet in them? Bunny rabbits? Janeway tried not to roll her eyes. 

"I thought you would have had the bed made up," Sydney noted with a grin. 

Janeway shook her head. "I suppose I should have," she admitted. "Wool gathering." 

Sydney softened and patted her on the shoulder. "It's been a long day," she said sympathetically. "Come on, I'll help you." 

Before long, they had the couch made up and Seven tucked neatly into it, though the reality of tucking in someone who was almost six feet tall seemed rather absurd to the captain. 

"Now, Seven," Sydney said, giving the Borg some last minute instructions. "Close your eyes and let your mind drift. Your body will take care of the sleeping part itself. Don't try to force it. Just relax." 

"I will try," Seven told her gravely. "What if I have another dream?" 

"I'll be right in the next room," Janeway told her. "I'll hear if you call out." 

"That will be acceptable," Seven said. 

Sydney then took Janeway's hand and led her to the door. "I have to go," she said. "Dinner was wonderful." 

"I wish you could stay tonight," Janeway said in a low voice. "But I know that would be a little complicated." 

"Yes, I'm not quite at the point where I can go to bed with you and just sleep," Sydney admitted softly. "I'd lay awake all night wanting to start something and knowing I couldn't because Seven would be bound to walk in and ask what I was doing to mommy. Way too traumatic for all involved. Best to have some distance between me and temptation." 

"I'm sure you're right," Janeway agreed. She hesitated, not knowing what to do. 

Sydney took the initiative, cupping Kathryn's face in gentle hands and kissing her sweetly, and tenderly. "Sleep well, my love." 

"You too," Kathryn said quietly, and tried not to feel empty when Sydney exited. She took a breath and turned around, startled to see Seven regarding her with avid interest from the sofa bed. 

"That was a kiss?" the blond asked curiously. 

"Yes," Janeway said. "A good night kiss." 

"Ah," Seven said. "And people 'in romantic love' kiss good night." 

"Yes," Janeway said, heading for the bedroom. She paused halfway there and suddenly veered towards Seven, feeling obligated to clarify. "People who love each other in other ways also kiss goodnight." She bent down and kissed Seven gently on the forehead. "Good night, Seven." 

"Good night ... captain," Seven said uncertainly. 

Janeway brought down the lights and went into the bedroom where her own lonely bed waited. Why, oh why, did she fall in love with a psychologist and how much more complicated was her life going to get because of it? 

She had a gut feeling it wouldn't be long before she found out. 



Sydney strolled onto the bridge, hesitating as she realized that Chakotay held the conn. Stiffening her shoulders, she nodded politely and headed for the ready room. He did not challenge her or question her presence but neither did he look at her again after identifying her. So, she thought, taking a breath, he was going to keep it personal, not professional even though the rest of the bridge crew was aware of the snub. She could tell by their uneasy glances, their raised brows. That wasn't good either. They had to settle this, one way or another. 

She touched the door chime. From the tiny speaker set in the hull beside the door, she gratefully heard Janeway's throaty voice bid her enter. With a sort of relief she entered the captain's inner sanctum. 

Kathryn smiled as she saw who it was, her eyes shading to blue. "Hello," she said, getting up. "What brings you up here in the middle of the day." 

"I was wondering if you've decided which quarters Seven's going to be assigned," Sydney asked as they went up the stairs to the upper level. 

Janeway sighed as she took a seat on the couch and put her feet up on the coffee table. "It's a lot harder than I thought it would be," she admitted. "The regular crew compliment is 141 on the Intrepid class vessels. We have 150 people. We've already doubled up where we could and frankly, after a week, I've run out of options." 

"That's what I thought," Sydney allowed, sitting on the chair. "You put me in the Chief Medical Officer's quarters when I came on board, didn't you?" 

"Yes," the captain nodded. "We were keeping them open as guest quarters because the Doctor has no need of them." 

"So put Seven in with me." 

"Really?" Janeway looked at her dubiously. "Part of the problem is Seven's ... personality. It's hard to find someone willing to share quarters with her. B'Elanna refused flat out." 

"Rudely, I'll bet," Stone laughed. "Really Kathryn, I'm used to cramped quarters. After the Athena, I'm practically rattling around in that big bedroom. We can utilize the movable bulkheads, break it into two smaller bedrooms. Seven and I can share the ensuite and remaining living area. As for Seven's personality, I can make allowances that others can't." Sydney lowered her head and glanced at her from beneath lowered lashes. "And there's always the fact that I'm involved with this woman who has her own place and with any luck, I'll be warming her bed rather than my own a lot of nights anyway." 

"Ah," Janeway responded with a half smile. "A lot of nights, you say?" 

"If she's agreeable," Stone offered. 

"Hmm, well, if I don't get Seven off my couch, I'm sure my bed will never be as warm as I like it," Janeway noted dryly. "It's been rather cold lately as a matter of fact." 

"Sort of solves both our problems, doesn't it?" Stone said blandly. 

"I believe it does," Janeway said, then frowned faintly. "What about the counselor/client thing. Could that be a problem?" 

Touched that Janeway had considered that, Stone reached over and patted her hand. "Thank you, Kathryn, but Seven and I are moving beyond that a bit. Granted, in normal circumstances, it wouldn't be considered appropriate, but then, these are far from normal circumstances. I think I would be good for Seven, help her learn to socialize a bit more. The Doctor's lessons only go so far." 

"Hmm." Janeway eyed her narrowly. "I'm not sure I like that." 

Stone grinned, showing all her teeth. "Honestly, what possible trouble could I get her into," she said ingeniously. 

"I'm sure you don't want me to answer that question." 

Stone snickered and leaned back in her seat. She found her eyes draw to the lower level where the desk was and she felt her smile turn into a bit of a leer. She glanced back at Janeway, seeing that the captain had followed her glance and was now blushing furiously. 

"So you have cold bed problems," she said, schooling her voice into its professional counselor detachment. "Have you considered the use of other pieces of furniture." 

"We're not going to discuss this," Janeway said, eyeing her narrowly. 

Stone left the chair and sidled over to the couch, inching across it until she was side by side with Janeway who watched her with foreboding expression. 

"Don't even think about it," Janeway warned with a thin smile. 

Sydney put on her absolute best expression of innocence. "I have no idea what you're talking about," she said as she put her hand on the captain's thigh, putting her other arm around Kathryn's shoulders and pulling her close. 

Janeway grabbed the counselor's wrist in a grip of iron. "No," she repeated. "Don't you dare start something you can't finish." 

Sydney laughed. "What if I get Seven moved into my place today?" she offered, leaning into the smaller woman. "And off your couch tonight?" 

"I'm sure a suitable reward can be granted if you can make such ... arrangements," the captain allowed and loosened her grip. 

Sydney immediately took the opportunity to run the hand up to the juncture of Janeway's legs, cupping her mound as she captured the startled yelp in a searing kiss. "I have missed you," Sydney murmured against her lips. 

Janeway resumed her grip on the wrist, but didn't push the hand away. "Please," she whispered. "Get Seven moved. Then we'll ... talk." 

"On my way," Sydney promised, but she didn't move immediately. She left her fingers where they were, feeling the incredible heat penetrate the material of the captain's trousers. "I wonder how wet you are," she added in a growl. 

"Oh, god," Janeway said, voice husky. She kept her hand tight around Sydney's wrist but the other woman could feel less resistance. In fact, instead of pushing away, Janeway was almost, though not quite, pulling the hand closer to her. Sydney had only to flex her fingers to feel Kathryn through the uniform and it took all her willpower not to. 

Convulsively the captain swallowed. "We absolutely can't ... not here. Not now. We. Can. Not." 

Sydney took a deep breath, head spinning. She thought she could smell Kathryn's desire, the unmistakable musk tickling her nostrils though it could easily be her imagination playing tricks. "I know," she told her sincerely. "I honestly know that." 

"You have to move your hand," Janeway commanded unsteadily. 

"You have to release it first." 

Carefully, keeping her eyes pinned on Sydney's, Janeway let go of the wrist. With great reluctance, but honorably holding up her end of the bargain, Sydney slowly moved her hand away from the heat, sliding down the thigh and off the captain's knee. Both of them were breathing heavily and Sydney felt sweat beading at her hairline. She glanced up and saw that Janeway's forehead was also damp. 

Sydney laughed shakily. "Do you know what you do to me?" she said, leaning away from her. 

Janeway sat up and found a napkin on the ever present tea tray sitting on the low table. There was a glass of water, the sides beaded with condensation, sitting on the tray next to the coffee pot and cups. She dipped a corner of the napkin in the water and patted her face with the cool liquid. 

"I think so," she allowed carefully. "If it's anything like what you do to me. Don't you have things to acomplish, people to move?" 

"Tonight then," Sydney said and got up quickly before she changed her mind. She skipped down the stairs and then stopped by the desk. She glanced back at the captain who was regarding her with burning eyes. She smiled slowly, with lascivious intent and patted the desk. "Pretty sturdy." 

"Out," Janeway ordered, voice cracking. 

Sydney laughed, low and dirty, and left the office, though not before composing her face into a proper professional impassiveness. She noted that Chakotay did not look at her as she left which was just as well. In the turbolift, she leaned weakly against the wall and tried to bring her racing imagination under control, visions of Kathryn arching beneath her searing the inside of her eyelids. 

Tonight, she thought. First things first. Get Seven set up and moved. Then we can be together. 

No, she corrected herself almost immediately. First thing was to go to her quarters and take a shower. 

A very cold shower. 



Janeway stayed on the couch, attempting to bring herself and her reactions under control. Had it ever been like this before in her life? This aching, absorbing need for another person, this desire to throw caution and common sense to the wind, to be with them no matter what circumstances they found themselves in. Several times in the preceding week she had wanted to go to Sydney wherever she was, her office, her quarters, just to be in her presence, to see her smile, to be close enough to smell the fragrance of her hair. But every time she had tried, something had come up, either duties or Sydney had been busy or someone had needed her. The days had passed quickly and they had been limited to a stolen kiss here, a quick, heartfelt embrace there. Today was the closest they had come to anything intimate and it had taken all her discipline, all her iron will not to give in to Sydney's playful advances. 

Janeway honestly didn't think that Sydney would have taken it too much further, but oh, how she wanted her to. So much of her had wanted to pull Sydney against her, to feel her fingers on her, to remove this captain's uniform and offer the woman in her to her lover without any restraint or hesitation, to make love here on the couch with no thought to what lay outside the door. 

She could only imagine the reaction if someone walked in on that one. 

She laughed, an unamused bark at herself, and stood, a little dismayed to find her knees were weak. Dear god, she wasn't a teenager. She was a mature woman with responsibilities that could destroy a lesser mortal. Now was not the time to give into her baser self. 

But tonight? That could be a different matter entirely. 

If only Sydney could manage to do what she claimed and get Seven off her couch. Janeway took a slow breath and walked across the upper level, down the stairs, deliberately ignoring the chills going through her, the unsteadiness of her legs. Then she sat down behind her desk and thought she would pass out from the erotic vision of Sydney on that selfsame piece of furniture that suddenly passed through her head. 

"Stop," she ordered herself out loud. She picked up her coffee cup and took a large swig. The contents were cold and had grown bitter but it was exactly what she needed. She gagged a little bit, shaking her head, and picked up the astrometrics report. At least look like you're busy, she prodded herself impatiently. With renewed determination, she set to work, immersing herself in star charts and navigational plotting. Though when the door chime sounded a couple of hours later, it was a welcome distraction and she leaped on it quickly. "Come in." 

Commander Chakotay entered the room. He had been so uneasy around her ever since the incident with Sydney. She mourned the loss of their easy friendship and wondered if they would ever get it back. 

"Yes, Commander?" 

"I have the specs on the new flyer you asked for," he said evenly, no inflection in his voice whatsoever. "Tom seems to think he can start actual construction soon." 

"Good," she said, then, as he turned to go, she held out her hand. "Chakotay, wait." She knew this was exactly what Sydney had asked her not to do, but this had gone on long enough. It had to be settled and if these two didn't, then as captain, she had to. 

Reluctantly he turned around and at her gesture, gingerly lowered himself into the chair across from her. "What is it, Captain?"  

She gave him her best maternal look. She had plenty of opportunity to practice it the last week. "Chakotay, don't you think it's time to move on?" 

"I don't know what you're talking about," he said, being deliberately obtuse, making her spell it out. 

She sighed. "Chakotay, this has to be worked out. For the good of the ship, if nothing else. Certainly you and Sydney would be better off." 

"I hope you're not suggesting that she and I ... 'kiss and make up'," he said acidly. 

"I don't know what you have against her," Janeway said. "She's been a wonderful addition to the crew, been a tremendous help to Seven in her need to adapt to us...." 

"Maybe you should make her your first officer," he said coldly. "She's certainly qualified." 

"Maybe you should grow up," she returned coldly, having had about enough of this. "Whether you like it or not, Sydney and I are in a committed relationship." 

"Please don't tell me she loves you." He leaned forward, his expression intent. "Captain, can't you see, she uses people. She tells them exactly what they want to hear and in doing so, leads them to do exactly what she wants them to do." 

Janeway blinked. "I have no idea where you get this idea of Counselor Stone. Nothing could be farther from the truth." 

"I know you can't see it," he said. "Nobody on this ship seems to be able to. This isn't even about you and me anymore, Kathryn. It's about her, and her need to be in control." 

"As opposed to yours?" She stood up and regarded him with angry eyes. "I've tried to be patient with you, Commander. I accept that perhaps you believed that our relationship may have been more personal than friendship and that you were hurt by me finding love with someone else. But this talk of conspiracy ... it's just a trifle irrational." 

He stood up as well. "What I find irrational," he said, and his voice was very calm. "Is your blindness when it comes to her. But I do realize that Stone and I need to come to some sort of an understanding. I will look her up and settle this." 

Janeway took a breath, forcing her anger down. "That's all I can ask," she said quietly, with approval. 

He nodded. "I want you to know, that while I do realize that for whatever reason we can't ever be together, I do still care about you, Kathryn. You mean the world to me." 

"You're very special to me too," she said, forcing a smile. She reached up to pat his cheek. "Thank you, Chakotay." 

"You're welcome, Kathryn," he said. He raised an eyebrow at her. "If you don't mind, I'd like to find Stone and ... take care of this." 

"Of course," Janeway said. "I'll take the conn." 

She accompanied him out the door and as she went to her captain's chair on the bridge, she favored him with a look just before the turbolift doors slid shut. She froze briefly in the midst of sitting down, and then shaking it off, she assumed her seat. It was nothing, she told herself, leaning back in the comfortable leather. Just her imagination working overtime. He was just going to talk to Sydney. That's all. It was difficult for him but as Voyager's first officer, he knew what was best for all concerned. She was proud of him, proud of his being able to put the ship ahead of his own personal feelings. It was the mark of a good Starfleet officer. 

So why was she left with Chakotay's expression imbedded in her mind, the solid jaw set firmly, the dark eyes glinting with some undecipherable emotion? 

She let out a breath and ignored the trickle of worry threading through her mind. 



"Is there anything else you need, Seven?" Stone asked as she looked at the very small pile of items that Seven had gathered on the console in cargo bay two. The pile consisted mostly of padds and technical equipment. "Don't you have any personal items at all?" 

"I did not need any as Borg," Seven reminded her cooly. She hesitated. "And I have yet to accumulate any as ... a member of Voyager." 

"Well, I will admit that space-goers, as a rule, learn to travel light," Stone admitted, "but this is impressive, even for you. Still, I suspect that now that you have your own space, one where people can't come in to rummage around looking for cargo, you'll find yourself accumulating stuff." 

"'Stuff'?" Seven eyed her curiously. 

Stone smiled. "Stuff," she said definitely. She was pleased. A work crew had already been the cabin, rearranging the movable bulkheads to turn it into a two bedroom dwelling and if the living area had been practically halved, leaving it cozy indeed, then at least, Seven could finish moving in right away. Which left the evening open to spend with Kathryn. 

Stone couldn't believe how much she was looking forward to it. It was almost a physical ache, a need that practically reached addiction levels. 

"They will leave the alcove, won't they?" Seven said, looking at the Borg cubicle she had known as her space for the last eighteen years, the tubing and wires dangling from its greenish metal. 

"Of course," Stone assured her. "You still need to regenerate every so often. But they'll probably remove most of these consoles and the work area you set up. Does that bother you?" 

"It ... is disturbing," Seven admitted. "I do not know why." 

"Change is always disturbing, but you know, you don't have to do this. You can stay in the Cargo Bay if you wish." 

Seven shook her head. "No," she said firmly. "I am no longer Borg. It is time that I adapted to more Human living arrangements. And I accept that the Captain does not wish me to remain with her." 

"It's not you, Seven," Stone said, resting her hand gently on the tall blond's shoulder. "The captain needs her privacy ... we need the privacy. When two people are in love, they need time to be together with just each other. It's not a matter of wanting you out as much as it is wanting to be alone with me. Do you understand that?" 

"Yes. The captain wishes you lived with her," Seven said positively. 

Stone raised a brow. "She said that?" 

"No, but I have learned ... what is the expression? Ah, 'to read between the lines'. Her sleep patterns are restless and when she sleeps, she dreams of you." 

"How do you know what she dreams of?" Stone asked skeptically. 

"Because she says your name in her sleep," Seven stated. "Loudly." 

"Oh," Stone said, blushing but pleased. She glanced at Seven who was regarding her with a faintly indulgent look and she was forced to laugh. "I miss her too, Seven. I'm going to be with her tonight. Will it bother you to stay alone in your new quarters?" 

"No," Seven replied. "In truth, I find the captain to be a most inefficient roommate. She rarely takes time in the morning to organize her day and she frequently comes back to her quarters late, making a great deal of noise in doing so. She also eats in the living area, leaving debris over the carpet and in the couch where I must later attempt to sleep. It is most uncomfortable. I will be appreciative of obtaining my own personal living area." 

"Well, I eat at the table," Stone said, grinning. "And I won't be in your room at all unless you invite me in to visit." 

Seven looked pensive. "Why is it that Humans require contact with others yet there are times when one requires solitude?" 

Stone shook her head. "I'm not sure, Seven, but it's something all people have to one degree or the other. Some people want to be around others all the time, some people need long periods away from others. Most fall somewhere in between. It's perfectly within standard parameters." 

The clank of the large cargo bay doors sliding open caught their attention and they both looked up to see Commander Chakotay enter. Stone felt a sinking in her stomach but she didn't allow it to alter her expression. 

"Commander," Seven greeted politely as he walked toward them. 

"Seven," he said abruptly. "I need to talk with the Counselor. Alone." 

Seven raised an eyebrow, looking at Stone who gave the Borg a gentle little push with her hand toward the door. "It's all right, Seven. Why don't you wait in the corridor and I'll be with you shortly? In the meantime, I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't allow anyone to come in and interrupt us." 

"I understand," Seven said, though the look she gave Stone was plainly worried. 

Stone wondered what the young woman had picked up via the scuttlebutt racing around the ship. She knew that it was common knowledge that the first officer and the counselor didn't get along, and it was assumed that it had to do with the captain choosing to be with Stone. Though a good percentage didn't care, there was a significant number that found it all deliciously scandalous and contributed to the gossip with their own versions of what might be behind the antipathy between the two. 

Stone waited until Seven had left the cargo bay and the big doors had slid shut, enclosing her and Chakotay in the cavernous area full of containers and stacks of equipment. 

"You wished to speak with me?" she asked, watching him carefully. 

"No, the captain wants us to talk," he said, moving closer. "Exactly according to Starfleet protocol. I, on the other hand, would prefer to handle it the Maquis way." 

"Maquis?" That was all Stone had time to get out before Chakotay belted her across the jaw, sending her toppling over some cargo containers. She tucked into a roll, disbelief warring with anger in her as she came smoothly to her feet. He wanted a physical confrontation? How positively ... archaic. 

She touched her lip, glanced briefly at the blood her fingers brought away, a deep, dark red, several shades away from the Human norm and felt the anticipation of battle and cold fury rise in her like a flood. 

"Two things you should know," she said coldly, avoiding his next rush, slamming her elbow into his solar plexis as he stumbled by and forcing him into another pile of crates. "One, I've spent the last two years prior to coming here fighting Jem'Hadar soldiers. And you, sir, are no Jem'Hadar." 

She swung a roundhouse kick at his head, one he barely avoided, taking it on his shoulder and forcing him back onto the deck. 

"The second is that my grandmother is a Vulcan/Romulan mix." She took his next rush, allowing it to collapse her to the floor where she used his momentum to tuck her knees into his chest and launch him over her into the Borg alcove where he landed heavily. "So although I'm smaller than you, the denser muscle mass allows me to counter your larger build quite effectively." 

She leaped upright, balanced easily on the balls of her feet, hands held outward in a protective method of self defense. She tried to channel the battle lust rising in her, the absolute wrath which would make it all too easy for her to go after him and pound him senseless. 

"Grandma Saavik was also quite instructive on the best methods of dismemberment," she warned. "It was knowledge she acquired growing up on Hellguard. Have you heard of Hellguard, Commander?" 

"No," he said shortly, getting to his feet and approaching her, a lot more cautiously this time. "And I don't care, Seska." 

He swung again, Stone blocking it and smashing her forearm into his abdomen. She followed it up with some kicks, first one foot then the other snapping his head back. As he staggered backward, she added another kick to his chest, then danced lithely out of his range, pausing some distance away. 

"Who's Seska?" 

"What?" He stumbled to his feet, shaking his head like a great grizzly bear. He swayed uncertainly, vulnerable to an attack, but Stone stayed where she was, feeling the anger drain away and the training reassert itself. 

"You called me Seska," she said. "Who's Seska?" 

"Don't try to confuse the issue," he growled and picked up a steel bar which had been laying next to the dais. "That's what she always tried to do." 

He swung the bar at her head and she ducked, sliding to the floor and hooking his legs in hers, twisting to bring him to the deck. The bar flew out of his hands, landing a scant few inches away from her temple, the metallic clang reverberating in her eardrum. She rolled out of his reach, leaping to her feet again. 

"This isn't about me, is it?" Stone said, with dawning comprehension. "It's never been about me. Tell me about Seska, Chakotay. What did she do to you?" 

He lunged at her again and it occurred to Stone that this was not the best way to conduct a session, though it was certainly good for honing the reflexes. This time she allowed him to bowl her over and he landed on her, driving the air from her lungs in a whoosh. He straddled her and closed his big hands around her neck. 

