The Morning After 
G. L. Dartt
Captain Kathryn Janeway woke with a sharp intake of breath, feeling confused, disconcerted and entirely too warm. 

Lying still, she took in her surroundings with careful attentiveness, using every sense to its utmost. It was early morning she guessed, the lights still down with only the dim illumination of starlight passing through the distortion of warp field giving indistinct shape to the furniture in her quarters. She squinted slightly, peering through the darkness intently. Yes, these were definitely her quarters, though she couldn't quite seem to remember how she had gotten to them the night before. 

In fact, she couldn't remember much of last night at all. Just the party held by Neelix to celebrate yet another trying, but ultimately successful mission, where her crew released tension and stress over good food and several glasses of the most delicious punch. Every senior officer had been there, swapping stories, laughing ... she remembered her helmsman, Tom Paris, telling a rather lengthy story about some archaic vehicle called a Barracuda, but the details got somewhat fuzzy after that. Why were they so fuzzy? Perhaps if she could just get out from under this weight pinning her to the bed, she could think better. 

Janeway froze. Cautiously she ran her fingers over the warm arm resting casually over her chest, and realized she was also trapped quite handily by a long leg tangled in hers, and a tousled head resting heavy on her shoulder. Warm, rounded flesh pressed sweetly against her, informing her that both parties were completely naked. 

"Lights, one eighth," she whispered, mouth suddenly going dry, heart beginning to pound. 

Ohgodohgodohgod, she thought. What have I done? Who have I done it with? Why don't I remember anything about it? 

Obediently, the computer brought the lights up to a dim glow, illuminating the room and her general vicinity, bringing the details into better focus. Janeway looked down at the body draped so familiarly over hers, feeling her breath catch in her throat. Blonde hair spread wild over the captain's breasts, and the soft exhalation of breath from an elegant nose tickled a nipple which, to Janeway's great dismay, hardened in pleased response. The soft grey of a metallic implant framing the left eye pressed against the smooth skin of the captain's chest while on the right cheek, turned up to the night, a star-shaped device adorned the fine line of jaw where it terminated under the ear. Under her fingertips, Janeway discovered she was tracing a line of implant imbedded in her companion's right bicep. 

It took all her will not to jerk away in shock as she identified Seven of Nine, her Borg astrometrics officer as the woman sharing her bed. The delicious languor of muscles not utilized in the past five years, and a pleasant stickiness along with the unmistakable muskiness which wafted into her nostrils told her they had done considerably more than merely share the bed. 

Oh my god. Janeway swallowed hard. What would possess her to go to bed with Seven of Nine? The woman's link to the Collective had been severed only a year before, and the insolent, arrogant attitude Seven had displayed ever since, had generated furious sparks between the two of them on many occasions. Angry, aggravated, conflicted sparks. Certainly not the type of sparks to draw two people together into a passionate embrace. At least, Janeway hadn't thought so. 

There was a soft sigh, a gentle inhalation, and pale blue eyes opened, blinking with confusion. Then, spotting the woman beneath her, Seven's features softened, and to Janeway's complete and utter shock, a warm smile curled the full lips, shedding the normally icy demeanor and making Seven look as the young woman she would have been had she never been assimilated. 

"Kathryn," she said softly, caressingly, the knowing voice of a lover. 

Janeway pressed back in the bed as far as she could as Seven rose slightly to press her mouth against hers, kissing her tenderly, and despite herself, the captain found herself responding. 

Well, there was no need to be rude, after all, she rationalized as she returned the kiss hesitantly. It was a very nice kiss, sweet, pleasantly arousing, even accounting for the fact that other than for a character in a holo-novel, Janeway had not been kissed by anyone for five years. She was surprised at how very accomplished the kiss was, considering Seven couldn't have had a whole lot of experience with such things. 

Not counting last night, her mind prodded delicately. After all, who knew exactly how much experience Seven had acquired the previous evening. Janeway took a quick breath, and ended the kiss immediately. 