She looked up at him passively. 

"If you're going to kill me," she said with complete, professional detachment. "Let it be because it's me you hate, and not Seska." 

He stared at her, then looked down at his hands as if he had never seen them before. "Oh my god," he said in a voice of utter devastation. 

He let her go, getting off her and stumbling over to the Borg alcove where he collapsed, breathing heavily. Stone swallowed a few times, experimentally, decided everything was pretty much still in working order and rolled wearily to her knees. She crossed over to him, putting a hand on his heaving shoulder. 

"Tell me about Seska," she said firmly, in a voice of command. "Tell me everything." 

And he did, of the Bajoran Maquis woman who had been in his resistance cell, of falling in love with her only to discover much later that not only was she was not Bajoran, but was actually a Cardassian spy sent to infiltrate the group. Of how she had played him for a fool for months before the truth had finally been revealed here in the Delta Quadrant. How she betrayed Voyager into the hands of the Kazon time after time, showing him up as a fool again and again. How he had been helpless to stop her, letting down his crewmates, the ship ... the captain. How Seska had claimed she was pregnant with his child, with his son, and finally, when the end came, she still cursed him with her last breath as the child, his child he believed was his at the time, was taken by its Kazon father. 

He hadn't even been instrumental in getting the ship back. No, that had been the heroics of the psychopath, Sudor, and a hologram, the EMH program. In fact, he couldn't even start a fire for the captain while they had been stranded on the planet by the Kazon, finally having to ask her for help, to give up her hair to assist him. It had been profoundly humiliating, a deep, penetrating blow to both his pride and his self esteem that he had managed to hide from everyone, even himself, for years. But when he discovered that Kathryn had preferred another, not even a warrior as he was, but a healer ... it had exposed the wound that had never begun to heal. 

"You are a warrior," he said huskily, tears staining his face. 

"I can beat up people," she admitted with a faint grin. "But I don't enjoy it." 

Hesitantly, a smile crossed his face, small, tentative, but a sign that perhaps he was not as far gone as she had feared. 

"I have been such..." 

"So hurt," Stone interrupted gently, squeezing his shoulder, not letting him finish the self castigating statement. "And when you're hurt, it's easy to get lost, to strike out randomly. But you've found yourself, Chakotay. And you're strong enough to know that the way you've been acting the last little while is not the man you are." 

He looked at her, wincing as he saw the blood dried on her chin. "Oh God, I'm sorry." 

She laughed. "Chakotay, you are gallant, but you better take a look at yourself. You've have at least a couple of cracked ribs and possibly some internal bleeding. I'm the one who should apologize. I let my jealousy get the better of me." 

"Jealousy?" 

"You mean a lot to Kathryn," Sydney admitted reluctantly. "You've been her very good friend for a long time. She cares enough about you not to want to lose that. Not even now. It's been hard for me to understand that." 

"I didn't think you could love her as well as I could," he said shamefully. He looked up. "You do love her, don't you?" 

"I do," Sydney said simply. "And if she lets me, I swear I'll take the best care of her, Chakotay. She needs someone to take care of her." 

He managed a rusty chuckle. "Don't let her hear that." 

"Oh no," Sydney agreed. "She doesn't need to know it." 

The opening of the doors heralded the arrival of that Voyager captain, alerted to what was going on by Seven who was finally too worried to merely maintain her post outside, hearing the battle raging within. She had hailed the captain, insisting that she immediately come down to the cargo bay and the tone of her voice was enough that Janeway had done so without question. The tall blonde was peering anxiously over the captain's shoulder, eyes widening as she took in the bloodied and bruised combatants. 

White with fear and anger, Janeway reached for her comm badge. Stone intercepted her hand just in time to prevent the call to security. "It's all right, Kathryn," Sydney said strongly. "You wanted it settled, it's settled. Right, Chakotay?" 

"Absolutely," he agreed, getting gingerly to his feet. He didn't look at the captain fully. It would probably be a while before he could. 

"Seven, could you see that the Commander gets to sickbay," Stone asked politely, eyes locked on the flinty grey gaze of Janeway. "And Seven, this is strictly confidential. Counselor stuff." 

"I understand," Seven said and reached out a hand to the first officer, assisting him as they left the cargo bay. 

"It's over, Captain," she told Janeway as the doors slid shut and they were alone. 

"This is completely unacceptable behavior," Janeway said tightly. "On both your parts." 

"But it worked," Stone said softly, persuasively. "Captain, he had more issues than I knew about, things that have been eating at him for years. Does the name 'Seska' ring a bell?" 

Janeway raised her head as if struck, eyes widening as she absorbed this. "It does." 

"Then you know what she did to him, what she continues to do to him until this day," Stone said. "We've broke through that. Now he needs help. It won't do anyone any good to make this some sort of disciplinary action. Let it go." 

"Is that your professional recommendation?" Janeway asked icily. 

"It is," Stone said, releasing her arm and straightening. "I'll need to work with him for several more weeks, but for his sake and the sake of the ship, don't allow this to become some sort of official business. Let it be actions taken in a session. I take full responsibility." 

Janeway looked at her for several moments, breathing deeply and slowly. Stone could see the internal struggle in the captain's eyes, the fear for her lover warring with her need to do what was right for the ship, for her command. Not to mention the outrage that this had been handled outside of her authorization.

"You're asking a lot."

Stone nodded.  "I know."

"Fine," Janeway allowed finally, not without difficulty. "But just this once. I mean that, Counselor. I am not going to accept fisticuffs as an acceptable form of psychiatric treatment." 

"I understand, Captain," Stone said, with an internal sigh of relief. She hadn't thought Janeway would go for it. She guessed that the captain was finally accepting that Stone knew what she was doing after all. Faith was such a slippery concept, so hard to put in someone else, so easy to lose at the slightest hint of distrust. 

Janeway's face softened and she touched the taller woman's chin gently, fleetingly. "You should have that looked at," she said, concern darkening her eyes. 

"I will, in my quarters," Sydney said. "It's best I not walk around looking 'like the other guy'." 

Janeway shook her head. "Damn you." 

Sydney laughed suddenly and embraced her, hugging her tightly. "But I'm cute," she murmured into the auburn hair. 

"If you ever do this again..." Kathryn warned, winding her arms around her waist. 

"I promise," Sydney whispered. "No more fights." 

Kathryn drew back a little and carefully kissed her, her mouth barely brushing the swollen lip. "Maybe I can find a dermal regenerator in my quarters." 

"Well, I wouldn't say no to that," Sydney allowed. "Especially not tonight." 

Janeway gazed at her with exasperation. "I had such plans," she said ruefully. "A candlelight dinner, roses, soft music..." 

"Oh please, don't let this stop you," Sydney replied. "I am in dire need of pampering." 

"Even though you don't deserve it?" 

"Oh, I'll prove to you I deserve it," Sydney teased. "Afterward." 

Kathryn lowered her eyelids, gazing at her through her lashes. "What makes you think you'll be in any shape to 'prove it'?" 

"I heal quick, under the proper care." 

Kathryn finally smiled. "I guess I could play Doctor ... just this once." 

And they left the cargo bay, Stone trying very hard not to limp as they entered the corridor. 



Kathryn looked around the room with approval. "Do you like this, Seven?" she asked the tall blonde standing next to her, trying not to look proud. 

"I do, Captain," Seven said. "It is mine, isn't it?" 

"That it is," Janeway agreed. 

The room was small, but well designed. One might even say efficiently designed, which made its possessor properly pleased. The bunk was wide and could be folded up to allow for more floor space. A console in the corner, displaying Borg technology, gave Seven all the access she had in the cargo bay, though apparently did not require the same amount of hardware. The door to the side opened to the ensuite which she shared with Stone. The bunk, open now, was made up with blue and white bedding and in the dead center, propped up against the pillows was a small, brown, fuzzy teddy bear. 

"Who's your friend?" Janeway asked, nodding at the stuffed animal. 

Seven regarded it somewhat quizzically. "It was a 'house warming' present from Counselor Stone. She said it would help me this first night. That if I woke up and felt lonely, I was to hug 'Teddy'. If that did not work, then I should call her in your quarters." 

"Ah," Janeway said, with a smile. "I had a teddy when I was younger, too." 

"Indeed?" Seven looked at her with interest. "And did it keep you from being lonely?" 

"You know, Seven," Janeway said, lowering her voice as she leaned nearer. "Don't tell anyone, but it really did." 

"Then I shall try it," Seven said evenly. "In the event that I awaken and feel lonely." 

Janeway rested her hand on the woman's shoulder. "Seven, are you sure you're not bothered by staying here tonight?" 

Seven lifted her chin. "I look forward to ... my own space. And I know that the counselor has been wanting to be with you. She has missed you." 

"She told you that?" 

"Yes, prior to Commander Chakotay entering the cargo bay." Seven frowned. "Is the counselor all right, Captain?" 

"Sydney's fine," Janeway assured her. "I left her in my quarters using the dermal regenerator to fix her lip." 

"You will look after her tonight?" Seven asked innocently. 

Janeway tried not to blush. "I'll do my best. I think she needs someone to look after her sometimes." 

"I think that as well," Seven noted. "Her job requires her to assist everyone else and their feelings, but she has no one but you to do that for her." 

Janeway regarded her with some surprise, then smiled warmly. "That's very astute, Seven." She paused. "You care about her too, don't you?" 

Seven nodded. "She always understands what I mean and never becomes angry at me." 

"I know she's very fond of you as well," Janeway told her. 

"I know," Seven said, but looked pleased nonetheless. "It is time for you to go, Captain." 

Janeway was startled, but laughed anyway. "All right," she said, as they crossed the tiny living area. "I guess you're right. I do want to get back before Sydney decides to make dinner herself. Just between you and me, she uses too much spice. You might want to keep that in mind when she makes dinner for you." 

"I will, Captain," Seven said. 

Janeway chuckled as she left the quarters, having the unmistakable impression that Seven was trying to get rid of her, either to hurry her back to Sydney or just to get her out of her new room. When she entered her own quarters, she found Sydney laying on the couch, an arm thrown across her eyes. Immediately concerned, Janeway went over and knelt by the sofa, gently removing Stone's arm so that she could look down at the features that were unnaturally stiff. 

"How are you?" Janeway asked softly. 

"Been better," Sydney admitted, then her face crumpled as she started to weep. 

Janeway gathered her up in her arms, sitting on the couch and rocking the woman gently as Sydney cried. She didn't know why the counselor had finally broken down but in truth, she had been expecting for hours. No one came out of that sort of knock-down, drag-out fight without repercussions. Especially someone like Sydney, though Janeway realized how very vulnerable the counselor was allowing herself to be. Janeway hugged her tightly, murmuring words of love and comfort. 

"It's all right, darling," she said. "Everything will be okay." 

"Oh god," Sydney sobbed. "I just hate this." 

"What?" Janeway said with a wry grin. "Showing you're Human once in a while?" 

"Well, mostly," Sydney said and half laughed through her sobs. 

Janeway didn't quite get that, but she was glad to see Sydney's weeping finally slow, the tears easing as the woman buried her head in the captain's shoulder. "Want to tell me about it?" Janeway asked after a while, stroking the long dark hair gently. 

"It's just ... I hate violence," Sydney said. "I'm so very good at it." 

"It's more useful than being bad at it," Janeway noted. "Especially in that sort of situation." 

Sydney drew back to look Kathryn in the eyes. "Kathryn, I could have killed him. Easily," she said bleakly. "That's part of the reason I was assigned the Athena. Not as a counselor, but because I was so very good at dropping Jem'Hadar soldiers." 

"I see," the captain replied, regarding her gravely. "I'm glad you told me." 

"Maybe I should have sooner," Sydney admitted, resting her forehead against the captain's. "It's so easy for me, Kathryn. Part of my grandmother's legacy." 

"Your grandmother?" 

"Admiral Saavik." Stone drew back to look at the captain's expression. Apparently, it was what she had expected because she sighed a bit. 

"I had her at the Academy," Kathryn said slowly, thinking back. "Survival and Self Defense, as well as Tactical Navigation. She's tall, but so slender, like a willow. This cadet from Deneb V, muscles coming out his ears, thought she'd be a soft touch." 

"I'm sure he was disabused of that notion," Sydney said dryly. 

"So were the rest of us, around the time he went sailing over the heads of the entire class," Kathryn admitted. She regarded Sydney intently. "That means you're not..." 

"All Human? My father is. My mother is half Vulcan, a quarter Romulan and a quarter Human." Janeway looked at her blankly and Sydney shrugged, bending her head sheepishly. "It had something to do with Ambassador Spock on the Genesis planet. All kept very quiet, and not brandied about much." 

"Romulan?" Janeway asked, eyebrow raised. 

"Saavik is a hybrid, Romulan/Vulcan but I was raised Human," Sydney said. "And I bleed red, not green, as you may have noticed." 

"You're just telling me now?" 

"I told you who my parents were," Sydney reminded her. "That night we raided Neelix's kitchen? I told you that I was one of the brood of the Admirals Stone. I can't help it if you didn't know Amanda Stone is also Saavik's daughter." 

"True," Kathryn said. "So how does this apply to the violence aspect." 

"I was trained to be very good at it," Sydney said, sobering. "By all my family. It was kind of shocking to them when I went into counseling which is not the typical Stone choice of career. But today wasn't about counseling, Kathryn. I wanted to hurt Chakotay. I saw him as a threat to me, to us. When he called me 'Seska' it was like getting doused with cold water." 

"If he hadn't?" 

Sydney paused. "I don't know, Kathryn," Sydney considered slowly. "Maybe I wouldn't have killed him, but I might have done him some respectable damage. You have to know this about me, about what I'm capable of if forced to defend myself." 

Janeway nodded. "All right," she said firmly. "We'll keep our fights verbal." 

"I'd rather not have any fights at all," Sydney said dolefully. 

"Agreed," Janeway said, smiling. "I'm not much for violence, myself anyway though..." Her face darkened, her eyes going distant. 

"What?" 

Janeway sighed. "Well, if we're doing confessions, when I found out he attacked you, I wanted to hurt him in a permanent sort of way." 

"We're terrible people," Sydney said, resting her forehead against the captain. 

"Absolutely appalling," Kathryn agreed. 

"It's a good thing we found each other." 

"Who else would put up with us?" 

"Seven." They said together and started to laugh. 



Sydney woke, reached out and found only a warm depression in the bed beside her. She took a breath and sat up, looking around for her lover. The captain wasn't in the bedroom and the open door of the ensuite showed no movement in there. Sydney slipped out from between the sheets and picked up a robe, padding barefoot out to the living area. 

Kathryn was sitting on the couch, illuminated in the starlight radiating through the large windows arching over the living area. She had her chin resting on her palm, looking pensively out at the stars streaking by, legs tucked up beneath her silken robe. Sydney hesitated in the doorway, not wanting to disturb this picture, captivated by the vision of beauty Kathryn presented. The auburn hair was wonderfully mussed from bed, the clear eyes reflecting the light of a thousand stars. The smooth line of her cheek, the elegant nose ... Sydney felt her heart catch at how very exquisite she was. 

Then Kathryn turned toward her, as if sensing her presence and smiled gently. "Hi, darling," she said softly, reaching out a hand. 

"I missed you," Sydney responded, going over to her, allowing herself to be pulled down on the couch behind Kathryn who leaned back in her arms. "I woke up and the bed was very empty." 

"I was restless," Kathryn said, snuggling against her. "I didn't want to disturb you." 

"You never disturb me," Sydney said, breathing deep the fragrance of Kathryn's hair, of her body, warm and so soft in her arms. "Why so restless? Or do you want to tell me?" 

"Hmm," Kathryn said thoughtfully. "I would if I knew why. I don't." 

"Okay," Sydney said gently. "Do you want to be alone?" 

"No, definitely not." Kathryn rejected that offer firmly, holding Sydney's arms to her. "I've spent far too many nights alone already." 

"I know that feeling," Sydney said and contented herself with just holding the other woman, not saying anything more. They watched the stars go by for a while, then Kathryn shifted slightly, sighing a little. 

"How could I have missed the signs?" she asked softly. "In Chakotay. He must have been hurting for a long time." 

"Sometimes when you're too close to a situation, it's hard to see," Sydney soothed. "Besides, if there's any blame here, it should be me. I'm the professional and I allowed my jealousy of him to color my perception." 

"Jealousy?" 

Sydney bent her head. "I was jealous of your friendship. I guess I was afraid that you were settling for me because it didn't work out with him." 

Janeway took a breath, eyebrows raised as she considered that. "You know that's absolutely not true," she said finally. "Not in any way." 

"Intellectually, yes," Sydney said. "But our relationship is still new enough that my insecurities still get the better of me sometimes. I'm still learning to have the same faith in the woman as I have in the captain." 

"As I'm learning to have the faith in the counselor as I do in the woman," Janeway said with understanding. 

"That's good," Sydney noted with an admiring grin. "You've been exposed to me too long." 

Janeway laughed low. "I'm picking up some of the jargon, at any rate." She rested her head against Sydney's chest. "I know I wonder about things more now. Why I do the things I do, why others react as they do." 

"A side effect of getting involved with a counselor," the taller woman chuckled. "It wears off after a little while, I assure you." 

"Ah." 

Sydney felt Kathryn press closer to her and she tightened her grip. "I don't suppose I could entice you back to the bedroom?" 

"I'm not really tired," the captain warned in a low voice. 

"I assure you, sleep was the furthest thing from my mind." 

Kathryn laughed her throaty laugh and rose, reaching out a hand to capture Sydney's, pulling her to her feet. Sydney wrapped her arm around the smaller woman's waist as they strolled back into the bedroom. There, Sydney untied the silken cord holding Kathryn's robe closed, undressing her with grateful wonder. 

"You're so beautiful," she murmured, nuzzling her ear, the high bone of her cheek. She smiled as she felt the heat beneath her lips, knowing that Kathryn was blushing. "Why do you always blush? It's true." 

"I've never considered myself all that great a beauty," Janeway responded, her arms entwined around Sydney's neck. "Especially when I was younger. But I'm glad you think so." 

"I do," Sydney told her. "Your eyes are the most incredibly captivating I have ever seen. Your eyes could illuminate planets, build empires ... they certainly have conquered me." 

"And your tongue could charm anyone," Kathryn admonished her, but Sydney could tell she was pleased anyway. 

"I was hoping my tongue can do more than charm tonight," the counselor whispered wickedly in the delicate ear as she edged the captain toward the bed. 

Kathryn blushed again. "You're incorrigible." 

"Insatiable, you mean," Sydney said, lowering Kathryn to the mattress, having drawn the bedding down to the bottom, leaving only the smooth sheet to welcome the two lovers. 

Kathryn looked up at her, her face suddenly soft, far removed from the implacable firmness of command, the mask that shielded her so well from everyone else ... everyone but the woman above her. "I love you," she said quietly, touching Sydney's cheek with featherlight fingertips. "I don't know how or why, I just know I do." 

"You're the universe to me, Kathryn," Sydney said tenderly, brushing lips over the other woman's forehead, her eyelids, down the fine nose. "You're everything I have ever wanted and needed, but was unable to describe until I saw you. Only fate could have brought us together. Only fate could ever take me from you." 

Kathryn kissed her, and through that kiss, Sydney tasted all the woman's love, all her emotion, knowing that she was trying to show feelings that words were unable to. And Sydney kissed her back, gently, lovingly, wanting so very much to let Kathryn know that she was here with her forever, that the captain would never have to be alone again. Softly she drew back, Kathryn's bottom lip captured between her own, tracing it gently with her tongue, before releasing it to kiss her again, deeper, passionately, feeling desire break loose and accepting joyously Kathryn's ready response. She felt the elegant hands trace her spine, her sides, along her back once more to tangle in her long, dark hair with insistent demand. 

"I want you," Kathryn whispered as Sydney mouthed the rounded chin. "So very badly." 

"And you shall have me," Sydney told her, biting her earlobe gently, suckling at her neck, her throat. "Tell me what you want, my darling. Tell me what you need." 

"I need you," the captain moaned. "All of you over all of me. Inside me." She turned her head, biting Sydney with easy pressure on her neck. "Make me scream," she commanded huskily. 

Sydney laughed and kissed her again, forcefully. "I'll make you howl," she promised as she dipped down to the soft hollow of collarbone, feeling Kathryn's fingers press into her back. 

Sydney fell on the small breasts as if starving, devouring them, first one, then the other, sucking hard on the swollen nipples, consuming her eagerly but gently, carefully, knowing that the fine line between pleasure and pain was easy to cross and determined not to. For all her passion, her great strength and fire, Kathryn was at her core, a gentle woman, and needed the heat tempered judiciously by tenderness. Sydney was more than glad to provide that delicate balance, needing it herself. Perhaps that was why they were so well matched. 

Kathryn arched beneath her, spreading her legs and Sydney reached down to find the warmth and wetness, stoking lightly at first, then with firmness, stirring the simmering cauldron of Kathryn, bringing her to a fevered pitch. Easily she slipped inside, two fingers caressing the silken walls of Kathryn's need, feeling the velvet tightness grasp her eagerly and Sydney pressed deeper until she could feel the most intimate part of the woman. Sydney's thumb found the hard ridge of outer flesh, fully aroused and achingly sensitive, pressing on it even as she flexed her fingers, finding a rhythm that made Kathryn grasp at her, crying out. Sydney left off the small breasts, reaching up to capture Kathryn's full mouth, kissing her deeply, possessively, feeling her tongue invade her own mouth, tasting her desire. Then the scream filled her as Kathryn went suddenly tant, arms gripping Sydney with bruising force, the nails digging sharply into her back. Sydney's fingers were squeezed sweetly, the rhythmic pulsations seeming to draw her even deeper inside and she held Kathryn tightly, her left arm around her shoulders pressing the captain to her, allowing her to feel the entire length of her body on her. 

Slowly, easily, Sydney drew back, feeling the shudders of aftershocks ease as she withdrew her fingers and released the mouth, Kathryn gasping for breath. The counselor enfolded her into a warm embrace, resting on her side as she felt Kathryn snuggle close to her. 

"You didn't howl," Sydney noted with some disappointment. 

"Are you kidding?" Kathryn said with a shaky laugh. "I practically grew hair. All that was missing was a full moon." 

Sydney laughed as well, hugging her warmly. "Then I fulfilled my promise." 

"Oh you did, wonderfully," Kathryn said huskily, her hands running over Sydney with avid desire. "And now it's my turn to make you howl." 

"I don't howl," Sydney warned in a low voice. "It's just so undignified." 

"Oh, I've heard you howl," Kathryn corrected, biting gently at her chin as she slid over Sydney, kissing her passionately, pressing her down onto the bed. "For much less than what I'm going to do right now." 

"Really?" Sydney responded, raising an eyebrow. "I think I need to be convinced." 

"Then just lay back, relax ... and let me convince you." 

Sydney's head went back, and closing her eyes, she delighted in the feel of Kathryn's lips and tongue exploring her neck and chest, mouthing over her breasts. It felt so good to feel the long fingers stroking her so gently, so featherlight as Kathryn ran them over the soft swells, teasing her nipples that immediately hardened, throbbing under the delicate touch. Sydney caught her breath, then swallowed, giving an involuntary moan as she felt Kathryn cover one sensitive point with the satiny moisture of her mouth, the tip of her tongue swirling around the pinkish brown areola, flicking the flesh before trailing to the other to repeat the caress with exquisite pleasure. 

Sydney reached up and tangled her hands in the auburn hair, raking through the short mane with controlled need. Her fingertips traced over the smooth temples, felt the echoing thread of Kathryn's desire jolt through the faint Vulcanoid meld, rippling through her with astounding force and she arched, lifting to her partner with wanting ache. 

"Kathryn." She breathed the name into the night, a soft cry of pleasure and love. 

Sydney felt the bright edge of teeth against her tender nipple as Kathryn smiled, then the smaller woman increased her caresses, her hands stroking her lover's body with avid delight, reaching down to Sydney's thighs, parting them. The counselor gasped as Kathryn quickly trailed down her body, nipping at her navel, feeling the sweet pleasure of lips trace the line of her inner thighs before reaching the center to taste her, carefully at first, the delicate thrill of the tongue dipping into her moisture, then the mouth covering her with commanding intensity. 

Sydney cried out, head back, the cords on her neck outlined in the night as she stiffened, her hands falling to her sides where they clenched into fists. Dazedly she felt Kathryn's hand reaching up to grasp her right one, gently uncurling the fist to entwine her fingers in hers, giving her an anchor, something to hold on to as pleasure threatened to cast her adrift completely. She bent her knees, opening herself wider to the mouth consuming her, then she felt the wonderful long fingers enter her, slowly, gently, with loving intention, pushing deep within her. The tongue swirled insistently over her, soft, then with gradually increasing pressure that matched the flexing of the fingers within her, both finding a rhythm to match the driving of her hips. 

And she howled. Freely, deliriously, with profound ecstasy as the wave swept her up, spreading through her to seize her, shaking her helplessly, completely before tossing her aside to fall back into herself, drifting back to the mouth so gentle on her now, the fingers sliding out of her even as she despaired of their loss. She shuddered, taking large gulps of air, her heart slowing as Kathryn tasted her lovingly a few more times before leaving the tender center of her to retrace her path up the body, stopping to kiss each nipple with affection before finally, Sydney was able to embrace her. They kissed deeply, Sydney tasting her own essence on Kathryn, licking her mouth and chin with ardent pleasure, sharing in the intimacy she had been granted, loving her for it. 

"You have convinced me," she murmured against her lips. "I bow to your greater will." 

Kathryn laughed and hugged her, her weight a comforting presence on Sydney who wrapped her arms lovingly around the smaller woman, holding her close. She felt her shiver, and together they reached down, managing to grab the bedding and haul it up over them, snuggling down into the warmth of each other and the blankets. Sydney felt Kathryn's lips on her mouth, kissing her softly, gently, and she returned the kiss with happiness. 

"You're so incredible," she whispered. "I hadn't realized lovemaking was such a required skill of captains." 

"Mmmm, it isn't," Kathryn replied, eyes dancing. "It's purely an inspired accomplishment. You make me rise above my ordinary abilities." 

"Darling," Sydney told her. "You are many things ... ordinary will never be one of them." 

Kathryn merely chuckled and rested her head on Sydney's shoulder as drowsiness stole over them with irresistible lure. The counselor yawned, felt Kathryn echo it and smiled into the night. 

"Do you know, I could not imagine being happier than I am right now," Sydney said softly. "I don't know that I could survive it if there is something missing here." 

Kathryn nuzzled her gently. She did not answer and for some reason, Sydney felt she was holding back, not wanting to spoil the moment. 

"Ah, if this were the Alpha Quadrant," Sydney added, guessing the missing element for her lover. "But where you are is all I need. It matters little where that is to me." 

"I'm afraid I can't say that," Kathryn said hesitantly. She raised up so that Sydney could see the eyes, shading grey in the dimness. "I'm sorry if that hurts you." 

"It doesn't," Sydney assured her, touching her cheek gently. "I know how important it is to get your ship home, Kathryn. But I also know that if we arrived at Earth tomorrow, in another month, you'd be chasing another star. It's who you are. It's who I love. Just realize that I'll be chasing that star with you. Forever." 

"I am happy," Kathryn told her seriously. "I mean that. You've given me so much these last months. You've made something I didn't realize was crushing me go away completely and allowed me to feel again, to be the woman again. To love you is a gift I will always treasure." 

"My darling," Sydney whispered, cupping her face in gentle hands. "You're my partner, my lover, my friend, my joy. And you are my captain. I am yours. Now and forever." 

Kathryn bowed her head into the hands, closing her eyes as she hugged the counselor tightly. "I'll never let you down," she promised, voice cracking. 

Sydney drew Kathryn to her shoulder, feeling the tears dampen her chest and she knew the captain was speaking beyond just the two of them now, to the crew Janeway felt she had failed by getting lost in the Delta Quadrant. That was a burden Sydney could not ease and all she could do was hold Kathryn close, comforting her, stroking her hair, until finally the woman fell asleep in her arms. 

And even then, she continued to hold her, looking out into the night, feeling utterly content and wishing she could somehow share that with Kathryn, make her feel it too. Knowing she couldn't. 

Knowing that content was something Starfleet captains never were ... and never could be. 



Epilogue

Seven of Nine looked up as the door slid open and Sydney strolled in. The counselor was carrying the contraption the Borg identified as a 'saddle', knowing that her roommate had been in the holodeck 'riding' a horse. 

"Did you enjoy yourself?" the young blond asked politely, putting down the padd she had been working on, laying it on the low coffee table. 

Sydney smiled, eyes bright as she looked at her. "You bet," she said enthusiastically as she placed the saddle carefully on the rack designed to hold it which took up one corner of the living area. "I do wish Kathryn liked horses though. It's so much more fun to ride with someone else." 

Seven felt a suddenly speculative gaze fall upon her and she raised an eyebrow. "I think not," she said coolly. 

"Oh my, Seven, I'm impressed,"Sydney said, coming over to plop onto the couch beside her. "You're picking up subtleties so well now. But c'mon, I know you'd enjoy it." 

"As you thought I'd enjoy white-water rafting?" Seven asked distastefully. "And wading through swamps." 

"You're just got upset because your implants got wet," Sydney said, stretching back on the couch, putting her feet up on the coffee table. "And they weren't really wet, that was just an illusion created by the holodeck. But you have to learn to ride, Seven." 

"I do?" Seven said with skepticism liberally coloring her tone. "Why? It is not a skill necessary in any way for an astrometrics officer." 

"But it will be necessary if we're going after the Lost Treasure of Sanssibar," Sydney told her brightly. "There's a lot of riding in the beginning." 

Seven sighed. She still wasn't sure how the counselor had managed to get her involved in the holo programs Sydney most found enjoyable, adventures set in mystical, magical times that bore no resemblance to reality and made little sense scientifically. Though the Borg did have to admit there was a certain satisfaction to participating. The last program, something called the Dungeons of Goethe, had cast her in the role of a thief, and being forced to 'pretend' to be something other than who she was had actually turned out to be fun as she skulked about the dank rooms searching for treasure and battling 'orcs' and monsters. But riding? Seven didn't know if she was ready for that. 

"Can I not walk to get where I'm going?" she suggested. 

"No," Sydney said. "C'mon Seven. We'll start tomorrow. A small trot around the corral just to get you familiar. Before you know it, you'll be having the time of your life." 

"The 'time of my life'," Seven echoed, tasting the phrase. She considered it carefully, then reluctantly gave in. "Very well," she allowed. "I will attempt to learn." 

"Good," Sydney said, patting her on the leg companionably. "Just remember to have trust in your teacher, Seven. I won't steer you wrong." 

She smiled widely. 

"You just gotta have faith." 

The End 
Back to Home
On to Counselor III

· 


The Counselor: Reliance 
G. L. Dartt
The starship Voyager broke off from the planet it had been orbiting for the past week and once again set course for the Alpha Quadrant. Lost in the uncharted depths of the Delta Quadrant, still 55,000 light years from the outer reaches of the Federation, the Intrepid class ship accelerated easily into warp as it continued its long journey home. 

On Deck six, in quarters that had a discrete plaque set just outside the door, Captain's Cabin, a young woman with dark hair slumbered peacefully on the couch set beneath a window of transparent aluminum. The dim illumination of stars filtered through to cast a silvery light over the interior, granting a softness to the furnishings that included a table set grandly with crystal and fine china. The woman did not stir at the quiet hiss of the door nor did she wake as a second woman entered the room. 

This woman was smaller, more compact, with level blue grey eyes and rich, auburn hair which fell softly about the elegant features. She was dressed in the red and black uniform of Starfleet Command, the four gold pips of captaincy adorning the collar of her turtleneck. Her gaze swept the quarters, and settled on the dining table where the dual unlit candles stood silent sentinel on a dinner that never was, and a slight wince creased her face before she drifted over to the couch. She perched gingerly on the edge of the cushions and peered into the peaceful features of the sleeping woman, at the dark brush of lashes casting soft shadows over the high, bronzed cheekbones. 

Gently, Captain Kathryn Janeway ran a fingertip along the jawline, resting her thumb on the chin which quivered as the woman stirred and woke. Emerald green eyes blinked drowsily at her and Commander Sydney Stone, the ship's counselor, smiled faintly. 

"Hey you," Stone said. "Convince the H'breen to give up their supplies?" 

"Finally," Janeway replied, smiling gently. She normally radiated authority and a command presence which tended to electrify those around her. Now, weariness permeated the classic features and dulled the remarkable eyes. "I'm sorry about dinner." 

Stone shrugged lightly. "It happens." 

"Yes it does," Janeway agreed. "But I should have called." 

"In the middle of a negotiation?" Stone shook her head. "I don't expect that, Kathryn. In fact, I knew where you were. I just hoped that maybe things might go unexpectedly fast, which is why I took a chance and set the table. It was wishful thinking on my part." 

The captain smiled, a touch wistfully. "I think you're just letting me off the hook." 

Stone returned the smile and lay a hand gently against the captain's cheek. "If I can't," she said softly, staring into the blue-grey eyes. "Who can?" 

Janeway's eyes darkened to a smokey blue, and at the unspoken invitation, leaned forward, Stone meeting her halfway. Their lips touched sweetly and Sydney allowed herself to get lost in the kiss, concentrating on the captain, tasting her weariness through the contact. When Janeway sighed and lay her head down on Stone's chest, relaxing against her, Stone closed her eyes and gently stroked the short, reddish hair, feeling the woman settle down on her. A few moments passed, a brief interlude of peace and relaxation, then Janeway woke, jerking slightly. 

"God, that wasn't a good idea," the captain groaned, struggling back up into a sitting position. 

Stone helped her up, supporting her with a hand on her arm. "I think I'm going to prescribe about ten hours of sleep, Captain," she said, frowning at her worriedly. 

Janeway twisted her head, trying to loosen her tense neck muscles. "I wish," she said regretfully. "I doubt I'll get five." 

"Then I can make it a professional recommendation," Sydney said, her voice suddenly cool though she used her fingers to rub Janeway's neck. She gentled her voice. "You need to sleep, Kathryn." 

Janeway shot her a look and Stone could see the outrage lighting her eyes. "You wouldn't dare," she said, voice dropping a full two degrees. 

Sydney smiled and wrapped her arms around the smaller woman. "Oh, I would. In a heartbeat. But how about if I make you an offer instead?" 

"Let's hear it," Janeway said with a touch of wariness. 

"You go to bed, delay the start of your duty shift four hours and make it up on the other end if you have to," Stone suggested quietly. "You'll not only serve yourself better, but the ship as well." 

Janeway stifled a sigh. "If I do, will you keep your professional recommendations to yourself and out of the logs?" 

"I promise." Stone nuzzled Janeway's temple. "In the meantime, would you like something warm to wrap around you?" 

"Such as?" Janeway asked softly, a half grin curling her mouth. 

"I happen to be available," Stone responded gently. She dipped her head to catch Janeway's gaze. "But just for sleep. You're too tired for anything more." 

"If you say so," Janeway said dryly, clearly unconvinced. "But I would like the company for whatever reason." 

She rose to her feet and reached down a hand to Stone who accepted it, allowing the captain to pull her up. In the bedroom, Stone began to peel the uniform off Janeway who accepted the assistance passively, closing her eyes and relaxing beneath the attention, uncharacteristic of the captain. Stone knew Kathryn must be far more weary than she was otherwise letting on. 

"You know, you don't have to ask if you can stay the night," Janeway said idly. 

"I don't?" Stone pulled back the covers to the bed and guided Janeway between the sheets. 

"I think you can assume it by now," Janeway offered. "We have so little time together as it is. Please, don't feel like you have to ask permission to take advantage of any opportunity we do have." She was reclined on her side, raised up on her elbow, gazing at Stone intently as the counselor began taking off her own uniform, shrugging out of the tunic with its stripe of blue across the shoulders. 

Stone smiled faintly as she crawled into bed, finding a comfortable position on her back as Janeway snuggled against her. "Are you sure, Kathryn?" she said, closing her eyes as she settled against the pillow. "It would mean a shift in our relationship. The next step would be actually sharing quarters." 

Janeway sighed softly, draping her arm over Stone's torso as she rested her head on the counselor's shoulder. "That would be something to consider too," she said drowsily. 

Stone's eyes flew open. "Are you serious?" she asked, holding her breath. 

Janeway, on the verge of drifting off, took a deep breath and yawned, forcing herself awake once more. "Why not? We get along well, don't we?" 

"Yes, but aren't you the same woman who didn't want the crew to know we were even seeing each other?" Stone reminded her. "Now you want to set up housekeeping?" 

Janeway sighed. "I'm sorry I started this tonight. Can we discuss it tomorrow, darling? I'm all in." 

"Of course," Stone agreed, kissing her gently on the temple. "We'll talk about it another time." 

Soon she felt the heaviness and steady breathing that indicated her companion had fallen asleep, but it proved to be a more elusive quarry for her. Though Voyager had been lost in the Delta Quadrant for four years, Stone's arrival was more recent. During the Federation's war with the Dominion, Stone had served on a small, highly maneuverable, powerfully weaponed vessel called the USS Athena, as both first officer and battlefield medic. When the Athena had encountered a squadron of Jem'Hadar fighters along with a Cardassian dreadnaught, the ship's captain, Karen Fernandez had taken advantage of the formation of the Barzan wormhole to lure their enemies in after them before destroying the passage. This however, left the Federation vessel shattered and drifting in the Delta Quadrant with no life support beyond the emergency stasis tubes. 

Stone had been the only survivor and Voyager's rescue made her a ship's counselor again, the role she had originally trained for after leaving the Academy. As she acclimatised to this new vessel and a life of being stranded so far away from all she had known, Stone had been irrevocably drawn to the ship's captain, seeing through the walls of isolation which kept Janeway aloof from a diverse crew made up of Starfleet officers, Maquis outlaws and the occasional Delta Quadrant native. Janeway, guilt ridden at having made the decision which had resulted in Voyager's long journey home, managed to bear the loneliness with both dignity and a steel core of inner strength and it had taken a lot for Sydney to break through that shell. When she did, however, she discovered a warm, passionate woman who was more than ready for her offer of friendship and love. 

Now, apparently, they were at the point where Janeway wanted more than just friendship and love. Stone knew the captain was really speaking of a commitment, complete and binding, one that would most certainly define their relationship in the eyes of the rest of the crew. 

Sydney wasn't entirely sure how she felt about that. Her relationships until now had been fleeting; casual affairs which had never achieved any sort of permanence whether at her choice or by those she had been drawn to. This was new, and while there was a part of her that wanted to leap at the opportunity, there was another part of her that was flat out terrified at the idea. If things didn't work out, if she and Janeway couldn't find a comfortable level of co-existing ... well, 55 years was a hell of a long time to be trapped on a ship with an ex-lover. They had been together only a few months. Would it hurt to take some more time to get to know each other better, to make sure that settling down was what they both wanted and needed? 

On the other hand, it was entirely possible that it would work out fine, Stone told herself. They did seem fairly compatible and the whole crew knew about their relationship though originally the couple had tried to keep it quiet. Moving in together seemed the next logical step and Sydney tightened her embrace on the warm body in her arms, thinking about spending every evening like this, no longer alone, always having someone there when she reached out in the night. 

Perhaps it was something to consider seriously after all. 



Captain Janeway made her way through the corridors of her ship, heading for holodeck two. Her duty shift had just ended and when she queried the computer as to the location of the ship's counselor, it had informed her that Commander Stone was currently on the holodeck. 

No doubt running one of those role playing holo-adventures where she was the warrior woman on a horse fighting all sorts of monsters, the captain thought. Janeway didn't see the appeal herself, but she understood that Stone garnered a lot of enjoyment from the sword and sorcery scenarios, declaring that such adventures were just the thing to relax after a hard day of counseling other people's problems. The captain wondered if Stone had indulged in these holo-programs when she had been on the Athena in the middle of the war, then realized that the tiny ship had not even had any holo emitters.  The only time the counselor could have used her extensive collection of programs was when she was in port at a space station or on leave planetside. 

But when the Captain walked into the holodeck, it was not a dungeon or a castle or even a misty swamp she stepped into. Instead, the greenish illumination of Borg technology permeated the atmosphere, dark tubes and constructs immediately raising the hair on the back of the captain's neck as a jolt of adrenalin rushed through her. She actually had to pause a moment to regain her bearings, even more disquieted when she looked around and realized it was not a simulation of a Borg cube, but rather the interior of a Starfleet vessel's engine room that had been assimilated. 

Was this some sort of new adventure? she wondered uneasily. Stone fighting the Borg rather than orcs? 

Slowly she strode deeper into the room, gingerly avoiding the occasional Borg drone who went about its unfathomable task, completely ignoring her. She turned a corner and discovered Stone speaking with another Borg in the center of a Galaxy-class engine room, the warp core looming above them both. 

Except this Borg was no ordinary drone. 

"Counselor?" Janeway's voice was uncertain, tiny in the oppressive atmosphere of the room. 

"Captain," Stone responded, looking away from her padd, obviously surprised to see her. 

Janeway stared at the Borg female who was returning the gaze with a faint smile playing about her supercilious features, her eyes glittering strangely. 

"What is this?" the captain asked, and her voice had dropped in register, becoming deadly quiet, every muscle in her body suddenly tense. She was unaware that her hands had clenched themselves into tight fists at her sides. 

Stone blinked. "This is the Borg queen," she responded in an odd tone, clearly surprised at the captain's instant defensive stance. "Why?" 

"Why do you have this running?" 

Stone frowned. "Computer, freeze program." Instantly, the simulation stopped all movement and Stone placed her padd on a nearby computer console, taking a step closer to Janeway. "I'm running it because of Seven," she said gently. "I think knowing more about their relationship is important." 

Stone was referring to Voyager's Astrometrics Officer, Seven of Nine who had been assigned to act as an intermediary during an incident when Voyager had been forced to temporarily ally themselves with the Borg during the war with Species 8472. The end result had seen the ship flung 10,000 light years closer to the Federation, and Seven's connection to the Collective severed completely. The ex-drone had been forced to adapt to Voyager and her crew, to regain her lost humanity, something which had not been at all easy for her, or Voyager's captain. Yet, despite that, Janeway and Seven had developed a close, personal relationship, one which went beyond the mere captain/crewmember dynamic. The captain had become the young woman's mentor and surrogate mother, guiding and caring for her as Seven evolved into an individual, able to show the young woman an affection that Janeway simply did not allow herself to show others in her crew. 

"I'm not sure I like this," Janeway noted with grave concern. 

Stone raised an eyebrow. "I don't understand why," she countered gently. "Honestly Kathryn, knowing the environment in which Seven grew up can only help me better understand her. Do you remember when I told you how surprised I was at Seven's adjustment to being on Voyager?" 

"Yes," Janeway said quietly. "You indicated that she was adapting far better than anyone had a right to expect." 

"Exactly," Stone said. "Seven was a member of the Collective since she was six years old. That's eighteen years, Kathryn, eighteen formative years in her lifetime. Yet, you sever that link, bring her into her crew and aside from a few minor digressions and disagreements, she has become a fully functioning, rational, highly intelligent, very unique individual." 

Minor disagreements? Janeway took a breath, remembering all the clashes and conflicts she and Seven had experienced the past year or so, some of which threatened her strength of mind more times than she cared to admit. 

"And you think this ... queen had something to do with it?" Janeway asked, motioning at the figure. She controlled a shiver as she regarded the simulation. Honestly, how was it that Stone had managed to program in that aura of menace so precisely? 

"It's just a theory now," Stone responded. "But yes, I think so." She hesitated, then raised an eyebrow at Janeway. "I did read the official logs on your encounter with the queen," she added quietly. "Is there something else I'm missing?." 

Janeway stared at her, the moisture in her mouth drying instantly. "Why do you ask?" 

Stone eyed the captain's expression and raised an eyebrow. "Just curious, Kathryn. I need to know why Seven adapted so well to becoming a member of your crew. And why she always displayed a sort of ... individuality, even when she was fully Borg. Yet you seem uncomfortable with this. Why?" 

"Seven was arrogant right from the beginning," Janeway allowed, trying to regain her composure as she ignored Stone's last gentle query. "And very articulate. I didn't notice it so much at the time but I did wonder about it occasionally afterward." She turned it over in her head, analyzing it from all angles. "Assuming the queen is the reason Seven adapted so well, does it have any bearing on her now? Or us?" 