"Good morning," Janeway offered cautiously as she saw Seven continuing to look down at her with a drowsy, contented expression on her face. 

"Good morning," the younger woman replied huskily. Her smile widened, revealing the flash of white teeth between generous lips. 

"Uh, interesting night," the captain offered noncommittally. 

"Oh yes," Seven agreed and to the captain's horror, the Borg actually purred as she pressed against her. Her right hand began to stroke Janeway's belly with languorous pleasure, slipping perilously close to certain places that an Astrometrics officer shouldn't know about regarding a captain. 

"Seven," Janeway said, gently capturing the exploring hand in her own. "We need to be on duty soon." 

Seven considered this. "You are correct," she said. Abruptly, she disentangled herself from the captain and stood up. 

Startled, Janeway didn't know if she should avert her eyes from the woman standing next to the bed in all her nude glory, or if that would be ... well, sort of foolish considering that they had apparently done more than merely look at each other the night before. So she half observed with a sideways glance, not staring exactly but just sort of noting the Borg mesh spreading over the flat abdomen and back, the clawlike implants scattered at various places on the curvaceous body, all normally hidden by the biomesh outfit Seven customarily wore. Her breasts were full and firm, with rosy nipples and the sharply defined triangle of hair was blonde, though a few shades darker than that on her head. The legs were long and lean, the torso lanky and finely muscled. All in all, Seven was an extremely attractive woman even with the stark reminders of her time with the Borg. 

Seven went into the bathroom and soon after, the vibration of the sonic shower set Janeway's back teeth on edge. Nervously, the captain sat up in her bed, tucking the blue, Starfleet-issued sheets modestly around her, staring at the closed bathroom door with dismay. She honestly didn't know what to do now. She had never been in such a compromising position, either as a civilian or as a Starfleet officer and really, had absolutely no clue as to what the etiquette about this sort of thing was. She was definitely not in the habit of taking crewmembers into her bed. She jumped as Seven suddenly came back into the room, uniformed once more, fixing the back of her hair which was up in its customary austere bun. 

"Uh, Seven, would you mind not commenting on the events of last night or this morning with anyone," Janeway asked uncertainly. 

Especially since she had no idea of what those events were. She damned well did not want the crew finding out before she did. 

"Of course, Captain," Seven responded calmly. 

She then bent over and kissed Janeway with a passionate electricity that made the captain's hair stand on end and came very close to causing her to pass out. Breathless, speechless, Janeway could only watch as Seven then turned and left the bedroom, her eyes following her through the living area until she had disappeared out the door. 

What the hell am I supposed to do now? 



Neelix looked over his devastated mess hall with a mixture of pride and dismay. It had been one of his best parties, and the crew of the USS Voyager had certainly seemed to have had a good time. It was just too bad they were so ... untidy while enjoying themselves. With a sigh, he began to clean up, bending over to sweep up a bowl of Rigellian popcorn which had been overturned. When they had performed the conga line, no doubt. 

"Mr. Neelix." 

Startled, the Delta Quadrant native dropped the bowl he had been using as a waste receptacle, once more scattering the popcorn over the carpet. Nose wrinkling in annoyance, he turned to see the ship's Emergency Medical Hologram regarding him with brows drawn forbiddingly down over his dark eyes. 

"Doctor," Neelix said, forcing a smile. "Do you have to sneak up on me?" 

"I didn't sneak up on you, I materialized behind you," the tall, sparse form sniped. "Are you experiencing a guilty conscience, Neelix?" 

Neelix was confused. "Guilty?" he said. "Why would I be guilty?" 

"About your party last night, perhaps?" 

Neelix's face, resembling a Terran hedgehog's cleared immediately. "It was a wonderful party, wasn't it?" he said with a hint of triumph in his voice. "Everyone had such a good time." 

"Maybe too good," the Doctor replied shortly, drawing out his medical tricorder and scanning the area around him. He seemed to find something in the punch bowl sitting on the table by the front counter, and he concentrated his probe on that. "Hmmm," he said. 