"I don't know," Stone responded, tilting her head slightly. "It might. At the moment, I'm really just trying to satisfy my own curiosity, Kathryn." She leaned back against the computer console, her body relaxing, no longer angling toward Janeway. "On the other hand, I might just be reaching for something that isn't there," she added in a reasonable tone. 

Janeway felt a little dizzy. "You do understand what happened regarding Seven and the Queen? How she almost took her from me." 

Stone nodded. "I know. I just hadn't realized how much this still affects you." 

"It does," Janeway said flatly. 

Stone studied her. "Do you want to talk about this, Kathryn?" she asked and her voice had become very calm and professional, wrapping itself around Janeway, inviting her to confide in the counselor. 

Janeway stared at her and forced herself to take a long slow breath. 

"No," she said firmly, as always, shying away from Stone's professional role on the ship. "Not now." 

"All right," Stone said, immediately backing off at the edge she no doubt heard underlying the words. Her eyes were fixed on the captain's face keenly and Janeway knew that even if Sydney was prepared to let this go now, it was something she would attempt to bring up again somewhere down the line. She could tell just from the way Stone was studying her so intently. 

"So what brought you down here, anyway?" the Counselor offered finally, apparently willing to change the subject for now. 

Janeway smiled briefly, ignoring the relief that flooded her. "I wanted to see you," she said, gentling her voice purposely. 

"Oh," Stone replied, warmth lighting her eyes. Her eyes flickered upward. "Computer, run program Stone-Alpha-nine." 

The simulation immediately changed, switching from the eerie green glow of Borg technology to the silvery illumination of a cliff overlooking a shimmering bay, a bright full moon hanging heavy in the stardusted sky. A soft, warm breeze ruffled Janeway's hair, bringing with it the salty tang of the sea and the perfume of flowers. Stone regarded her with a faint smile, still reclining slightly against a holographic boulder that had replaced the Borg console. The padd lay on the top of it, apparently the only real item in the holodeck other than the two women. 

"Very nice," Kathryn complimented, moving closer to the counselor. "Do you come here often?" 

Sydney's smile widened as she rested her hands on the captain's waist and Kathryn pressed against her, sliding her arms around the taller woman's neck. Janeway felt herself relax in the embrace, the tension in her neck and shoulders easing as if it had never been. 

"Mmm, it's one of my favorites," Sydney replied. "But only when I have someone as wonderful as you to share it with." She bent her head and gently covered Kathryn's mouth with her own. 

The captain returned the kiss gratefully, eager for this stolen bit of intimacy with her lover. Their responsibilities to the ship often kept them apart and made even a quiet moment like this one to be treasured and savored. When the kiss finally ended, Janeway rested her forehead against Sydney's and for a few more moments, simply enjoyed being in her arms. Sydney seemed content to allow it, not speaking as they held each other. It was one of the things Janeway appreciated most about Stone, the keen awareness of the captain's moods and how she seemed to adjust accordingly. 

"I don't suppose I could make up for that dinner I missed last night," Kathryn murmured finally. 

Sydney made a rueful sound. "God, I'd love for you to," she said with sincere regret. "But I have sessions all evening. I was using my dinner break to run the Borg simulation." 

"Will you come by afterward, then?" Kathryn persisted. 

"It might be late," Sydney warned. 

"I don't mind," Kathryn assured her. She kissed her again, softly, a mere taste of the passion she felt. When they parted, she tilted her head slightly, looking closely at her lover. "Have you thought about our sharing quarters?" 

Sydney's face grew still, impassive. "Actually, I have. Are we ready for that step?" 

Kathryn considered it. "I believe I am." Her lips twitched and she studied the tiny indentation in Sydney's chin, not wanting to look into those green eyes in case she saw something she didn't want to know. "Aren't you?" 

Sydney dipped her head a little so she could capture Kathryn's gaze. "I would love to live with you," she said in a very candid tone. "But I also don't want to rush this. I'd hate to lose what we have by moving too quickly." 

"But it's possible that by not taking the next logical step, it could also be lost," Kathryn said quietly. 

Sydney sighed. "I know." She shook her head. "Damn, you'd think four years of study and years more of actually doing the psychology bit would allow me to know my own mind better." 

Kathryn rested her fingers on Sydney's cheek. "Are you afraid?" she asked, searching her eyes. 

Sydney didn't answer right away, obviously considering it seriously. "I think so," she said finally. "You know, Kathryn, I've never really shared quarters before. None of my relationships ever got this far so it's completely new territory for me. You're the first person I've ever felt this way about and I don't want to risk losing that, losing you ... I guess I'm scared." 

"This is new for me as well," Kathryn told her, trying to find the words to reasure her companion. She was honestly surprised at Stone's response, that the counselor with her almost Vulcan-like composure would admit to fear. "I've never shared living space with anyone before either." 

Sydney's head came up, regarding her with astonishment. "But you were engaged. Twice." 

Kathryn smiled. "It's just how it worked out," she explained. "Justin and I served on the same ship, but we hadn't planned to share quarters until our next posting. He died before that happened. Mark and I, on the other hand, always maintained separate dwellings. It was just easier. I was away so much and he really liked the apartment he had..." She trailed off as she thought about it. "I loved him," she said quietly. "But to be honest, now I look back and wonder how we ever would have made it work." 

"Do you miss him?" Sydney asked quietly. 

Kathryn raised her eyes to Stone. "I said good-bye to him the second year we were lost. When I received the 'Dear John' letter from him in our fourth year, it was somewhat anticlimactic. The finality of it, the final locking of the door on that part of my life? Yes, that hurt, but the door itself had already been closed for quite some time." 

"Oh," Sydney said. She took a breath. "Do you really think this will work, Kathryn?" 

A muscle twitched briefly in the captain's jaw, but she kissed Sydney again, and hugged her, resting her head on the taller woman's shoulder. "I love you, darling," she murmured. "And I want to make a life together. We've both been through enough in our lives to know what it means to let opportunities pass by, or miss out on things because we let them slip away. I don't want to do that anymore, especially not with you." 

Sydney held her tightly. "You're right," she said finally, in a contemplative voice. "I certainly don't want to waste any of the time we could have together." She smiled. "I guess Seven will like having her own quarters." The young Borg and the Counselor had been roommates for a few months ever since Seven had found the cargo bay where she had originally been staying too impersonal and oppressive. 

"She'll miss you," Kathryn said. 

"Yes, but she's ready to leave the nest," Sydney grinned. "Our little girl is all grown up." 

Kathryn dug her thumb into Sydney's ribs warningly. "Don't be cute." 

Sydney just laughed and kissed her again. 



Counselor Stone folded her hands carefully on her lap as she regarded the couple sitting before her. She supposed that she was maintaining her cool, professional expression even though it felt as if she had just been kicked in the gut. And there was no question that Kathryn was going to absolutely flip when she heard this. As she eventually must. 

"So," she said, glad that her voice sounded reasonable. "Are you sure?" 

"I haven't gone to the Doctor yet, if that's what you mean," Ensign Wallace said, a touch of defiance in her voice. "He'd tell the captain." 

Stone breathed slowly and calmly. "Actually, he wouldn't. He operates under the same rules of confidentiality that I do. But the captain will have to be informed sooner or later. It's not the sort of thing one can hide for very long." 

Beside the ensign, his dark eyes worried, Lt. Edison glanced over at his spouse. He had served with Starfleet for some time and had a great respect for the chain of command and for Janeway's position on the ship. As well as the protocols laid down by her early on in their mission here in the Delta Quadrant. Stone could see he was agitated over this. 

"Are you going to tell her?" he asked worriedly. Everyone on the ship knew of the Counselor's relationship with the captain. 

Stone shook her head. "There's no reason to. This does not endanger the ship or anyone else." She raised an eyebrow. "But  it would be best in the long run if you told her." She shook her head. "Let's face it, this is going to change things on Voyager a great deal and it's highly unlikely no one else has thought about this. Others will be watching to see what happens with you and the captain. How you handle it will determine how they will deal with it. It's best to have these things out in the open." 

"Why?" Wallace said. "It's not like Janeway can do anything about it, is there?" She looked anxiously at her partner. She was originally Maquis, and while she had a disdain for some of the rules and regulations Starfleet adhered to, she still held a great respect for the captain as did everyone on the vessel. She was plainly terrified at the prospect of speaking with Janeway. 

Stone stifled a sigh. "The captain must look out for all the crew. She needs to know about things that will affect the ship. I'm sure that if this was another couple, you two would want the captain to know about it, wouldn't you?" 

"I guess," Edison said uncertainly. He looked at his spouse. "Honey, she's right. We have to tell the captain." 

"I can arrange for you to meet with her here if you'd like, in a more neutral setting," Stone suggested. "Perhaps we can even come up with ideas about how Voyager will have to be adapted to this new reality." 

"Yeah, that's how we should do it," Edison said, seizing on the idea. "Meet her here. Would you monitor it?" 

"Let's see if the Doctor agrees first," Stone reminded him. "We may not require a meeting." 

"I know I'm pregnant," Wallace said and again there was the touch of defiance. "I'm having this baby." 

"Of course you are," Stone agreed easily. She raised an eyebrow. "Anything else?" 

"Isn't that enough?" Edison blurted. 

Stone was forced to laugh. "Well, I wasn't going to point that out." 

But she saw the joke had relaxed the couple and she made a few notes in her padd. As she did, she added casually, "I was under the impression that all crewmembers were required to update their implants on a regular basis." 

The couple looked at each other uneasily. "There is a sort of unspoken rule to that effect," Wallace said carefully. "But nothing actually put in the regulations. Besides, we forgot." 

Stone did not allow the disbelief she felt to alter her expression. Not even in the Delta Quadrant could Starfleet personnel become pregnant unless they deliberately set out to do so. The birth control implants were too easy to get, too efficient and completely failsafe. No, she thought, the couple had pretty much planned this. 

Not that it was unexpected. Stone knew that sooner or later, the need to reproduce, to insure the survival of the species, would impose its demand on the crew. It was only a matter of time. In truth, she was surprised that it had taken this long before people made the effort to settle down as the reality of being lost, of not returning to the Federation in their lifetime sunk in, became accepted. No matter how hard Janeway and her immediate staff tried to maintain their belief in a quick return to the Alpha Quadrant, the natural biological urges would always take precedence. 

Stone talked a little further with the couple, assuring them that things would work out fine as long as they all worked together. She made an appointment with the Doctor for them, making a mental note to impress on him to keep it quiet ... Emergency Medical Holograms did not always work the way they were supposed to ... and gave them a few final parting words of encouragement. They were able to leave with a more optimistic attitude towards their situation than what they had come in with. 

Stone made a few notations in her padd and sat for a few moments, staring into the dim illumination of her office. Children. It was bound to happen, she though wryly. She just hoped Kathryn would take this in stride though to be honest, she had no idea what Kathryn's attitude towards children really was. Janeway treated the ship's only current child, Naomi Wildman, born on Voyager the first year after being conceived in the Alpha Quadrant, with a kind if distant manner when she happened to run into her. She rarely interacted with her otherwise despite the child's determination to be her bridge assistant. She wondered if Kathryn knew how serious Naomi was about that or even about Seven's input in the young girl's attempt. 

She jumped as her comm badge suddenly chirped. 

"Janeway to Stone." 

"Stone here, Captain." She wondered if Janeway had been trying to get her earlier. While in session, only an emergency override could break the privacy seal, either on the door or on the communicator. Obviously this was not an emergency, but Stone could still hear the tension in Janeway's voice. 

"I need to see you as soon as possible." 

"I have time now," Stone told her, curiousity coloring her voice. "My next appointment isn't due for another two hours. Will that be enough?" 

"It will. Can you come up to my ready room?" 

"On my way." 

The channel made the soft sound that indicated the communication was complete. She scooped her padd off the desk and into a convenient drawer before altering her door code to indicate she was out of the office and unavailable. The light on the panel beside her office door glowed a subdued blue as she exited and headed for the bridge. 



Captain Janeway stood on the upper level of her ready room, hands linked behind her back, her face turned upward as the light from the stars passing by cast a soft glow over her features. Her eyes were a stormy grey as she stared out the huge transparent aluminum windows that dominated her room, and she felt herself flinch in surprise as she heard the soft chime of the door heralding the arrival of her ship's counselor, even though she had been expecting it. 

"Come in," she said, turning slightly. 

Stone entered and walked calmly up the short flight of stairs to stand at easy attention, hands linked behind her back, her face schooled to a professional impassiveness. 

"Captain," she greeted formally. 

"Sit down, please," Janeway said, keeping her voice even. 

Stone's eyebrow raised slightly and for a second, Janeway could see the Vulcanoid influence the counselor's grandparents had bestowed on her genetically. Calmly, Stone took a seat on the couch which stretched beneath the window, looking up at Janeway expectantly. 

Janeway took a breath, firming her jaw. "I've been going over the logs we downloaded from the Athena regarding the Borg's temporal incursion against Earth. I thought after our discussion, I should probably find out as much as I can about the queen. I was only really interested in defeating her before." She paused, regarding Stone closely. "You didn't tell me that the Liberty had been a part of that task force, or that you had been there." 

USS Liberty had been Stone's first posting after her graduation. It was a Galaxy class vessel that held a crew compliment of over a thousand, comprised of both Starfleet personnel and their civilian families as well as various scientists and engineers. It had been good preparation for her eventual, if accidental role on Voyager. 

Stone looked vaguely surprised. "I didn't think it relative." She paused. "Obviously I survived unscathed, if that's what you're worried about." 

"It isn't," Janeway said, then put her hand out in mute apology at the tactlessness of her response. Her lips twitched. "Admiral Hayes was in command of that task force." 

Stone nodded. "Yes, he was. His flag ship was destroyed in the first wave that attacked the cube." 

"Did he survive?" Janeway asked, steeling her voice. 

Stone blinked. "Not to my knowledge. There was a memorial service for him a week later." She studied Janeway intently and gentled her voice. "Was he a friend, Kathryn?" 

"No," Janeway replied shortly and started to pace, frowning as she thought. 

Stone watched her pace, obviously puzzled by this, but she did not interrupt, waiting patiently for Janeway to get to the point. Janeway stopped by the railing overlooking her deck, leaning against it with braced arms, her fingers gripping it so tightly that her knuckles were white. 

"What's this about, Kathryn?" Stone asked finally. 

Janeway raised her chin. "Do you know of the message we received from Starfleet through the Hirogen communications array?" 

"The one which was accompanied by the personal letters from home?" Stone nodded. "I was told about it. Certain of the crew recieved disturbing news." 

Janeway held up her hand, one finger raised as she stopped Stone from going down that path, clearly not the topic she wished to pursue. She stared at the Counselor, finally allowing her roiling emotions to be revealed by her gaze. 

"The message from Starfleet came from Admiral Hayes." 

Stone started. "But that communique came almost two years after his death." 

"I know," Janeway said simply. 

Stone stared at her, various emotions chasing across her face. "Maybe I should see this message," she said, frowning. "First hand." 

Janeway went over and touched the board of her computer sitting on the coffee table in front of Stone, the communique already keyed up and ready to run. Stone was silent as she viewed the message from Starfleet Command that had been sent to Voyager, expressing regret that they could not help them now but were sending all the information they had on the Delta Quadrant, wishing them a safe and quick journey home. After it was done, Stone regarded Janeway sardonically. 

"Interesting." 

"Isn't it?" Janeway said and allowed a little of her fury to drop her voice a few degrees, her eyes becoming hard chips of bluish grey slate. "So either Hayes did not die, or it's a fake. It's all a complete fake." 

She put her hands on her hips and frowned, studying the deck intently, feeling sick inside, the same sinking sense of dispair that she'd felt when she first discovered the information about Admiral Hayes's purported death. The crew of Voyager had believed in the communication which Arturis had altered, and for Janeway to find out that Arturis hadn't just faked bits of it, but possibly the entire thing, including the personal letters, was almost beyond bearing, though she had no idea how he might have managed it. Then there was all the technical data that they had been using in their navigational projections. Dear god, if that was a lie as well... 

"There is a third option," Stone said quietly. 

"Like what?" Janeway said, hearing the sense of betrayal shake her voice. 

"That Hayes is dead but the message is still real, is still from Starfleet." 

"How is that possible?" Janeway replied, staring at her in disbelief. 

Stone paused. "You won't like it," she said warningly. 

"I already don't like it," Janeway snapped, her patience wearing thin. 

Stone leaned back on the couch, folding her hands neatly on her lap. "Kathryn, the Federation was at war, something I noticed the message didn't mention at all. We'd lost so many captains, so many experienced personnel. Everyone in Starfleet Command, every able-bodied Admiral and Commodore, even some hauled out of retirement, were spread across the Federation, dealing with the Dominion." 

"And?" Janeway prodded impatiently. 

"And when news came in that Voyager was intact and wandering around the Delta Quadrant, what do you suppose happened?" 

Janeway frowned, thinking about it. "It would most likely be given to whichever Admiral had been in command of our sector at the time," she said slowly. "That was Nechayev." 

"Nechayev was instrumental in the war effort," Stone said. "Far too busy to deal with such a ... forgive me, Kathryn ... minor problem like Voyager. She would have passed it down the line until it finally ended up with some adjutant or assistant who had the time to address it. But whoever that was had the perspicacity to realize that Voyager would hardly have wanted to hear from some low ranked officer saying that everyone was involved with defending the Federation, with no time to spare for a ship lost in the Delta Quadrant." She paused. "A ship, I might add, that had been written off fourteen months earlier and could do absolutely nothing to assist in the war effort." 

Janeway closed her eyes. "So some junior grade lieutenant used a computer simulation of Hayes to speak for Starfleet," she said, her breathing ragged. "To sugar coat the truth." 

"It's against regulations to simulate an active Admiral to create a transmission," Stone reminded her somewhat dryly. "Give whoever a little credit for originality. And don't forget, he or she tracked down all the families and friends of your crew, including those in the Maquis, gathered personal messages, and constructed a database of all the information they had on the Delta Quadrant, coded it and sent it all back. During what was probably the most difficult time of the war." She hesitated. "We might not always like how they do it, Kathryn, but Starfleet does its best to take care of its own." 

Janeway regarded her, wondering how much credence to give this theory. "Do you really think that's what happened?" she asked skeptically. 

Stone nodded. "I believe so. Let's face it, you never would have known any differently if it hadn't been for the Athena landing in the Delta Quadrant and me surviving to become a part of your crew. And if you did find out once you were back, you'd have been so relieved at being home, you'd probably have accepted it as a reasonable course of action. Kathryn, seriously, why would they tell you they didn't have the resources to even answer your communication properly? What good would it have done for you to know the people your crew left behind were threatened by a war none of you could do anything about?" She got up off the couch and came over to the captain, standing close but not touching her, a concerned expression on her face. 

"So what we don't know won't hurt us?" Janeway said bitterly. 

"Does it help to know now?" Stone asked gently. "To know that Earth has been under martial law, that the Romulans were the only thing that kept Vulcan from falling under Dominion rule? To know that a lot of the Starfleet Officers who were your friends and crewmates are now dead?" 

Janeway was silent for long moments. "No," she admitted finally. "It doesn't." She clenched her fists. "But dammit, my crew deserves better." 

"Yes, they do," the Counselor agreed gently, moving closer until she was just a breath away. "Are you going to tell them?" 

Janeway shook her head. "I can't," she decided in a low voice. "It would be too much to bear. They can't do anything about the war, but believing that Starfleet has not forgotten Voyager may be all that gets some of us through. We'll keep it between us, Counselor, and I'll put a few more layers of classification on the Borg temporal incursion so no one makes the same connection I did." She looked up at Stone. "What about Seven?" 

"I'm sure she knows about the incursion," Stone said thoughtfully. "She was a member of the Collective at the time, after all. But I doubt the Borg know which Starfleet Officers lived or died in that battle." She raised an eyebrow. "Otherwise, Seven probably would have mentioned that Admiral Hayes could not have made that transmission at the time you all viewed it." 

Janeway nodded, unclenching her fists with an effort. She felt Stone's hand touch her shoulder, squeezing it comfortingly. 

"Are you all right, Kathryn?" 

Janeway nodded carefully. "It's just ... I hate knowing we're really alone out here. The message ... it was from home. They knew about us and were trying to reach out. To know it's not true ..." Her voice trailed off. 

"They do know about us," Stone insisted gently. "And once they've cleaned out the Dominion, then they can turn their attention to such things as getting Voyager home. They won't forget us. You just have to have faith, Kathryn." 

Janeway shook her head. "It's hard," she said. "Sometimes it's really hard." 

"I know," Stone said and carefully slipped her arm around the captain's shoulders. 

Janeway knew if she resisted or pulled away, Stone would immediately cease any further attempt at affection. But the captain didn't want her to stop. Instead, she turned to her companion, pressing against her blindly, seeking comfort that only her lover could give. Sydney pulled her close, drawing the captain into the warm, support of her arms and Janeway buried her face into the woman's neck, letting herself forget, just for the moment, that she was captain, that she had to get her ship home without support, without anyone to help her besides her crew ... and this one special woman who did not always have the answers she wanted to hear. 



Sydney lay on her back on the deck in her quarters, regarding the ceiling thoughtfully. She wondered how she was going to break the news to Seven that the Borg was going to be on her own. For all her flippant words to Kathryn, the fact remained that Seven enjoyed living with the Counselor. It gave the young woman a connection to another being, yet allowed her to further develop her own individuality. For Sydney to suddenly move out might be perceived as a rejection by the Borg, something the Counselor very much did not want to have happen. If Seven was going to be adversely affected by this, Stone decided, then she and Janeway would just have to postpone the move. 

A part of her mind looked askance at that, wondering why she was so determined to find a reason not to share quarters with Janeway. Was she really so afraid? Sydney was not fond of examining her own reasons for doing things, her own sub-conscious wishes ... few counselors were ... and she had to force herself to examine this somewhat irrational fear she had. She went over all the romantic relationships she had experienced, seeking out some motivation for her wariness, yet none of them had led to co-habitation so she had no bad experiences regarding such a thing. That seemed a fruitless line of reasoning to explore. 

What was really going on here? Sydney covered her eyes with her hands, feeling the beginnings of a headache throb at her temples. 

Who have I lived with? she asked herself, tackling this from another direction. 

The greater part of her life had been spent with her family growing up on an Alberta ranch before she finally left to enter Starfleet Academy. That big sprawling home with the multitude of animals and half a dozen siblings, the occasional grandparent and her parents themselves had been a haven of comfort and security. The Stones, who, although absent for lengthy periods at one time or another due to their obligations to Starfleet, always made sure one or the other was home at all times, their marriage one of a truly equal relationship. Neither Devon or Amanda Stone's career took priority, both ascending through the ranks in tandem ... when one was promoted and accepted more responsibility, so was the other and they both made sure that those responsibilities did not take precedence over their children. 

Sydney examined this thought, wondering if perhaps that was the key. Janeway was a Starfleet Captain, the role of command an entirely different kettle of fish than her parents' science/security careers that were balanced with their family life. From Sydney's two years of studying the command phenomena as well as dealing professionally with Starfleet captains on many levels, the counselor knew that there would always be a part of Janeway that she could never touch emotionally. Furthermore, from studying Janeway's psyche profile, she knew Kathryn's father, who had been a great influence on the young Kathryn, was someone who had put his career first, before his wife and daughters. Kathryn's past relationships showed the same pattern. It seemed a part of her nature and not anything she could change, any more than she could the color of that rich auburn hair or those marvelous blue-grey eyes. Was that what was making Sydney so hesitant about this? Was she afraid that being put last after a starship and a crew was not anything she could accept over the long term? 

But what were her options, really? Janeway was making it very clear that she was ready to move on, to escalate their relationship to the next level. For the captain, that meant co-habitation if not marriage itself. For all her tolerantly amused remarks about Edward and Gretchen Janeway's Traditional beliefs, Kathryn's personality was very much structured by her parents and how they had raised her. The captain might not recognize it on a conscious level, but she had a very set view of how a relationship should progress and if it didn't work that way, she would eventually become dissatisfied with it. Sydney certainly didn't want that to happen but she also knew this was not merely a matter of sharing quarters on Kathryn's part, this was a very real, very deep, permanent commitment Janeway was asking for. The idea of a formal ceremony hadn't been mentioned yet, but it was only a matter of time at this point. 

Sydney moaned softly and wished she hadn't started this train of thought. She thought she could follow Janeway where ever she might lead, but to live with the constant knowledge that the person she loved considered her expendable for the sake of the ship ... that was a hard one to assimilate. 

"Counselor, are you all right?" 

The voice was concerned and Sydney started abruptly. She had been so lost in thought she hadn't even heard her current roommate enter the room. Seven of Nine was tall and blonde, austere in her icy good looks and pale blue eyes. Borg implants, subtle and unique, still adorned her face, framing her left eye and spouting from her right cheek where jaw met earlobe, as well as framing her left hand with a silvery mesh. She was dressed in an outfit of a blue-grey sparkly material that covered her curvaceous body like a second skin. 

Sydney looked up at the imposing form looming over her. "I'm fine, Seven. Why do you ask?" 

"You are lying on your back on the floor with your eyes closed," Seven pointed out in her precise enunciation. "I concluded that you had fallen and injured yourself." 

Sydney felt a little silly. "I just like lying on the floor sometimes. It gives me a different perspective." 

"Indeed?" Seven immediately lowered herself to the floor beside the Counselor, stretching out on her back and glancing around. "How does this perspective help you?" 

Sydney resisted the sigh. "Uh, well, we're now at a level that babies creeping along the floor have. That can be helpful." 

Seven looked unconvinced. 

"Well, try it this way. If you sit up, you're about as tall as Naomi," the older woman suggested. "That's how she sees the world." 

Seven sat up and looked around, raising an intrigued eyebrow. "Yes," she said, her cool tones flavored somewhat with excitement. "I see. Everything is so much larger and some things appear out of reach. That can influence one's attitude." 

"Okay," Sydney agreed, willing to leave it at that for the time being. 

Seven glanced at her. "What perspective were you attempting to discover?" 

Sydney exhaled slowly. "My own, I guess." She paused. "Kathryn wants me to move in with her ... permanently." 

Seven regarded her for a few moments and Sydney tried to determine what she was feeling from just the Borg's expression but was unable to. 

"That is logical," Seven said finally. "You do spend a great many nights in her quarters already. It would be more efficient simply to take your belongings there." 

"How would you feel about it?" Sydney asked gently. "You've just become used to living with me. If I move, you'd be alone again." 

Seven looked thoughtful. "I would be comfortable with that." She glanced around. "I could change this back to single dwelling quarters, which would afford me more space for my belongings." 

Sydney frowned. "You don't have any belongings, other than a teddy bear, four outfits and a stack of padds." 

"But now that I will have room to accommodate them," Seven replied reasonably, "I shall start accumulating items as other people do." 

"Oh," Sydney replied, feeling a bit disappointed that Seven was not more upset at the prospect of her moving out. Then laughing at herself for feeling that way. One possible obstacle from moving in with Kathryn was removed, just that easily and she wondered if Seven's apparent eagerness to be rid of her was what she was really disappointed with. 

"May I ask you a question?" Seven asked, leaning back on her elbows. 

"Go ahead," Sydney said readily, though a part of her tensed anxiously ... one never knew what Seven was going to come up with next. 

"Do you remember when I wished to copulate with you?" 

"I do," Sydney said, frowning slightly. 

"You said that it would be better for me to wait until I could handle the emotional repercussions before I attempted a physical interaction with someone," Seven reminded her. "That I should get to 'know' the person before I indulged in such a thing. And that there was a difference between romantic love and the other types of love." 

"I know," Sydney said. She eyed her warily. "Have you been getting to ... 'know' someone, Seven? Romantically?" 

"I believe so," Seven said. 

Oh boy, Sydney thought. 

"May I ask who?" the counselor queried delicately. 

"B'Elanna Torres." 

Sydney was very glad she hadn't been drinking anything because she was sure she would have spat it across the room at this point. 

"I thought you and she didn't even like each other," Sydney said with astonishment. 

"We have grown to know each other better. She and I have found a reasonable working relationship and even the beginnings of a good friendship. The longer I am with her, the stronger my feelings are. I find that when I am in her presence, I am reacting with a hormonal response." She added this last in a proud tone, as if she had accomplished something quite significant. 

Sydney felt her headache make a reappearance, much stronger this time. 

"What about Tom Paris?" Sydney blurted. 

Seven looked mildly confused. "How is he relevant? I am not attracted to Lt. Paris." 

Sydney resisted the urge to bang the back of her head against the deckplates. "No," she said with forced patience. "But Lt. Torres is. That would seem to preclude a romantic relationship between the two of you. She's already involved in one." 

Seven paused. "I could tell B'Elanna I am interested in her romantically," she offered logically. "That way, not only would I discover if she shares my attraction, she could choose which of us she wishes to be with." 

"What if she feels something for you too, yet still doesn't want to give up Tom?" Sydney asked bluntly. 

Seven blinked. "Is it possible to be attracted to two people at once?" she asked innocently. Clearly, that scenario had not even occurred to her. 

"Oh yes, and it can lead to some pretty complicated situations. I don't want you to start your love life in a triangle, Seven. That would be awful." 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "Is that your professional opinion?". 

"No, it's my personal one," Sydney admitted. "I'm not acting as your counselor here, I'm acting as your friend. I care a great deal about you, Seven and I don't want to see you get hurt. I have a gut feeling that this whole thing has great potential for doing that." 

"Do not Humans learn from their mistakes as well as their accomplishments? You taught me that." 

"I know, but it can be a damned harmful experience being in love with someone and having them not love you back. That's bad enough without bringing yet a third person into the mix." 

"So you are advising me not to speak with B'Elanna about my feelings?" 

Sydney rubbed her eyes fretfully. "No, I'm not saying that, but don't expect her to return them, or give up Tom for them or even be happy to hear you have them. She might even become angry at you for telling her." 

"Why?"  Seven looked truly confused at this. 

"It's possible that your feelings would be unwanted," Sydney explained. "And you could end up ruining this friendship you're building. You have to decide if you're ready to accept any and all of the consequences that might occur from this. If not, then I do think it would be best for you to stay quiet a little longer in order to make sure you do have real feelings for her and what you need to do about them. And it might give you a better idea if B'Elanna is happy in her relationship with Tom in which case, you really shouldn't try to tamper with it. It would be ... well, wrong on several levels." 

Seven nodded slowly. "I will consider your advice." She regarded Sydney evenly. "What would you have done if Captain Janeway and Commander Chakotay had already been together when you fell in love with her?" 

"Oh god," Sydney murmured. She paused, thinking about it. "I would have left it alone, unless I thought Janeway was not satisfied with the relationship. If I was sure there was no way I could get rid of the feelings I had for her, then perhaps I would tell her, just to let her know she had the option. But I would never have pursued her or tried to do anything to break her and Chakotay up." She looked at Seven with a soft expression. "If I truly loved Kathryn, I would want her to be happy more than anything else, even if it wasn't with me. Her feelings would be more important to me than my own. That's what love is. It might hurt me a lot to never reveal my feelings, but not so much as if I knew I had hurt her by telling her. Does that make sense?" 

Seven nodded. "I believe so. Perhaps more so than your original advice. I think I truly understand now." 

"Good," Sydney said, slumping back onto the floor. 

"Are you moving in with the captain?" 

Sydney took a breath. "I think so, Seven. I'm going to give it a try, anyway." 



Captain Janeway lay in her bed, the lights down to nothing, the dim illumination from the stars shimmering silver across the blankets. She was alone, unable to sleep even though it was late, and she tried not to toss and turn, staring idly at the ceiling. She was acutely aware of the empty spot in the bed next to her and she felt a pang shoot through her. It was obvious that Sydney was hesitant about moving in with her and she tried to figure out why. Janeway had been honest when she said that this was new territory for her as well and she understood how it was easy to have doubts about it, yet, Sydney's reluctance was still hurtful, as if it was a rejection of some kind, an indication that perhaps the counselor did not love her as much as she claimed. 

Kathryn heard the doors to the outer quarters hiss open and she closed her eyes, pretending to be asleep. Then she heard a few thumps, a muffled oath, and realized if she was still pretending to be asleep after that, her ruse would be easily penetrated. She opened her eyes and sat up. 

"Lights, one eighth," she murmured, the computer obligingly illuminating the room to the level of a low wattage lamp. She mustered a smile as Sydney walked into the bedroom. "Are you all right?" 

"Yeah," Stone responded, looking embarrassed. "Sorry, I didn't mean to wake you." 

"Did you trip?" 

"Not exactly," Stone sighed, unfastening her tunic. "But it was clumsy." She was shrugging out of it on her way to the bathroom when Janeway stopped her. 

"Sydney?" Janeway's voice was tentative, uncertain and Stone obviously picked up on it, turning with a frown. 

"What is it?" 

Janeway took a deep breath. "I just wanted to tell you that you don't have to move in, if you're not ready," she said softly. "I won't push you. I'm perfectly happy to be in any sort of relationship you want." 

Stone stared at her a minute and Janeway lowered her eyes. 

"I don't think you would have made the offer," Stone said finally, coming over to the bed and sitting down on the edge by the captain, "if you weren't completely serious about it." 

"No, I wouldn't," Janeway replied. "But if you're not ready, then let's not do this." 

Stone leaned forward and kissed her gently. "Does that mean I have to take my saddle back to my quarters?" 

Janeway swallowed as that sank in. "Oh," she replied. "Is that what you dropped?" 

Stone made a face. "I put it on the couch and it fell off." She hesitated. "Were you particularly fond of that ornament on the coffee table?" Her voice was so hopeful at the last that Janeway was forced to laugh. 

"No," the captain said, drawing the woman near and kissing her again. "Certainly not as fond as I am of you." 

"Oh, good," Stone said with obvious relief. "Cause there's not much left to it." 

"What made you change your mind?" Janeway asked, resting her forehead against her companion's. "I know you were ... wary." 

Stone sighed a bit. "I don't know what's scaring me so much. I have plenty of theories, of course, but when they're held up to the cold light of analysis, they don't seem to mean much next to the thought of not being with you. I want you to know, Kathryn, it's not really about you ... it was just me and my doubts. Possibly, it's even because I'm a counselor and thus, analyze thjme far too much." 

"Do you still have them, now?" 

Stone drew back so she could look at her. "A few," she said honestly. "But Kathryn, I do love you, and I do want to make a life together. The rest I hope will work itself out." 

"Well, we won't know unless we try." Janeway tried not to be stung by Stone's words, realizing that the counselor was being as open with her as she knew how to be, but it must have shown in the captain's eyes because Stone hugged her tightly. 

"I'm sorry," Sydney whispered. "The main reason I'm scared is that I don't want to end up hurting you, yet it seems that's exactly what I'm doing. Please, forgive me." 

"I do." Janeway hesitated, looking into the woman's emerald gaze, studying her closely. "Can you tell me what your main worry is?" 

Stone bent her head, was silent for a moment. "You're the captain," she said simply. 

Janeway absorbed that, analyzing it from all angles. "That's fair," she agreed finally. "I know it can be hard .... Mark definitely thought so at times and I've certainly never tried this on board a starship I'm commanding." 

"We're both going to have to compromise," Stone allowed softly. "Some of them won't be easy. But if you're willing, I certainly am." 

"I am," Janeway said somberly. 

"Then we'll take it from here," Stone noted and smiled gently. 

Janeway returned the smile tremulously. "So, are you coming to bed sometime tonight?" she said, trying not to sound too hopeful. 

Stone quirked an eyebrow, her green eyes aglow. "Does this mean you want to celebrate my moving in?" 

Janeway's smile widened. "Did you have something special in mind?" 

Stone kissed her again, deeper now, more passionately. "I can think of a few things, but first, I'm going to take a shower. It's been a long day." 

Janeway watched as the other woman disappeared into the ensuite, and then got out of bed, pulling on a sapphire silk robe. She went out to the living area and replicated a small bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice and two flute glasses, returning with them to the bedroom. She quickly found some candles, scattering them about the bedroom and lighting them. When Stone finally finished her ablutions, exiting the ensuite dressed in an emerald robe, her dark hair down to spill gloriously thick over her shoulders and down her back, she found Janeway holding out the glass of bubbly. 

"I'm impressed," Stone said with a smile. She accepted the glass and raised it. "What shall we toast to?" 

"Us," Janeway said. "To the future. I have a feeling it's going to be a good one." 

Stone smiled and clinked her glass against the captain's, the two women sipping the golden liquid. Janeway was very aware of Sydney so close to her yet not touching, the warmth that radiated from her body and it came to her that from now on, the counselor would be in her bed every night. No more waiting and wondering if Stone would drop by after her late sessions, no more trying to decide if she should sneak down the corridor to the counselor's quarters and hope no one in the crew would notice. She took another swallow of champagne and glanced over at her companion. 

"Do you think we should make some sort of announcement?" 

"You mean, like a house warming or something?" Stone eyed her briefly. "Do you want to?" 

Janeway raised her eyebrow. "Not particularly." 

"Then let's just leave it at this," Stone suggested, gesturing with her glass. "I'm already moved in ... one of the advantages to being in space, we tend to travel light. Everything I owned fit into one carryall and the only other thing I had was the saddle. The crew will figure it out eventually, particularly when Seven renovates her quarters." She paused and grinned. "By the way, how much closet space were you offering again?" 

"How much do you require?" Janeway responded in a rather noncommittal voice. 

Stone laughed briefly. "Ah, I see where this is going," Drifting closer, she waggled her eyebrows a bit.  "Can I perhaps convince you to part with some?" 

"And how would you do that?" Janeway asked primly thought she had a pretty good idea judging from the way the counselor was attempting to leer. 

Sydney put down her glass on the nightstand and reached out for Janeway, pulling her into a warm embrace.  "Anything you want," she offered in a low murmur. 

"Oh my," Janeway noted as she considered this.  She looked up into the face of her lover and smiled.  "What do you intend to do with the saddle?" 

"I was thinking we could set it up right by the door, where that table with the vase is?" Stone said, her hands roaming restlessly over the captain's back and sides. "Do you object?" 

Janeway shook her head. "No, that sounds like a good place for it."  It didn't go with anything in the room but then, neither of them were particularly sticky about the decor. "It's out of the way and easy for you to take when you're heading out to the holodeck." 

"I'd like to move that as well," Stone said, nodding at the table by the bedroom wall. "It's in my travel path if I'm going to be on this side of the bed all the time." What she didn't add was that she had run into it at least ten times during her attempts to slide in unannounced in the middle of the night. It occurred to Janeway that she should never send Stone out on any sort of clandestine type missions. 

She nodded. "That sounds ... wise," she said and stifled her grin when the counselor shot her sharp look. 

Then Sydney blushed. "All right, don't rub it in." 

Janeway quirked a grin at her. "But I like rubbing things in," she noted, her voice getting a bit husky as she reached over and pressed her lips deliberately on Stone's chest that showed in the 'v' of her robe, drawing the tip of her tongue up and down the warm flesh. 

Sydney's breath quickened, an eyebrow almost to her hairline and Janeway started to laugh. "You looked so shocked." 

"I guess I'm still getting used to your more 'earthy' side," Stone said with a grin, taking the captain's glass carefully from her fingers and placing it next to her own. "It never fails to surprise me ... but I certainly like it." 

"What about your earthier side?" Janeway remarked as the counselor slipped the robe off, then reached out to push the captain's off her shoulders. She sighed softly as the entire length of Stone's warm, naked body pressed against hers, sliding against her wantonly. 

Stone smiled. "Ah, but mine is more one of action than of words," she muttered as they sank onto the bed, sliding between the sheets. 

Janeway's breathing deepened. "I think I like that." 

She exhaled softly as Sydney began to caress her, a languorous exploration of Janeway's body, the hands strong yet so gentle on her skin. They had spent so little time getting to know each other physically, the captain noted wistfully, yet it seemed that Stone always knew exactly where to touch her, how to draw out the most pleasure. Janeway remembered an occasion, not long after they had become involved, when she had been off duty and Stone had rescheduled appointments in order that they could spent an entire day with each other. It was a special, rare time and they had only left the bed briefly to acquire some food from the replicator.  It had been a remarkable learning process for the captain and she hadn't known that it was possible for her to climax that many times in the course of twenty-four hours. 

But those times had been few and far between and Janeway could only hope that tonight would be the first of many, now that they were living together. She needed this, needed the intimacy it offered, needed the vulnerability she was allowed to show to this woman who nuzzled her so tenderly, who made love to her with such slow, delicious passion, who made her feel alive and warm and a woman first, leaving the captain far behind. 

She gasped and moaned, undulating under Sydney's touch, reaching up to kiss her neck, her throat, whatever she could reach as the counselor's fingers stroked her, fondled her, made her crazy with want and desire. 

"Sydney," she whispered, making the name a caress, a joyful sound. 

"My love," Sydney murmured in response, brushing her lips over Kathryn's throat and jaw, her fingers feather like on her breasts, her stomach, her thighs, everywhere it seemed, light touches that seared with a deep heat, a wonderous arousal that permeated every molecule of the captain. 

Janeway found it hard to breathe and had to pull her mouth away from those wonderful lips when they had finally returned to her mouth, gasping desperately. "God, Sydney," she husked. 

"Too much?" Sydney said with wry humor. 

"Not enough," Janeway said and captured those lips again. 

Sydney chuckled deep in her thoat, Janeway feeling the rumble of it vibrate through her. 

"Then I'll have to rectify that," the counselor told her. 

And promptly did. 



Stone finished setting the table and glanced at the time. The captain should be home soon and tonight, they were finally able to have dinner together rather than just see each other in passing because of their varied duty shifts. The last couple of weeks had been one of adjustment by the two women and now they felt, or at least hoped, that they had settled in rather nicely. Janeway was still making an effort to put her coffee cups in the recycler rather than leave them lying about the quarters, while Stone no longer played music loudly when she did her paperwork. It wasn't so much big compromises as a series of tiny ones and fortunately, so far, they did not seem overly onerous. 

Stone was dressed in a simple, cream colored shirt and a full red skirt which brushed around her ankles as she moved. Her hair was let down to fall over her shoulders and back, while silver earrings glinted in her ears. She hoped that Janeway would appreciate the effort and she laughed at herself, wondering why she was so nervous. After all, they were now living together. She made sure the bottle of Janeway's favorite wine was chilling nicely in the ice bucket and glanced once more at the table, trying to determine if she should light the candles yet or not. The hiss of the door caught her by surprise and she quickly brought up a winning smile as Janeway entered. 

The captain's face had a rather preoccupied expression that immediately cleared as she saw her lover and she returned the smile. "Hello, darling," she murmured as they embraced. "You look wonderful." She glanced around. "Everything looks wonderful, as a matter of fact. You've really brightened the place up. Is this a special occasion?" 

"Just to celebrate our finally having a chance to have dinner together," Sydney responded, then grinned wryly. "But don't get used to it. Domestic abilities are not high on my list of accomplished skills." 

Janeway smiled as she kissed her. "Do I have time to shower and change?" 

"Sure," Stone remarked, releasing her. She quirked an eyebrow. "Into something more comfortable?" she added teasingly. 

"Definitely," Janeway returned over her shoulder as she headed for the ensuite. 

Stone shook her head slightly with amusement as she lit the candles, then made sure the proper programs for dinner were ready in the replicator request panel. A touch would materialize the entire meal, one course at a time and she was rather proud of her accomplishments. She realized suddenly that she would not prepare a four course meal for pleasure ... at least, not her own pleasure ... but she would certainly do it for the sake of seduction. 

She laughed at herself again then lowered the lights so that the quarters were intimately illuminated. She poured the wine, hoping it had breathed properly, into two sparkling crystal glasses and then looked back as Janeway exited the bedroom, dressed in a simple blouse and dark trousers, the auburn hair still a little damp from her shower. Stone thought the captain looked marvelous and handed her the glass with a smile of appreciation. They sat down together on the couch, taking a few moments to unwind before dinner. 

"This is nice," Stone noted, her arm wrapped warmly around Janeway's shoulders. "We have to make a point of doing this more often." 

"We do," Janeway agreed, resting her hand  on Stone's thigh, and the counselor could feel the warmth of it penetrate through the skirt. "Maybe things will slow down a bit, allow us to adjust our shifts a bit more so that we're off duty at the same time." 

"That would be good," Stone agreed sincerely though she didn't anticipate it happening. 

By virtue of being considered the best, alpha shirt had the most stress on them ... hence, needing the most attention of the counselor. That meant Stone had to be available in the evenings when the alpha shift was off duty and able to make appointments to talk. Her days generally started about 1100 hours and ended around 2100 hours which made it hard to coordinate with Janeway whose day started at 0600 though the captain tended not to fall into bed until 2300 hours. Sometimes Stone wondered how Janeway was able to keep the pace she did. The counselor knew that she had a hard enough time keeping up with her own schedule herself though she did try to get up with Janeway every morning so they could, at least, have breakfast together. 