"I'm not sure what you're talking about, Doctor," Neelix said, beginning to get a little concerned himself now. "Is something wrong?" 

"I've had five patients show up this morning complaining of memory loss," the Doctor said. "What is this?" 

Neelix raised a tufted eyebrow. "Why, that's Talaxian punch," he said, and lowered his voice confidentially. "My family's own special recipe. Of course, so far from home, I had to improvise somewhat in the ingredients." 

"I see," the Doctor said dryly. "This is intoxicating." 

"Well, yes, the crew did seem to like it," Neelix admitted modestly, preening a little. 

The Doctor rolled his eyes. "No, I mean, it causes any Human who drinks it to become intoxicated," he elaborated. "Not just in a normal, alcoholic way either." 

"Oh," Neelix said. He frowned. "Is that bad?" 

The Doctor examined his readings. "Well, it doesn't seem to have any lasting effects and unlike alcohol, it did not affect motor control or create a hangover," he admitted reluctantly. "But this symptom of memory loss is somewhat disturbing to me. I'm going to have to take a sample and examine it further." 

"Of course, Doctor," Neelix agreed anxiously. "Please let me know of your results." 

The Doctor looked at him with disturbing directness. "I will," he said, before dematerializing. 

Neelix sighed. The party had gone so well. 



Kathryn Janeway walked out onto the bridge, and tried not to feel self-conscious. After all, it was impossible for anyone to tell if she had indulged in sexual relations simply by her appearance. So why did she feel as if everyone on the bridge was looking at her, and knowing exactly what she had done last night? 

Even if she didn't. 

Swallowing hard, she sat down in her command chair and nodded politely to her first officer, Commander Chakotay. He was a tall, solid, handsome man with the tribal tattoo over his left eye who smiled back at her readily. 

"Good morning, Captain," he said. 

Good, this was good. Calm, professional, normal. Precisely as it should be. 

"I must say, you and Seven were quite the sight last night." 

Janeway was sure that she was about to drop dead right there. Certainly she knew her heart was spasming wildly in a screaming effort to crawl up into her throat. 

"Excuse me?" she managed. 

He shrugged. "I just meant that you two made such a cute couple," he said with a grin. "I know Seven didn't seem to be too willing at first, but you taught her all the ins and outs in record time. She was doing quite well by the end of it. I honestly believe that with just a little more practice, she'll become quite accomplished." 

Janeway just stared at him, totally unable to speak, the blood thundering in her ears and making everything sound as if it were coming from a million miles away. 

"Sickbay to bridge." 

"Bridge here," Chakotay asked. 

"Is the captain there, Commander?" the Doctor asked. "I need to speak to her about Neelix's party last night." 

Chakotay raised a brow as he looked at her and wordlessly, she nodded, rising to her feet, and heading for the turbolift. Behind her, she heard him add, "She's on her way down, Doctor." 

She refused to meet his eyes as the turbolift doors slid shut before her. 



Tom Paris, Voyager's helmsman half turned in his chair to look at Chakotay. The first officer was staring after the captain with a disturbed look on his face. 

"Is it me, or did the captain seem a little off this morning?" Tom asked with a puzzled frown. 

Chakotay took a breath, then looked back at Tom. "I guess," he said. He shook his head. "Maybe I embarrassed her a little." 

"I thought it was cute how she taught Seven to dance," Harry Kim interjected from his position at ops, at the rear of the Bridge. "But it wasn't as funny as when she was teaching B'Elanna and the Doctor." 

Tom grinned. "I'll be sure to tell B'Elanna that," he told his best friend. 

Harry lost his grin. B'Elanna Torres, the half Klingon chief engineer was not known for her sense of humor. "I thought she was very graceful," he added hastily. 

"Sure, Harry," Tom said. "I'll be sure to add that." He turned back to his helm and chuckled. Harry was so easy sometimes. 



"So this memory loss," Janeway asked, finally finding her voice, "is it permanent?" 