Janeway squeezed the hand on the top of Stone's thigh. "What's for dinner?" 

"Ah, a feast," Stone said. "I've been saving my ration slips for an occasion just like this." 

Janeway looked pleased as they got up and went over to the table. Stone went over to the replicator and materialized the first course, a salad with a dressing she knew Janeway was especially fond of. Their conversation was light as they worked their way through the soup, then the main course of chicken cacciatore with a lime sherbet for desert. Janeway was properly complimentary for the repast but Stone had the feeling that something was on the captain's mind, something worrisome. It wasn't anything she could put her finger on yet it was always there, underlying the light tone the captain was taking. 

"That was superb," Janeway said after they had cleaned up and returned to the couch with coffee and brandy. 

"I'm glad you liked it," Stone said. She snuggled close to her companion and kissed her temple gently. "So what's bothering you?" 

Janeway exhaled slowly. "Am I that obvious?" she asked ruefully. 

"Perhaps not to everyone, but I do this for a living." 

Janeway nodded, her eyes distant as she looked across the room. "I received some disturbing news today. One of our crewmembers is pregnant." 

Stone flinched. She had been trying to get the couple to commit to a meeting with the captain for the past few weeks but they kept putting her off, coming up with one excuse after another. She hadn't pushed but maybe she should have because it was apparent things had just been taken out of their hands. 

"I see," she said in what she hoped was an even voice. "Are you sure?" 

"I haven't talked to the crewmember directly, if that's what you mean," Janeway said, and there was an edge to her tone that did not bode well. Stone stifled her sigh. "But I had it confirmed by an authority." 

"Indeed?" Stone offered. "Who?" 

"The Doctor." 

Stone stifled her initial outraged response. "Kathryn, with all due respect, the Doctor is not authorized to release such information to you," she said in a deliberately mild voice. "It violates doctor/patient confidentiality." 

Janeway's lips quirked in a small grin. "Oh, he didn't know. I went in and asked if he could confirm the crewmember's due date to the day." She paused. "He seemed a little offended that I would question his accuracy." 

Stone resisted the urge to roll her eyes. "You tricked him, in other words." 

"Well, as you said, he wouldn't have confirmed a mere rumor otherwise," the captain said, a trace of satisfaction at her maneuver still in her tone. Then she sobered. "She's pregnant for sure, two months along and if we don't address this now, it may be too late to have our full range of options." 

"I'm sure Ensign Wallace wants the child," Stone said, trying to slow this down. 

Janeway didn't respond right away and the counselor had a sudden foreboding feeling lurch through her stomach. 

"I don't remember mentioning the crewmember's name," the captain said finally, in a chill voice. She pulled away from Stone's embrace and turned to face her, drawing her leg up under the other one. Her eyes had shaded to more grey than blue and Stone felt her stomach do a complete turn. 

"Ensign Wallace came to me a few weeks ago," Stone admitted. "She and Lt. Edison wanted to know the best way to approach you. We've been working it out." 

"I see," Janeway said coldly. "Would it interest you to know that the crewmember who is pregnant is Lt. Judith Dawson. She and her husband have apparently decided that the protocols set down no longer apply to them." 

Stone stared at her, sure that the blood was draining from her face. "Damn," she said succinctly, whether because the problem had just gotten a whole lot bigger or that she had just inadvertently broken confidentiality. "Oh, damn." 

"Are you telling me there are others?" Janeway's face was like stone, her eyes glittering chips of solid granite. 

Stone took a breath. "Who's asking?" she said, cooling her own voice. "My partner ... or the captain?" 

"Does it matter?" Janeway said, her eyes darkening. 

"Certainly," Stone said. "If it's my partner, I'm going to tell you that this was bound to happen sooner or later, and I'll be talking to the captain about it tomorrow morning. If it's the captain, we'd better move this to a more appropriate location like my office or your ready room. We really shouldn't discuss official ship's business here ... not where we live. We need to keep our personal and professional lives separate, especially now, Kathryn." 

"Were you going to tell me?" Janeway insisted. Her voice was one of betrayal and Stone swallowed hard. 

"When my clients were ready," she responded honestly. "But not until. This had not gotten to a point where it threatened the ship. And honestly, I can't see that it would have." 

"How can you say that?" Janeway said, getting to her feet. Her movements were agitated, angry. "Those protocols were put in place for a reason, Sydney. And it was for the ship's well being." She was glaring at Stone with one of her patented 'looks', her hands on her hips, her jaw so firm, it was like a rock sculpture. 

Stone folded her hands carefully on her lap. "Kathryn, I don't want to discuss this with you right now," she said in a deliberately calm voice. "Otherwise, we have to put on our uniforms and take it outside our quarters. If you insist, I will but I'd rather not. I do think it can wait until morning." 

"You'd better go get your uniform," Janeway said in a voice of pure ice. 

Stone stared at her, trying to judge how serious she was. Apparently, from the look in her eyes, very serious and she tried not to react stubbornly. 

"Aye, captain," she said coolly, and got up to go to the ensuite. She removed her civilian attire, acutely aware that this was not how she envisioned taking it off this evening, regarding her reflection in the mirror over the sink with rueful regret. The black, silk underwear was perhaps not appropriate to leave on, but she didn't bother to change it when she pulled on her uniform. 

When she came out, Janeway had replaced her own uniform. "I've contacted the couples involved," the captain said in a chill tone. "They're meeting us in the conference room along with Commander Chakotay, the Doctor and Tuvok." 

"Wait," Stone said with a frown. "Kathryn, don't you think we should discuss this amongst ourselves first before we involve the couples? Anger will only complicate this issue." 

"You're the one who wanted to make this ship's business,' Janeway said coldly. "Come on." 

Janeway shot her another one of her patented looks and Stone followed her out the door, knowing this was a hell of a bad idea but not knowing how to slow her partner down. Not when she had this full head of steam up and was completely loaded for bear. 



Janeway sat down in her chair at the head of the conference room table and tried not to look as furious as she felt. The captain couldn't decide what she was more angry about, that members of her crew had deliberately broken protocol ... and it had to be deliberate, there were no such things as 'accidents' in the 24th century ... or that Stone had known and deliberately kept it from her. She knew she needed a cool head about this, that it was probably not as bad as she was making it out to be but the conversation with Stone was still stinging. How could Stone have kept this from her? And how could she live with someone she couldn't trust? 

She took a long, controlled breath as the couples finally made their way into the conference room, looking fairly uneasy. The Dawson's were both Starfleet and had happened to be on duty, James in engineering, Judith in sciences. The other couple, Wallace and Edison who were on the gamma shift, weren't married but had been together, sharing a cabin, from the second year of Voyager's journey. 

Chakotay came in from his supervision of the beta shift while Tuvok had been called away from his quarters though he had taken time to change into his uniform if indeed he had changed out of it. The Doctor merely materialized into the room before sitting next to the counselor. 

"It's come to my attention that we are about to have new additions to our crew compliment," Janeway said bluntly when everyone had taken a seat. "The sooner we deal with this, the better." 

Stone looked pained by her abrupt manner while Chakotay seemed quite taken aback. The Doctor looked thoughtful while Tuvok merely raised an eyebrow inquiringly. The couples, on the other hand, went pale, looking a trifle ill as if she had dropped a dead thing in the middle of the table for their perusal. 

Edison was looking angrily at Stone. "You told. You promised you wouldn't until we were ready." 

Stone looked grave. "It was inadvertent," she admitted. "But it is still my responsibility. You have every right to file a formal complaint with both the Psychological Board and with Starfleet Medical Board about my behavior. I will not argue the charges of violating confidentiality." 

"Fat lot of good that does us," Wallace responded bitterly beside him. 

"Enough." Janeway glared at the Maquis ensign. "This wasn't going to be kept silent for long. Eventually it would have been obvious to everyone ... even me." 

"Captain," Stone remarked evenly. "This is not about attempting to deceive you. This is about dealing with the repercussions of this community expanding as it was bound to do sooner or later." Janeway shot her another frosty look and the counselor blinked, as if surprised that the captain would still be angry with her. 

Chakotay cleared his throat. "Captain, could you explain what's going on here?"  Obviously he had a pretty good idea but was attempting to clarify it for those for whom it might not be, like Tuvok. 

"Judy and I are having a baby," James said, forestalling the captain's response. He looked at Janeway gravely. "We know it was against protocol, Captain but we've been here for five years and it doesn't look like we're getting home anytime soon. We have a right to get on with our lives, to make a home here rather than wait around for some miracle wormhole or propulsion device that may never come. We've made request after request this past year and kept being put off by Chakotay about the time not being right. But Starfleet does not have any rules about keeping their officers from having children. Those were put in place by you and your senior staff. We decided it was time that we did what was best for us, not what was convenient for you." 

"Who are you to decide how we should live?" Wallace said, apparently taking courage from the engineer's respectful yet steady defiance. "We wouldn't even be here if it wasn't for your decision five years ago. How long are we supposed to pay for that?" 

Janeway felt that rock her to the core and her hands tightened on the table top, her knuckles going white though she hoped that it didn't show.. 

"That's enough," Chakotay said firmly and his look made the Maquis woman subside though she did so grudgingly. "Those protocols were put in place because we have 150 people living on a ship that was designed for a crew compliment of only 141. We didn't have the resources to add to our crew." 

"But we don't have that many any more," Wallace protested sullenly. "And we'd have even less if she hadn't brought the Borg on board.  Or is only the captain allowed to 'have children'?" 

That one rocked Janeway as well, and it occurred to the captain suddenly that Stone had been correct, they should have talked about this amongst the senior staff, came up with a plan of action before bringing the couples into it. Everyone was angry now, not just herself and every bit of Janeway's training told her that nothing good came from meetings where people were angry. That knowledge, cutting through her fury like the clean edge of a knife, served to cool her down and she felt the anger drain away as if it had never been, replaced by a sick sensation as she realized how hasty she had been in her actions, spurred on by her fury with Sydney's perceived deception, a lot of which she was now able to see had been unfair of her. She raised a placating hand, trying to stem the tide of emotion. 

"Tempers are running a bit high," she said, purposely gentling her voice. "Let's take a look at this rationally, without laying blame." 

Wallace muttered something like 'of course, not when it's the captain's fault' but Janeway ignored it for the sake of bringing this thing back under her control. 

"What's done is done," Janeway continued. "Am I to assume than neither of you want to ... 'terminate' these pregnancies?" 

The couples looked at her with horror and she supposed she should have expected that. Just as 'accidents' were a thing of the past, the need for 'abortion' was no longer an issue. She remembered reading about a time when the issue was considered a very volatile one, which had confused her no end. If the proper responsibility, discipline and respect for the consequences of adult sexual behavior were installed in the young from an early age as well as safe, reliable birth control methods made readily available, then the issue simply never came up. It had seemed to her that both sides had been actually fighting over a symptom of the problem, rather than addressing the actual root cause itself, yet she knew that a great deal of time, energy and resources had gone into just that. Sometimes she wondered how Humans had ever managed to get from there to here. 

"I do not believe that is an option," Stone noted then. Her voice was very cool and she was no longer looking at the captain directly. Instead, she was regarding Chakotay. "Like it or not, Voyager is about to become a generational ship. It was only a matter of time before it happened and certain preparations have to be made. I know you've been considering the options, Commander." 

"I have," he said and Janeway tried not to feel as if she had been left out yet again. After all, it was her First Officer's job to coordinate the ship's personnel. "Since our journey began, we have lost 17 crewmembers, including Kes who left of her own accord. That left 133. We added Seven of Nine and Counselor Stone which gives us 135, leaving us room for six more additions. Possibly seven because the Doctor, although he is included, does not eat." 

"However, he does consume energy to maintain his matrix," Tuvok noted logically. "Therefore, he must be counted as a crewmember. Let us allow for six." 

Chakotay nodded. "Now, the reason we had not changed the protocols for having children is because we had yet to formulate a method to decide who would be allowed to have children." He regarded the couples evenly. "That may sound harsh, but the fact is, our resources are limited and like it or not, children require more than adults do. How were we going to tell some couples that yes, you can have children and others, no, I'm afraid you can't unless someone else dies? Six is a very small number and now, you've taken the choice out of our hands. Can you understand that?" 

"We do," Lt. Dawson said as his wife nodded. He reached over and took her hand. "And we're prepared to leave the ship. We were just waiting for a planet to come along where we could raise our child safely." 

"In the meantime," Stone offered, nodding at the other couple. "Lt. Edison and Ensign Wallace have come up with several plans where the conference room on deck six could be renovated into a proper child care center and the children could be raised in a community like setting." 

Chakotay nodded. "I've been configuring the crew on who would best be suited to be teachers and child attendants," he said. "Channeling the proper personnel into those areas as well as coordinating the proper scheduling and power distribution in the event this occurred. Voyager is fully prepared to become a generational ship, Counselor." 

Janeway felt ashamed. She had let her anger at Stone and her wounded pride at feeling as if things were happening on her ship without her authority get the better of her. Her people were handling this with competence and even if perhaps she should have been brought into the loop sooner, she had only exacerbated a difficult situation by calling this meeting so abruptly. She should have handled it more professionally and she wondered why she had been so quick to overreact. 

"I'd like to hear those plans," she said gently. She looked at the Dawsons with what she hoped was a sincere expression. "And I don't want you to have to leave. We should be able to work something out for everyone. After all, our first priority has to be for the children's well being." 

That seemed to relax everyone and they began to discuss the ways children could be incorporated into the ship's routine. Wallace and Edison stated a desire to be married as soon as possible which Janeway agreed to while  Chakotay and Stone tried to come up with a reasonable announcement which would allow the rest of the crew to understand and accept the new protocols. Tuvok and the Doctor wrangled about what areas of the ship children should be limited to. When Janeway finally called a halt because of the lateness of the hour, she felt like they had actually accomplished something quite beneficial to the future of the ship. 

She was far less sure that she had managed to accomplish anything with Sydney. The Counselor was silent as they made their way back to their quarters where Stone immediately began removing her uniform, ignoring the captain as she put the dirty tunic into the recycler where it rematerialized, neatly pressed. 

"Sydney?" Janeway said finally. "Can we talk about this?" 

"I don't know that we should, right now," Stone said icily. "Things might be said that can't be taken back." 

"I realize I overreacted," Janeway said, trying for a reasonable tone. "I'm sorry. And I'm sorry that I got you to break confidentiality." 

"That was my fault." Shame and regret clouded the anger. "I assumed I knew what you were talking about when I didn't. I allowed my personal feelings about you to cloud my judgement. The fact is, this whole thing could have been handled better and I let my clients down." 

"Sydney, that isn't what this is about," Janeway tried. "Don't you understand why I would be upset to be kept in the dark about this?" 

Sydney shot her a look. "Oh, I understand perfectly," she said sharply. "But you weren't being kept in the dark, Chakotay and I just hadn't finished putting everything in place that needed to be done so that this situation could be handled in the best possible manner. But because you refuse to rely on our abilities, this became a confrontation rather than a matter of working together. Kathryn, it's the first officer and the counselor's job to deal with these sort of matters, whether they are here or in the Alpha Quadrant. There's no reason for you to be involved during the process unless we ask for your input. We didn't need it yet. But instead of waiting for us to bring it to you, you were determined to dig out this great 'conspiracy' yourself. The fact is, you want to make all the decisions all the time." 

"I'm the captain," Janeway said, a hint of an edge creeping into her tone. "It's my job to make decisions." 

"No, it's your job to make the final decisions," Stone argued, crossing her arms over her chest. "But only after your staff has done their jobs. We have to be able to make decisions as well, Kathryn and know that you'll back them up." 

"I will back you up," Janeway responded, stung.  "I have every confidence in all my crew." 

"No, you don't," Stone countered. "Or you would have listened to me when I told you this meeting was a bad idea. You would have listened when I advised you that you needed time to go over the situation with your senior staff before you brought in the couples who honestly, are only the first of the crew who are following what is a perfectly natural course. Kathryn, I know what I'm doing. If you can't rely on me as a person, then damn it, rely on me as your ship's counselor." 

"I am trying, Sydney," Janeway said stiffly. 

Stone stared at her. "I know you think you are," she said finally in an odd tone. "But now I see that you're not ready to trust me at all with your ship and my being involved with you is only complicating the whole situation. You took the fact that I didn't tell you about these pregnancies as a personal affront rather than accepting that I, as counselor, simply wasn't ready to come to you yet. I think you were more angry with me at what you perceived was a 'deception' than concerned for the situation, and because of that, your professional judgement was affected when you decided to call this meeting so abruptly." 

"So what's our choice here?" Janeway asked and wished she hadn't, even as it left her mouth. 

Stone sat down on the couch, looking weary suddenly. "I thought we could do this," she said in a sad voice. "I thought we could be involved personally and not have it affect our professional lives." 

"Sydney, we can get through this," Janeway said, suddenly moderating her tone as she sat down next to the woman. She was becoming a little frightened at where this conversation abruptly seemed to be going. "We just have to work a little harder." 

"I don't know that we can," Stone said quietly. "Not like this, not living together. I didn't allow us to be settled professionally first. I didn't make sure that you had complete faith in me as a counselor. That was the mistake that I wasn't able to see clearly, what was making me so unsure about moving in together. Kathryn, this uncertainty is not what the ship needs." 

"We're hardly the only professional couple on board," Janeway argued. "Look at the Dawsons." 

"But one of them isn't the captain who has to put the ship first," Stone said. "And the other isn't a Counselor, who also has to put the ship ... and the captain first." She looked bleakly at Janeway. "This isn't working, Kathryn." 

"Don't say that, Sydney," Janeway whispered desperately. "Don't blow this out of proportion." 

Stone looked away. "Kathryn, we haven't even spent a month living together and already, I've caused you to react inappropriately to what should have been a predictable and some might even say, joyous event. Most ships can't afford to have their captain affected that way at the best of times. Voyager, in the situation it's in, definitely can't." 

"What are you trying to say?" Janeway asked, even as she was sure she didn't want to know the answer. 

Stone bowed her head, exhaling audibly. "We need to step back, Kathryn," she said softly. "At least until we can be more comfortable on a professional level." 

Janeway felt the blood drain from her face. "What does that mean?" 

"I think I have to move out," Stone said reluctantly. 

Janeway stood up abruptly, walking away for the moment, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. "You're just using this as an excuse," she accused, unable to hold back the angry words. "You didn't want to move in with me to begin with." 

"Kathryn, that is not what this is about," Stone replied in a sharp tone. "You're ascribing personal motivations to professional ones yet again. The two are separate." 

"And so are we, apparently," Janeway said bitterly. She turned and looked at Stone, trying not to look pleading yet wanting her to understand how she felt. "I don't want you to move out. I want you to stay with me. Why is that so hard for you to understand?" 

"I do understand, Kathryn," Stone said in a gentler tone, moving closer. "And I do want to stay. But it's not about us, it's about what's best for the ship. We knew that going in, we decided that together. The ship comes first." 

Janeway stared at her, feeling her world crashing about her shoulders and completely unable to stop it. But despite her feelings, she knew that the counselor had a point. She had reacted badly to the situation tonight, only because she had been hurt by what she perceived as Stone's secrecy. She knew about counselor confidentiality ... the trouble was, she didn't really accept it as captain, not in her gut, not in her heart. Janeway resented not knowing what was going on with her ship and she didn't think she could give that control up. Not even for Sydney. 

Stone reached out to touch her and Janeway flinched away. "Don't," the captain said in a raw voice. "If you have to go, go. But ... don't touch me, please." 

"I'm sorry, Kathryn," Stone whispered, dropping her hand to her side. "I really am." 

"So am I," Janeway said in what she hoped was an even voice. It was taking every bit of her command training to maintain her composure. "Where will you go?" 

"I'll move back in with Seven." Stone hesitated. "Kathryn, this doesn't mean it has to be over between us. Just that we need to work some more stuff out professionally before we make the step personally. We just got a little ahead of ourselves, that's all." 

"Sure," Janeway said, not believing it. She had handed over her heart and now it was being tossed back. "But the problem exists whether we're living together or not. You feel that I don't trust you professionally and I feel you don't trust me personally. How is that going to change?" 

"We'll find a way, Kathryn." 

"Will we?" Janeway swallowed hard. "I think you should go now." 

Stone winced, then nodded. "If that's what you want." 

Janeway firmed her jaw and looked away. Of course it wasn't what she wanted. Why couldn't Sydney see that? Why couldn't she look into her heart and know that all she really wanted was for Stone to reach out and hold her ... and never let her go? 

Instead, she stood silently as Stone gathered up her few things in the carryall then picked up her saddle and slung it over her shoulder. 

"This isn't over, Kathryn," she said again, with a last long look before leaving. 

Janeway bowed her head, tears slipping down her cheeks. 

Then why did she feel like it was? 



Stone sat quietly on the couch, staring out at the stars distorted by the warp field, seeming to streak by as the ship flew through space. She had never felt as devastated as she did right now, but she had no idea how to fix it. None of her training, none of her extensive physiological courses had prepared her for this. It was as if someone had reached in and ripped the very heart from her chest, leaving only a bloody and agonizing wound. She wished there was someway she could reach out to Kathryn, some way to make this right, but until they solved the underlying problem, it was best for all concerned for them just to keep their distance. 

Seven hadn't flickered when Stone moved back. The Borg merely rearranged the furniture and had the moveably bulkheads restored to what they had been previously. If she was angered or disappointed or upset by the situation, she was not letting on and for once, Stone wasn't interested in finding out. It was all she could do to maintain a professional veneer over her actions while she was on duty. She was grateful that the young Borg did not ask or pry ... Seven merely accepted the counselor's presence and let her be. 

Janeway and Stone were conducting their duties with as much professionalism as possible, and there seemed to be a sense that they were achieving a workable respect on Janeway's part for Stone's role on the ship. The captain appeared to be making every effort to accept Chakotay and Stone's suggestions in this new situation of adapting the ship for children but the counselor wasn't sure how much that was honest adjustment and how much of it was Janeway attempting not to upset her already fragile composure. Stone tried to support Janeway as much as she could as her counselor and the rest of the time, she stayed out of the captain's way. 

Sydney had not realized how much she had made an effort to see Janeway when they were romantically involved. Now that they were not, with their shifts the way they were, it was very rare that they needed to be in each other's presence. Stone supposed she should take that as a sign of something, but all it really did was make her sick inside on such a fundamental level that it was literally hard to breathe sometimes. 

She remembered when they were first discovering their great attraction to each other and how they had made a conscious effort to avoid the other yet seemed to run into each other constantly. She realized now that on some level, they had subconsciously arranged those meetings ... just to see each other. Now, it hurt far too much ... not in that scary, fun, anticipatory way of new love, but in the profoundly painful, aching way of two people who adored each other utterly, but could not seem to find some common ground. 

She blinked back her tears and rested her chin on her hands, never having felt more lonely than she did right now. If she could figure out a way to change things, if she could only come up with a solution for it to work both professionally and personally, she would be down that corridor and banging on the door in a second. But she couldn't and so she sat, alone and aching in these empty rooms knowing that Kathryn was probably doing the same only a few yards away. 

She glanced over as the door hissed open and she wiped at her face with her hand, feeling the moisture which had been released despite her best efforts. Seven did not notice or at least, pretended not to as she came over and sat quietly on the couch. For a few moments, they sat there in silence, Seven staring blankly into the rest of the room, Stone staring at the Borg. 

Finally, in a rusty voice that was still touched by her tears, Stone asked, "what's up?" 

"Nothing," Seven responded shortly. 

Despite everything, Stone felt a smile touch her lips. Seven had learned to evade less than direct questions ... just like any teenager. At least she didn't look up at the ceiling and in that puzzled tone, note that nothing was 'up'. 

"Why are you looking so unhappy?" Stone asked more precisely. 

Seven sighed and the counselor knew this wasn't good, just from the cool woman showing that much 'humanness'. The Borg glanced over at her and Stone was struck by the sheer sadness in her pale blue eyes. 

"I spoke with B'Elanna today." 

"Oh," Stone responded, feeling her stomach sink. "Did you tell her how you felt?" 

Seven shook her head briefly. "I did not have the opportunity. Lt. Torres began discussing the new protocols being put in place, and mentioned that maybe she and Ensign Paris might even get married if Voyager became a true generational ship.  She said hat she wished to have children with him." 

"Ah," Stone said. She put a sympathetic hand on Seven's shoulder. "I'm sorry." 

"I am, as well," Seven said. She took a slow, deep breath, then to Stone's surprise, the young woman leaned over, resting her head on the counselor's chest. Sydney's arms wrapped around her instinctively, hugging her gently. "Love is a very difficult emotion," the Borg said sadly. 

Stone stroked the blond hair and relaxed back against the couch cushions. "That it is," she agreed quietly. She closed her eyes briefly and rested her chin on top of the Borg's head, taking comfort in the physical contact, the warm embrace. Seven seemed content to allow it as well, drawing her legs up onto the couch so that she was half lying on the counselor. 

"This feels good," Seven said after awhile. 

"It's nice to just hug someone because you care ... no strings attached." 

"It is making me feel better," the Borg noted. 

"It is me, as well," Stone replied. "Thank you, Seven." 

Seven hesitated. "You are welcome." 

Stone smiled faintly and held her close. 

Another period of comfortable silence passed, then Seven shifted a bit in the counselor's arms. "May I ask you about the captain?" she asked slowly in a hesitant voice. "I do not wish to ... upset you. I am only curious." 

Stone squeezed her ruefully. "What would you like to know, Seven?" 

"Why are you not together?" 

Stone took a breath. "That's a ... long story," she said. "But, to summerize, I think the captain has a hard time granting anyone else authority to decide matters of protocol on the ship, be it me or Chakotay or anyone. I can accept that to a certain extent personally, but I can't afford it professionally. It's my job as a counselor to do what's best for the crew overall. When I do something she doesn't agree with professionally, she takes it personally. That just doesn't work for the ship." 

"Can she change?" Seven asked innocently. 

"I don't know." Stone shrugged, though the weariness of it dragged her down. "If she can't, then I have to decide if I can. If neither of us can, then it's best for Voyager for us not to be together. I think, if I were in any other department, this wouldn't even be a problem, Janeway's the captain, end of discussion. But I'm the counselor, and unfortunately Kathryn not only does not have a lot of experience with counselors, she doesn't fully trust the few she's had contact with." 

"I do not think I understand," Seven said after a moment where she seemed to be analyzing the counselor's words. 

"I'm not sure I do either," Stone said softly. "I wish I could find a way to make it better." 

"Do you love her?" 

Stone's jaw twitched. "With all my heart," she said, her voice a bit unsteady. 

"I believe she loves you," Seven said. "It should be enough." 

"It should," Stone agreed. "But sometimes it isn't." She brushed her lips across the top of the blond head unconsciously, needing the affection. "You see, Seven, generally a captain and a counselor are paired very carefully by Starfleet Command. That didn't happen here. I'm not sure if I would have been Captain Janeway's ship's counselor in the Alpha Quadrant because our methods are not well suited to complement each other. She needs someone who will yell at her, challenge her, egg her on, let her get mad and generally keep her honest. That's not my style. I tend to quietly support the captain, granting them a safe haven, but Kathryn doesn't want that. She needs to take the rocky road to making decisions ... otherwise, she feels like she hasn't made the correct one. The Doctor could be her antagonist but unfortunately, on some level, she can't respect his judgement because she can't fully get past her holographic bias. Chakotay seems unable to challenge her as she needs, perhaps because he is not Starfleet and she doesn't quite trust his arguments completely. Tuvok can only grant her the logical balance. That leaves me as the senior Starfleet officer on the ship and I just can't give her the type of support she needs." 

"But you can give her exactly what she needs," Seven noted with puzzlement. "She needs you." 

"I need her too," Stone said huskily. "But that's a personal need, Seven. We're talking professionally now." 

Seven considered all this, finally sighing softly. "Humans are so strange. To try to divide one's life into individual sections seems so inefficient." 

"It most likely is," Stone admitted. "But it works." 

"Not at the moment," Seven pointed out logically.  She paused. "Will you try to make the captain see what she is doing?" 

"I don't know," Stone allowed. "It's complicated because when I'm in her presence, it just ... hurts so much." She hesitated over the last admission but she was discovering that she needed this discussion with Seven, that talking with her was helping ease something deep inside. She knew the Borg would not break any confidence with her, having impressed upon her that anything she might reveal about the ship was to remain here in the quarters. It was a pity she hadn't impressed it equally on Janeway, she thought bleakly. "I'm not sure what will be the best way to approach it." 

Seven straightened and looked at her. "I believe you shall find a way," she said with absolute assurance. 

"I'm going to try," Stone told the Borg as she studied the pale blue eyes. "Somehow Seven, she needs to see that she's taking it all onto her shoulders, and she really doesn't have to. She has all of us to help her, Chakotay, B'Elanna, you, me, Tuvok. I just need to find a way to show her she isn't alone unless she chooses to be." 

"I do not believe that shall be easy," Seven noted. 

Stone smiled wryly. "No, Seven, easy is not a word that can be used to describe this task. But it's one I have to succeed with. If not for us, me and Kathryn, then for the good of the ship." 

"For the good of the captain." 



Janeway pulled on her red tunic and picked up the phaser from the bench. Preparing for a Velocity match with Seven in the locker room, she promised herself she would not ask about the Borg's roommate no matter how much she wanted to. She left the room and went across the corridor to where the holodeck doors loomed, hoping that the physical challenge would result in her being able to sleep this night, something she hadn't been doing very well at all lately. Janeway noted that there was a program already running, but she didn't take note of whose or what it was, nor did she hesitate about activating the doors. This was the captain's period for R&R, a precious, very brief opportunity to relax and she was not going to allow for anyone going over their allotted holodeck time. 

She faltered once she entered, feeling her heart rise in her throat as she saw Seven standing with the counselor in the center of the holodeck, the golden lines on the black walls of the empty, cavernous room making the figures look small. Between the two women, a holographic image of the Borg Queen stood which seemed to stare contemptuously at the starship captain walking hesitantly towards them. 

"Am I interrupting?" Janeway said, trying to make her voice even rather than one with the ragged edges of pain. 

"I'm sorry, Captain," Stone responded calmly. "I didn't mean to take so long. I was just taking the opportunity to speak with Seven." 

Seven raised an eyebrow as she looked at the captain. "The Counselor is trying to discover a link between myself and the queen. She feels that it does not make sense that the queen would attempt to recover me." 

"Nonetheless, that's exactly what happened," Janeway noted, a bit more pointedly than she had intended. "After all, we were there and the counselor was not." 

A faint blush colored Stone's cheeks and her emerald eyes regarded Janeway with a flash of hurt that she did not quite manage to conceal in time. Janeway wished she could take the words back or at least make them sound less harsh than they had. 

"In any event, we are studying the queen's motivations," Seven said, apparently oblivious to the sudden tension which had just risen between the women. She glanced at the holographic figure. "She is a most ... intriguing being." 

Disturbed at what seemed like admiration coloring the young Borg's tone, Janeway frowned at her. "She tried to assimilate you, Seven," she reminded sharply. 

"Yet she did not. She seemed to feel that I was of great worth to the Collective." 

"You have great worth to this Collective," Janeway said with a touch of desperation. Damn it, was she going to lose everything? 

Seven regarded her, surprise lightening her eyes. "Thank you, Captain," she said, a faint puzzlement in her tone. "I did not mean to imply that I preferred the Borg Collective to my Human one." 

"I'm glad to hear it," Janeway said and wished she could get all these emotions swirling inside herself under control. She continued to overreact to the most innocuous statements and had to think very carefully before doing or saying anything lately. It was something she felt was not good for her command at all. 

"Still," Seven noted, glancing back at the hologram. "She is very efficient." 

Stone, who had been listening to this conversation intently, cleared her throat. "A dictatorship is always more efficient, Seven," she told the Borg. "Yet at the same time, that is its weakness, making it static and unable to adapt swiftly to profound change. There is no challenge to the queen's rule, it is absolute, no questions asked." 

"Like Captain Janeway," Seven noted brightly. 

Janeway was stung. "I'm not a dictator, Seven," she protested immediately. "Starfleet doesn't operate in that manner. I have authority as a captain, yes, but it is only because the crew is willing to follow me." 

"Ah, I see," Seven said. She did not seem convinced for some reason, staring at the captain with an odd expression. "How do you differ?" 

"We just do," Janeway said, feeling somewhat at a loss. 

"I think it is time for me to leave," Stone said then, quietly. "I apologize for cutting into your Velocity time, Captain. Computer, end program." 

The queen disappeared and the dark haired woman nodded politely to them both before making her exit. Seven, who was already dressed in her workout outfit, hefted her phaser and took up her position opposite the captain who was still staring at the door which had closed behind the exiting counselor. 

"Captain?" 

Janeway forced herself to focus, looking over at Seven. She smiled weakly. "Sorry, Seven. Three out of five?" 

"Acceptable," Seven allowed. "Computer, begin Velocity match, best of five." 

Immediately a disk appeared in the air above them, flashed a bright red and shot off over the captain's head. Janeway raised her phaser, firing steadily and the match began. 

Janeway was horrible. At least, that was the kindest thing that could be said about it. She could not keep her mind on the game, unable to avoid the easiest of Seven's shots or counter with anything approaching her normal skill as the Borg easily defeated her round after round. One game went so badly that it was 10 to 0 by the end of it, the captain ending up on her ass more than once in an attempt to dodge the spinning disc and only rarely succeeding. When the match was finally, mercifully, over, Janeway mopped the sweat from her brow and drank deeply from her water bottle, very aware of Seven regarding her with curious intent. 

"Captain, you..." she began. 

Janeway held up a hand, forestalling it. "Yes, Seven," she said wryly. "I played horrendously. I know." 

"May I ask why?" Seven queried in a gentle voice. "It seems quite uncharacteristic." 

Janeway bit her lip to stifle the first deeply sarcastic comment that sprang to her lips, one which would make no sense to the young woman, nor allow her to appear the slightest bit dignified. She took a moment to breathe deeply. 

"I'd rather you didn't," she said finally, in a not so steady voice. 

"Ah," Seven said with understanding. "It was seeing the counselor." She shook her head. "I do not believe I shall ever understand. You both love each other deeply, yet persist in remaining apart because of duty and professional distinction." Seven hesitated, then added, "I do not believe a career keeps one warm at night." 

Startled by the very unusual comment coming from the Borg's lips, Janeway just stared at her. The young woman raised an eyebrow, her eyepiece glinting in the muted illumination. 

"Am I  ... incorrect?" 

A muscle in Janeway's jaw twitched. "No," she said finally. "You're right, it doesn't keep you warm at night. But sometimes that's not as important as doing what's best for the ship. Personally, it is only the counselor and myself that's involved. Professionally, it's the entire crew. One must take priority over the other." 

Seven considered that. "That is also what Counselor Stone believes, but I fail to see how either of you are correct in this assessment. All I perceive is both of you in pain which is an inefficient way to exist. Both for you and the crew." 

Janeway did not have a ready answer to this. If she did, perhaps she could find a way for her and Sydney to be together. As it stood, she had to find her way alone, just as she had for so many years before the counselor arrived on board. 



The weekly staff meeting was a great deal livelier than normal, perhaps because the crew was fully involved with the new adaptations and organizational protocols which were being put in place to allow Voyager to become a generational ship. Counselor Stone had delivered her latest evaluation on the best possible way to present the limitations on the crew and now was sitting back, listening to the rest of the senior staff present their reports. 

At the moment, the Doctor was now going over the plans he had made to allow for more pediatric and obstetric sub-routines in his holographic matrix. He was his normal, smug, self-satisfied self while discussing it and the counselor could see that the captain was not accepting it as graciously as she normally did, frowning darkly at certain points, though aside from Stone, no one seemed to notice it. After an interminable time, the Doctor finally finished and Neelix went into his extensive plans to provide various baby foods and meals designed for the children's appetite, citing his history with trying to find things Naomi Wildman would enjoy. 

Janeway's eyes intersected Stone's at one point and the counselor felt their intensity stab into her. For the most part, the two women tried to avoid looking at each other directly and when they did, it was like a tiny piece of Sydney's soul was torn away every time. Sometimes she thought that Janeway was equally damaged by the inadvertent glances, flinching slightly before she looked away. 

Stone castigated herself for allowing Janeway to rush her into their co-habitation. She had known something was wrong but rather than get to the bottom of it, she let her own feelings and desires sweep her up. Not necessarily unusual for her when it came to romance, but she had to remember she was not back in the Alpha Quadrant now. There was no easy request for transfer when things didn't work out, no quick fix of taking leave when she required distance between her and a lover. She wondered if that was part of the problem as well. Janeway and crew had spent almost six years adjusting to being so far away from the Federation and home. Stone, on the other hand, was just beginning her adaptation. 

It was the little things, Sydney noted idly. The need to ration replicators, the lack of leave because after all, where would she go and how would she get back to her ship? No more familiar space stations or planets to drop by casually just to look up old acquaintances. The inability to contact home, family and friends. Stone couldn't count how many times something would happen in her daily routine and she would make a mental note to put it into the personal letters she used to write every week to her mentor Vorak on the USS Liberty. But of course, there were no more letters to Vorak or her family, and every time that reality made itself clear, the same feeling of sick isolation would fill her again. 

She had never been able to speak with anyone in depth about this ... perhaps because they had already gone through it, had put it behind them, and even Kathryn found it a hard subject to discuss. Or maybe it was especially Kathryn, because the captain continued to blame herself on some level for Voyager still being in the Delta Quadrant after all these years. She seemed extremely  sensitive to any topic that brought up the isolation they were in, and Stone had to struggle with it on her own. Of all the crew, Stone found that only Seven seemed to have some understanding of it ... perhaps because she too had been severed from all she had known so recently. 

Stone blinked and forced herself away from these thoughts as she so often did, focusing her attention on Harry Kim who was describing the new renovations to cargo bay two, including the sectioning off of the Borg alcoves so that no children would have access and Seven would have a proper amount of privacy when she regenerated as she still did a few hours each week. Stone thought it was about time and wondered why it hadn't been done from the beginning which would have afforded Seven her own space immediately. 

She noticed that Janeway was fidgeting slightly and actually had to make a visible effort to stop. It was clear to the counselor that Janeway did not like her vessel being turned into a floating daycare center despite her stated intentions to make Voyager a generational ship. Stone wondered what it was that was really bothering the captain. The loss of control? Or the fact that by turning Voyager into a ship where children were being brought into it, it was an acknowledgment of failure ... that they were not going to get back to the Federation any time soon. 

This last thought was a revelation and Stone found herself studying it from all angles. Was that the key? she thought with excitement. Perhaps she had been looking at this all wrong. Perhaps it wasn't a matter of Janeway not wanting to give up control so much as it was a last ditch struggle against what could be perceived as her own failure to get her people home. 

"Why didn't you use my recommendations," Janeway said then, the angry edge in her tone startling Stone out of her musings and she looked up, blinking. 

The captain was staring at B'Elanna who had apparently been giving her report. The chief engineer lookd astounded by the captain's question. 

"I went over them, Captain," she said. "But with all due respect, my engineering team came up with a better way of doing it." 

"Then why didn't you inform me," Janeway said, her voice a full two degrees chillier. 

Lt. Torres blinked. "I didn't know I had to," she responded and now there was a touch of anger in her voice as well. 

Stone straightened abruptly in her chair. She knew the Klingon hybrid and her team had been pulling double shifts the past week or so in order to make the necessary changes to the power grid so that the new renovated areas of the ship were receiving more allocation of energy for increased integrity fields. Where once cargo bay two could have been considered a less crucial area of the ship and was hence, less protected, now it would be a priority section that would have greater shield strength. B'Elanna was tired, and that made her cranky and the last thing Janeway should be doing was provoking a cranky Klingon. 

"I need to be kept informed when you make changes," Janeway said icily. 

Stone caught her breath. The rest of the senior staff was starting to sense the tension and were glancing at each other uneasily. Lt. Torres's jaw was setting itself into rigid stubbornness while Janeway's eyes were beginning to glitter unpleasantly. 

"Do you want to come down and hold my hand too?" Torres asked snarkily, crossing her arms over her chest. "I know what I'm doing, Captain." 

A muscle jumped in Janeway's jaw and she frowned. "Lt. Torres, when I send down recommendations, I expect them to be carried out," she said in that deceptively mild tone she got whenever she was absolutely furious.  "If they're not, then I need to know when and why." 

Apparently Torres either did not know that warning signal or was too angry herself to care. 

"Look, if you don't like the way I'm doing my job, then by all means, feel free to replace me," she retorted in the cocky sort of tone that indicated she knew exactly how good she was and how little Voyager could afford to lose her. 

The rest of the staff who had been observing this with the same fascinated horror they would give a struggle between a cobra and a mongoose, seemed to draw back at this, pressing into their chairs. 

"No one is irreplaceable, Lieutenant," Janeway said between clenched teeth. 

"Enough!" Stone said finally in a deadly quiet tone, after having waited for Chakotay to step in as first officer which he didn't do. He seemed as paralyzed as the rest. Stone froze both combatants with her best Commander Counselor gaze. "We've all been working very hard the past few weeks and fatigue is starting to take its toll. Perhaps a certain amount of downtime is in order." 

There was a strained pause and surprisingly it was Neelix who took the initiative. "I concur, Counselor," he said hastily. "Perhaps a party ..." He hesitated then his golden eyes seemed to light up. "A baby shower!" 

Stone nodded though she kept the corner of her eye on the captain who seemed almost to collapse in on herself. 

"That's ... a good idea," Janeway said with little outward indication of how difficult that was. She nodded briefly at B'Elanna who was looking embarrassed as if not sure how she had come to snap at the captain. "Lieutenant, of course I have complete faith in your abilities." It was the closest thing to an apology the Klingon would get and the young woman seemed to know it. 

"Thank you, Captain," she said quietly. "I should have come to you when I knew we were going in a different direction." Not that she would in the future, Stone noted with a bit of wry amusement, just that she allowed that perhaps the captain thought she should. 

They left it at that and the rest of the meeting didn't so much end as it faded away, no one having anything left to say. Mercifully, Janeway dismissed them and Stone raised an eyebrow as she saw how hastily everyone vacated the premises. She was startled when Janeway caught her eye. 

"Counselor, a moment," the captain said in a subdued tone. 

Stone tried to quell the flutters in her stomach which suddenly appeared and remained in her chair until the door had hissed shut behind the last of the other senior staff members. 

"Captain?" 

"What did you think you were doing?" 

Stone bit back the first reply that sprang to her lips. For once, the question didn't seem challenging. Instead, it was puzzled, almost as if Janeway didn't quite understand what had just happened. 

Stone inhaled slowly. "I felt that long hours and overwork was affecting the Chief Engineer's judgement," she said, then added delicately. "And the captain's. It seemed that the conversation was deteriorating rapidly and that if someone didn't interrupt, things would have been said that could be considered ... unwise." 

"I see," Janeway said. She raised her head and Stone saw a hint of emotion flare across the level grey eyes. "Don't you feel I'm capable of running my ship efficiently?" 

Stone felt very weary all of a sudden. 

"Of course I do," she said, standing up. She picked up her padd and regarded the captain evenly. "As I told Seven, a dictatorship is always the most efficient form of governing." 

She left before the tears she was feeling spilt over, her heart breaking at the stricken expression that had shattered the command mask of the woman staring bleakly at her, but knowing that she could do no more now. Until Janeway asked for help, it was out of her hands. She could only wait for the captain to come to her. 

Or face the eventual day when she would be forced by her position to remove Janeway from the captaincy if she could not bring herself to understand that she was sliding irrevocably into utter tyranny. 



Captain Kathryn Janeway wandered aimlessly through the corridors of her ship, not exactly sure where she was going, only knowing that she needed to stay on the move, needed to work off this deep malaise which threatened to drown her. She could have stayed in her quarters, of course, just as she had that time her ship had been trapped in the void but something inside told her that if she repeated it now, there would be no way she'd be able to escape the dark depression ... not this time. She hesitated next to the holodeck, wondering if a little mindless downtime would help her any. She was disappointed to see that it was already in use and curiously, she keyed the readout to determine if it would be for much longer. 

Her heart spasmed as she saw  Stone's identification on the user indicator and that the counselor was running a program called 'Shadow'. Janeway knew that was the holo-program of the Arabian horse Stone had when she was a girl growing up on a ranch in the foothills of the Canadian Rockies, the counselor deriving a pleasure from riding that the captain had always found somewhat unfathomable. 