"I'm not sure," the Doctor admitted. "Probably not. After a certain period of time, the memories will most likely return. I can utilize cortical stimulators or drugs to hasten it." He eyed the captain curiously. "Did you suffer memory loss, captain? I noted that you had several glasses of the punch last night." 

Janeway felt lightheaded, but fortunately she didn't sway. She suspected she was pretty pale at this point however. "Doctor," she asked in a distant tone. "Are there any other effects? Would this combination of elements working on human physiology force one to act improperly?" 

The Doctor frowned. "Could you be more specific, Captain?" he asked. 

"Would it make you do something out of character?" 

The Doctor pondered this for a moment, then his face cleared. "Ah, you're talking about you and Seven," he said. 

Janeway was absolutely frozen. Which was a good thing. Otherwise she would have promptly collapsed on the floor, though maybe that would be better. If she were especially lucky, her skull would strike the metal deck, scrambling her brain, and killing her instantly. 

"What about Seven and I?" she asked faintly. Best to get this over with. 

He smiled. "Captain, I assure you, even though it is not in Seven's nature to dance," he said. "She clearly wanted you to teach her. Even though she might have been more hesitant about the idea without the punch, you didn't make her do anything she didn't want to." He shrugged. "Of course, she only had one cup of punch, and a small one at that." He leaned forward, lowering his voice confidentially. "If she'd had more, you might have actually gotten her to tango as you wanted." 

"'Tango'?" Janeway said weakly. 

"Oh yes," the Doctor said, then preened. "That was quite the little dance contest you organized last night. I must admit, you are a wonderful teacher. Who would have guessed that Seven and I would win the mambo round?" 

Janeway felt dizzy. She had no idea what he was talking about, nor was she sure she wanted to. However, she did need to know more about the punch. 

"Doctor, could this make you do something that you knew was wrong?" she asked urgently. 

He blinked. "You mean, like kill someone?" 

"All right," she said, accepting the example. 

"No," he said. 

"Oh," she replied faintly. 

"All it does is lower inhibitions," he went on in a lecturing tone. "The every day resistance against doing something that you really want to do, but might not attempt because of external circumstances such as rank or position." He studied her. "Captain, I'm sure no one thinks any less of you because you 'loosened up' and had a good time last night. The dance contest was fun, and I'm positive that you are just as much respected this morning that you were this time yesterday morning." 

She raised her head. "I certainly hope so, Doctor," she said uncertainly. 

Head spinning, she walked out of sickbay. 



Seven entered the Captain's ready room, stopping just inside the doors, looking around before finally spotting the captain standing on the upper deck. Janeway was staring out at the stars through the large transparent aluminum windows which dominated the room, looming over the blue couch and chairs. 

"You wished to see me, Captain?" Seven asked politely. 

There was a pause, and she was unsure if Janeway had heard her or not. Then the woman turned around and looked at her. She had a most odd expression on her face, one that Seven did not quite know how to identify. It was not anger or surprise or confusion. Or pleasure. Seven had become very familiar with that particular expression recently. 

"Would you come up here, and have a seat, please, Seven?" Janeway asked quietly. 

Seven hesitated, then did as asked, choosing the chair to the right, aligning herself properly in the seat, back straight, knees together, hands folded primly on her knees. She looked expectantly at the captain who remained standing. Janeway was regarding her intently, hands clasped together in front of her, rather tightly, Seven noted. There was another pause and then, Janeway cleared her throat. 

"Seven, the punch that Neelix made last night caused an unexpected side effect," she explained. "Memory loss." 

Seven blinked. "Indeed, Captain," she said. "I did not experience any such effect. I remember every moment of the previous twenty-four hours." 

Janeway seemed to flinch. "I see," she said. "Perhaps because you did not have as much punch as others did. Or because of your Borg physiology." 

"Perhaps," Seven agreed slowly. She followed this thought, and suddenly realized what it was the captain was possibly saying. "You have experienced memory loss," she said, a statement, not a question. 