For a second, the hurt caught Janeway in a vise grip, threatening to choke off her breath, squeezing her heart painfully. She remembered all too well how Sydney would return from one of her holo-programs, her green eyes dancing with laughter and how many times she had asked the captain to participate in one with her. Janeway had always begged off, citing work or duty and now she wondered why. Would it really have hurt her to try something that Stone seemed to enjoy so much? Certainly Seven had and her intellectual precision had found something of worth in them because she kept going back into the programs. How was it that a Borg understood the importance of sharing when she was so bad at it? 

Involuntarily, not sure what she was doing, Janeway activated the doors and entered the holodeck. She stepped into a bright sunny day, the exit shutting behind her with a solid thunk and disappearing behind the illusion. She was on a ridge, looking down into a valley of green meadow, the silver line of stream winding its way languidly through it. Mountains, purple, majestic, loomed over her and she could see the snow capped peaks slashing through the rock. There was a bit of a breeze, bringing with it the scent of fir and pine and Janeway thought that whoever had designed this had been very good. She didn't think it had been Stone, since the Counselor was hopelessly inept when it came to technical things, but of course, it didn't take much to have a personalized program made. 

Janeway knew that Stone's meager belongings salvaged from the Athena had included a lot of holo programs, no doubt utilized during leave at the space stations the battleship made port with every three months or so. The amount of detail in this particular scenario was incredible, and the things that amateur programmers frequently left out, like the almost subliminal whine of insects, the subtle scents of earth and dust, the way moving air caressed a body, were all complete to the last sensation. 

Janeway shaded her eyes in the almost uncomfortable brightness, searching the area before finally spotting the black speck that was the Counselor on the other side of the valley. Of course, Janeway knew that was all an optical trick played by the computer utilizing reflective light images and gravimetric fluxes to simulate the scenario and that the woman was actually only a few yards away, but she still wondered if Stone had noticed her arrival. Janeway thought that there was still time to leave, still time to prevent ... what? 

She still wasn't sure as, with an unmistakable fluttering in her midsection, she saw the horse and rider turn in her direction, galloping across the valley towards the ridge. The magnificant animal splashed through the stream in a silver spray and thundered up the hill through the long grass, Stone clinging naturally to its back as if she'd been born there. 

Janeway linked her hands behind her, perhaps hoping that their trembling would not be as apparent there. She could smell the large equine as it came to a stop in front of her, tossing its head and dancing in place. It was pure black with the proud lines and head particular of its breed, its nostrils flaring red and wide as it regarded her. 

Yes, the programmer had indeed, been very good. 

Stone dismounted slowly, the creak of the black leather and silver detailed saddle sounding plainly in the cool air. She was dressed in a shirt and trousers, both a blue, denim type material that was still popular casual wear even in the 24th century, although they were rarely found on starships. Her boots, sharply pointed, were black and decorated with odd embroidered designs, and perched on her head, was a matching black hat with a wide brim curving at the sides. 

"Captain," Stone said calmly, holding the reins as she patted the animal's neck. Obviously it was a habit rather than the knowledge that the holographic horse would actually benefit from it. 

"Counselor," Janeway returned the formal greeting in a somewhat rusty voice. She swallowed, hoping the action would clear away the lump lodged there. 

There was a pause as they regarded each other, neither apparently knowing what to say next. 

"Can I help you..." 

"I need to speak..." 

They both began at the same time, stopped, then motioned the other to go first, clearly uncomfortable. 

"You first," Stone said gently. 

Janeway wished she had beaten the counselor to the offer. "I ... just needed to speak with you." 

Stone seemed to consider that for a few moments, studying her intently. "I see." 

Janeway was lost, desperately seeking the words. "I think I need to talk about ... this," she said finally. She hesitated. "Can we?" 

Stone inclined her head. "We always could, Kathryn," she said softly. "I was your friend before I was your lover. I'm sorry if that got lost in all that happened." She flipped the reins over her saddlehorn and her mount obligingly moved off, cropping hungrily at the lush, rich grass underfoot. Stone motioned at some boulders nearby. "Have a seat." 

Janeway sat down uneasily on the smooth rock and stared out at the expansive vista laid out before her. 

"Is this your home?" 

Stone, who was sitting beside her, patiently waiting for her, nodded briefly. "Yes," she said. "This is a valley up behind our ranch." She pointed to the hill at one end of the valley, that was higher still than the one they were on. "If you cross that ridge, our ranch would be just on the other side." She hesitated. "I don't ride over the ridge too often." 

The sadness of the voice touched Janeway and the captain realized that she wasn't the only one missing home desperately. It gave her the courage to speak when otherwise she might not have. 

"Why is everyone giving up?" she blurted. 

Stone became very still beside her. "Is that what you think is happening?" she asked carefully. 

"They don't believe I can get them home," Janeway said bitterly. "They've surrendered the fight." 

Stone was silent for a moment. "I don't think they've surrendered the fight, exactly, Kathryn," she said slowly. "Perhaps they just need something more to fight for, something beyond themselves." 

Uncomprehendingly, Janeway looked at the other woman. "I don't understand," she whispered. "I don't understand any of this. It's tearing me up inside and I'm starting to take it out on my crew. It's not their fault ... I just ... it's like they've finally given up on me. I've totally failed them." 

Stone blinked. "I suspect if you ask, you would find that they believe you're the only reason Voyager is still here, still intact and able to make the journey home." 

"I don't think they want to get home anymore," the captain said sadly. "They're settling down, making a life here. Sometimes weeks can go by without Earth or the Federation even being mentioned." 

"And you think that means the crew no longer wants to return to Earth?" 

"I feel like I'm the only one still trying sometimes," the captain said bleakly. 

Stone nodded, as if this bit of information had just filled in the final piece for a pattern she had been creating. 

"So that's why you work harder, demand more," Stone agreed. "Try to cover all the details that you're afraid are getting lost, that others might be overlooking." 

"Making all the decisions," Janeway said softly, wonderingly. "Being the dictator." 

Stone smiled briefly. "Well, on your way, in any event," she allowed with wry amusement. 

"I don't know how to stop these feelings of helplessness," Janeway admitted. "How to keep control of my ship." 

"Perhaps the best way of keeping control," Stone suggested, "Is by letting go, Kathryn." 

"And never get home?" the captain countered harshly. 

"No," Stone said gently. "Let others help you get Voyager home." Janeway stared at her blankly and Stone took a breath. "Do you remember how I once told Seven how she still had the 'voices'? How even though she was no longer in the Collective, there were still many voices that made up her new collective, yours, mine, B'Elanna's, Tuvok's?" 

Janeway nodded, struggling to understand.  She realized Stone was trying to help her figure this out and she curbed her impatience at the seemingly indirect method. She didn't realize that perhaps she was resisting what was right in front of her so hard, a direct approach would not get through. 

"They would all be different things to her just as she would be different things to them." 

"That works for all of us, Kathryn," Stone offered. "Including you. None of us are alone unless we choose to be.  We are, but one element within the society we build. We can all be many things to each other, captain, crewmember, friend, lover, spouse, mother, father, daughter, son. All pieces of one complete pattern." 

"I've always believed that working together, we would get home," Janeway protested weakly. "But I think I'm the only one who still believes that." 

"Because of the new baby boom," Stone noted quietly. 

"They're settling down," Janeway insisted stubbornly. 

"No, we're ensuring that a piece of us will get home, eventually," Stone pointed out. "None of the couples want to pick out a planet and set up housekeeping, Kathryn. I know the Dawsons threw that out as an option but the truth is, we've passed several fairly advanced planets in the past three months where a child could easily be raised in conditions comparable to the Federation, and yet, the Dawsons remained on Voyager.  They want to go home, Kathryn and further more, they want their children to go home." 

Janeway stared at her, wanting to believe but still hesitant. 

"Tell me, how much motivation do you think it would it be to want your child to see the Grand Canyon where you spent your honeymoon backpacking?" Stone added, trying it from another angle. 

"The Dawsons?" Janeway guessed. 

Stone nodded. She looked thoughtful, as if trying to find a more precise way to explain this, one that would not be so indirect. 

"Kathryn, how much harder does Samantha Wildman work because Naomi is here?" 

Janeway leaned back, feeling the sun's warmth start to penetrate her bones, a chill inside her starting to dissipate as she considered the ensign who had concieved in the Alpha Quadrant and until now, was the only mother on the ship.  She thought she was beginning to understand vaguely what Stone was driving at. 

"If I had ten more just like her, that would be all that was needed to run the whole ship," Janeway admitted with a touch of dry amusement. "She's far more protective of her staff, finds faster ways to do things so that she can spend time with her daughter and in almost six years, has always had her reports in on time, probably the only person other than Tuvok on the ship that I can say that about." 

"You know, she's the one that keeps talking about Earth," Stone pointed out. "Naomi couldn't care less." 

"Nor Seven," Janeway said fretfully. 

"So we, as the elders of the tribe, have to instill in them that sense of home," Stone told her. "Sometimes I think we like to talk about it more than we like to experience it." She looked around at the mountains. "I'm the only one on board who runs a simulation of home even though practically everyone has one." 

"It hurts too much," Janeway said, thinking of her own Indiana program that was figuratively gathering dust in the ship's data banks, not having been accessed for well over five years. 

"But you let that fear of possible hurt rule you," Stone said gently. "All the crew does. But Kathryn, how can our children know what Earth's like just from mere words? Seven has to stand on it and feel it in her bones as we describe it to her. Even though she wasn't born there, has in fact, never actually set foot on the place, you can still show it to her, live it with her. She needs to see what everyone, including her parents the first six years of her life, is describing to her. That could be your voice to her, an extremely vital one." 

Janeway considered it, analyzing what the counselor was trying to say to her.  She understood that if she looked at it the way Sydney was explaining then that meant the rest of the crew wasn't giving up after all.  And that she herself, had set fire to some bridges by believing that.  The question was, could she save those bridges, rebuild them once more? Swallowing hard, she looked over at the woman sitting beside her. 

"And what can my voice be to you?" Janeway asked softly. "Or do you even want to hear it anymore?" 



The unexpected question threw Stone, Janeway saw. The woman had been in full counselor mode and now she was jolted out of it, staring back at her in a combination of confusion and hurt. The captain was torn, wishing she had never spoken the words yet needing to know the answer to her query with an intensity that almost left her faint.  Stone needed a few moments to compose herself, breathing deeply. 

"You're the voice of my heart," Sydney said finally. "The one I should always have been listening to." She looked vaguely confused as if she were exploring a new line of reasoning. "I think ... I'm beginning to realize that maybe it was wrong for me to move out.  By doing so, I not only lost your voice to me, I deprived you of mine." 

"What is your voice to me?" Janeway asked unsteadily. 

"Your lover, your friend, the woman who sees when you're hurting and holds you tight, keeping you safe from it while helping you through it. Yet, the last part is also my role for the captain to a certain extent and that's the one we're both having trouble with." 

"Which brings us full circle," Janeway said with a touch of despair. 

"Perhaps," Stone said slowly. "But full circle can also mean a new beginning." 

Janeway inhaled slowly. "I don't know," she said softly. 

Stone regarded her, tilting her head slightly. "What do you hear from my voice, Kathryn? Honestly." 

Janeway did not answer right away, making an honest effort to look deep into her heart. 

"You frighten me," she said finally. 

"Why?" 

"Because you know everything about me," Janeway said. "Why I do the things I do, what I'm going to do two months down the road ... why I make such a mess of things." 

Stone was obviously surprised by this and she seemed to be searching for the right thing to say. "You didn't always believe that," she said finally. "When I first arrived, when I had been working myself into the ground, you could see what I couldn't and you made me get some rest. More importantly, you made me talk about the Athena and Karen and what I missed. Kathryn, you once asked, who counsels the counselor? The answer has always been you, the captain and my partner, both professionally and personally. You're supposed to be the most important voice in my life." 

Janeway realized that she had somehow forgotten that time, and now she remembered how vulnerable Stone had been. Was that when she first fell in love with her? 

"And you're supposed to be mine," Janeway said slowly. "Professionally and personally. But only if I listen to it."  She paused.  "I'm sorry, Sydney." 

Stone sighed and shook her head. "You're just trying to find your way, Kathryn," she said. "And rather than stand my ground and tell you that no matter how many times I needed to repeat it, I ran.  But we need all our voices." 

"Do I have so many?" Janeway asked dryly. 

"Oh yes," Stone explained, her head tilted slightly. "In particular, your senior staff. You need to let the Doctor and Chakotay fight with you. You need to let Tom and Harry be stupid and not try to protect them all the time. You need to let B'Elanna be Klingon sometimes and Neelix be Talaxian. You need to let Seven be Borg and challenge all your perceptions. In the end, that will allow me to grant you my professional voice, the haven of calm, quiet support." 

"I thought that was Tuvok's part," Janeway noted. 

"He's the calm voice of logic, Kathryn," Stone noted. "As your lover, I provide the calm voice of emotion. Plus you have to learn to provide that voice for me as well, not just as my captain, but as my partner." 

Janeway noted how that made her quiver inside though she tried not to show it. Stone was still speaking in the present tense and the captain was amazed at how warm that made her feel inside. 

"I do want to be your voice," she admitted. 

"I want you to be," Stone responded softly. 

Janeway noticed that somehow, the other woman had moved closer ... or had she been sitting that close all along and she was just noticing it now? 

"Seven can be an important voice for you as well," Stone added. She looked away, a smile playing about her lips. "Just as she's becoming a very important voice for me.  But strong emotion still makes her uncomfortable. Do you really need the 'fight', Kathryn?" 

Janeway thought about it. "I need passion," she said finally. "The sense that others care enough to fight for something, even if it means going through me to get it. But Seven has passion.  In fact, I think that's why I tried to take her from the Collective in the first place.  Even as a drone, she was so angry with us ... with me." 

Stone looked back at her, eyes soft and uncertain. "It's the same sort of passion you bring to things. You need to feel it from people yet at the same time, you're afraid that it makes you vulnerable." 

"Doesn't it?" 

Stone examined that thought. "It can," she said. "Very often, our greatest strengths are also our greatest weaknesses. For example, mine is the ability to accept the most incredible things with cool reserve. It's what makes me a good counselor." She glanced shyly over at Janeway. "But perhaps there are moments when I should yell at my lover like I really care about whatever's wrong, then grab her and kiss her until she passes out." 

Janeway needed a second to find her breath after that. She looked up into the azure sky dotted with fluffy white clouds, leaning back on her elbows. "Why didn't we discuss this before?" 

Stone was contemplative. "I think because we were too busy falling in love. Yet, once we got involved, for some unknown reason, I stopped confiding in you about how I was feeling about the ship and my situation.  I should have insisted even when you didn't seem comfortable with it.  Perhaps then, you wouldn't have felt that I was keeping so much from you. Maybe you were right," she added, shaking her head mournfully. "Maybe I was looking for an excuse to distance myself." 

"I never meant to make you feel like I didn't want to listen to your problems," Janeway said softly. She glanced over at Stone through her eyelashes. "Sydney, I do understand why you couldn't tell me about Edison and Wallace. I'm sorry I got so angry." 

Stone sighed. "I should have gotten angry back," she agreed softly. "Impressed upon you the importance of why I couldn't."  She brought her feet up onto the boulder, wrapping her arms around her knees.  "Kathryn, you need to trust me.  And I need to be able to trust you." 

"I know," Janeway admitted. "I guess I forgot that trust works both ways. More than anything, I realize how ... disrespectful it was, how horribly I acted, both to you and my crew. They deserve the right to confidentiallity." 

"We all do, Kathryn," Stone said.  "Especially out here where there is so little privacy." 

Janeway watched a speck slowly circle high above her and wondered if it was a hawk or an eagle.  Certainly it inspired a sense of freedom within her ... and ironically, a loneliness. "So," she managed finally. "Where does that leave us?" 

"Where would you like it to leave us?" Stone said and for some reason, Janeway didn't think the woman's voice had the same calm reason it had contained only seconds earlier. It afforded the captain a sort of courage. 

"Together," Janeway said slowly. "Maybe we won't be able to find a way to balance the professional and personal all the time. But we certainly won't be balancing it while we're apart like this." 

"No," Stone agreed after a moment. "Not apart." 

Janeway dared to glance over at her. "I do love you," she said with honest intent. 

Stone's face went soft and sweet, not dispassionate at all. "I love you, too." 

Janeway looked back up at the sky, feeling tears well and blinking them back furiously.  "Now what," she asked huskily.  She sensed Stone moving closer still. 

"Can I kiss you?" the counselor asked hesitantly. 

"Only if you mean it," Janeway responded unsteadily. 

"Kathryn, I do mean it," Stone whispered, only a breath away.  "With all my heart." 

Janeway shifted her gaze to look at the other woman's face, so very close to hers and closed that infinately tiny distance remaining between them.  Stone's lips were soft and sweet, just as she remembered and it felt as if she had finally found a tiny speck of light in the darkness which had been surrounding her.  She reached up with her hand, tangling it in the dark hair, bringing Sydney's head tighter to her, deepening the kiss and felt the light get brighter, seeming to fill her.  It was several moments before they managed to part and Janeway regarded her with a vulnerable expression, feeling as if her insides were completely on display for this woman. 

Stone looked at her and her lips curled in a half grin, running her knuckles gently along the line of Janeway's cheek. 

"Ever ride a horse, Kathryn?" 

Startled by the apparent change of subject, Janeway frowned. I'm not ... comfortable with animals that are larger than I am," she admitted. 

Stone slid off the boulder and reached over, taking Janeway's hand in hers. "It's just a big old herbivore," she said. She pulled Janeway across to where the holographic animal was grazing, the captain going along only with the greatest reluctance. 

"I don't think so," she said hesitantly, looking up at the animal that seemed to tower above her. 

"For me," Stone urged softly beside her. 

Startled once more, Janeway looked over at her, realizing it was the first time Sydney had asked for anything like this. Before, when Janeway had begged off, the counselor merely raised an eyebrow and accepted it. Now she was looking at her with an expression which was almost pleading. 

"Why is this important?" Janeway asked curiously. 

Stone regarded her. "Because, this is one of my passions, Kathryn, and I want you to share it, even if it's only this one time. Sometimes you just can't be told something. Sometimes you just have to feel it." 

Janeway stared at her a bit longer, then turned, reaching up for the saddlehorn and putting her foot into the stirrup. Stone helped her up, then mounted behind her, her arms wrapped warmly around her waist. She leaned forward, her lips brushing against Janeway's ear. 

"Let me show you how to ride the wind, Kathryn." 

And together on a horse as black as night, they galloped off into the setting sun. 



Epilogue
Seven exited her bedroom when she heard the outer door hiss, hoping to discover why the counselor had been out all night. It wasn't that she was particularly worried but it was unsual for Stone now that she and the captain were at odds. She did not like to think that Sydney was having trouble sleeping and had to spend time in the holodeck in order to exhaust herself physically in order to go to bed. 

She raised an eyebrow when she saw the dark-haired woman. Something was different, she could sense though she lacked the necessary life experience to determine what exactly. Stone seemed dazed, but pleasantly so, almost as if something had happened that she was not quite sure about but was appreciative of nonetheless. 

"Counselor?" 

Stone looked at her and smiled broadly, her emerald eyes lighting up. "Seven," she returned happily. 

Seven tilted her head. "May I ask what has happened?" 

The smile, impossibly, got even wider. "What makes you think something happened?" Stone countered and her tone was remarkably playful, completely unlike it had been for a long time. 

Seven linked her hands firmly behind her back and regarded the woman evenly. "You are smiling," she noted. "That is something that has been very rare lately." Something prompted her to add, "As rare as it is for me." 

"A joke, Seven?" Stone said with a small laugh. "I'm impressed." 

Seven remained silent, waiting patiently and Stone lowered her saddle onto its rack in the corner of the living area. 

"All right, something did happen," the counselor admitted. She shot her a mischievious glance. "You're becoming very good at this." 

"Thank you," Seven remarked, realizing that had not answered her question and she continued to regard Stone expectantly. 

Stone finally gave in. "Kathryn and I had a very interesting ... discussion." 

"Ah," Seven noted with surprise. "Did you copulate?" 

Stone exhaled audibly. "Believe it or not, Seven, there's more to a romantic relationship than just that. No, we didn't. But I think we're finally getting back on track a bit." 

Seven thought about this. "I am ... glad," she said after a moment. "It hurts me to see you both so unhappy and now I find I am happy that you have found a way to settle your differences." She paused. "Will you be moving back in with her?" 

Stone grinned ruefully. "We're going to take our time with that one," she admitted. She nudged Seven in the stomach as she passed her on the way to the replicator. "Boy, you're anxious to get rid of me." 

Seven lifted an eyebrow. "Not at all." She hesitated again, then added in a hopeful tone. "But will you be moving out soon?" 

Stone stared at her, then abruptly burst into laughter. "You're teasing me," she said with some astonishment and a great deal of gratification. She shook her head. "Well, I've certainly provided you with enough material lately." 

Seven lowered herself into the nearest chair. "What will you and the captain do now?" she asked, more seriously. 

Stone contemplated the jar she had replicated. "Get to know each other again," she admitted in a soft voice. "Perhaps in a way we didn't the first time around." 

"That sounds ... appropriate." 

"Yes," Stone agreed. She leaned over and kissed Seven on the cheek. "Thanks for putting up with me, my friend," she said, cupping the narrow chin in her palm. "I needed it." 

Seven was warmed. "I was happy to ... assist." 

Stone straightened and headed for the door. 

"Where are you going?" Seven asked, confused knowing that Stone had just returned home.  The Counselor turned and regarded the Borg with a big smile. 

"I have to go to the captain's quarters." 

Seven quirked an eyebrow.  "Ah, now you will copulate," she said knowingly. 

Stone offered her an expression of rueful chagrin.  "No, actually I have to give this to Kathryn," she admitted, displaying the jar.  "I forgot what happens the first time you ride a horse." 

Seven thought back to her first experience in the holodeck when Sydney was teaching her to ride and how she felt for days afterwards, particularly in one area of her anatomy.  Now the Borg recognized the jar for exactly what it was and she smiled briefly as the counselor disappeared out the door.  She wondered how long it would be before the captain could resume her seat on the bridge. 

Or anyplace else for that matter. 

The End 
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