Janeway took another breath and sat down abruptly on the couch opposite Seven. "Yes," she admitted. "I don't remember anything that happened beyond Tom Paris's story about the antique car he drove when he was eighteen." 

Seven considered that. "Then you do not remember teaching me to dance," she said. She considered her next words carefully. "Or the other things you taught me after we returned to your quarters." 

Janeway definitely flinched this time. "No," she said in a small voice. "I really need to know, Seven. How did we end up in my quarters together?" 

Seven took a second to organize her thoughts, aligning the evening's events into their proper order. 

"You indicated you felt dizzy after the completion of the dance contest," she explained. "Rather than bother the Doctor, you asked if I would see you to your quarters. Since I was not interested in the party, I agreed to assist you. We went to your quarters and once there, I accompanied you inside to make sure you would not injure yourself. I helped you sit down on the couch in the living area, and you requested that I replicate a cup of coffee for your consumption." 

Janeway looked a trifle ill. "And then?" she asked. 

"I replicated the coffee," Seven explained. "However, there is apparently some skill to such a task, because you judged the results insufficient. You laughed." 

"I'm sorry, Seven," Janeway said, with what seemed honest contrition. 

"I took no offense, Captain," she told her calmly. "You requested that I sit beside you, and once I had, you placed your hand on my knee." 

"Oh god." 

Seven looked up, but it seemed more an expression of prayer than an attempt to interrupt her so she continued. "You asked me if I knew how beautiful I was. I responded by saying that I was aware that certain crewmembers found me physically attractive. You replied that you were one of those crewmembers." Seven paused, raising an eyebrow. "I found that surprising," she admitted. 

At the lack of any comment from Janeway who really did look much paler than normal, Seven continued the narrative. "You then placed your right hand on my left mammary gland, and asked me if such an action made me uncomfortable." 

That generated a small sound from Janeway and Seven looked at her. Yes, she was definitely paler, and was the captain. . . swaying? 

"I told you it made me feel many things, but discomfort was not one of them," Seven explained slowly, eyeing her uncertainly. "You told me that you wished to be close with me ... physically close ... but that you did not wish to do anything that was discomforting to me, and that if you did, I must tell you to stop and that you would immediately." Seven raised a brow. "I was quite intrigued at this point, so I informed you that if you wished to copulate, then I was agreeable. You told me that we would...'make love', and that it was different from copulating. I asked how, and we spent some time discussing the differences. Do you wish me to repeat that conversation?" 

"That won't be necessary," the captain said in an odd voice, one Seven had never heard before. "What happened after we had finished talking." 

"We 'made love'," Seven said simply. "Three times. Then you went to sleep." 

Janeway had her hands over her mouth and nose, looking at her with wide eyes. Seven struggled to identify the expression in them. She failed. 

"And then?" Janeway asked, finally dropping her hands to her lap and staring at her. 

"I stayed awake and watched you sleep," Seven responded. 

"Why?" 

Seven blinked. "I do not know," she said slowly. "It was ... pleasant, watching you sleep. Then you would wake up and we would make love again." 

"We would?" 

"Six more times," Seven informed her. "I believe I eventually fall asleep as well, perhaps as a result of the expenditure of energy I had been indulging in, and when I woke, it was morning and necessary for me to return to duty." 

Seven regarded Janeway closely. She seemed rather fragile, as if drained by some difficult experience. Seven found it curious. Why would merely hearing an account of the night's events be so difficult for her? She thought that Janeway had rather enjoyed herself the previous evening. Perhaps her judgment had been faulty. 

"Seven, I don't know what to say," Janeway said finally. "My behavior last night was completely inappropriate." 

Seven frowned. "Explain," she requested. 

Janeway took a deep breath. "Seven, I am captain," she said. "It is improper for me to become involved with a member of my crew." 

Seven considered that. "Ever?" 

Janeway blinked. "Excuse me?" 

"Do you intend to remain by yourself for the rest of the entire journey back to the Alpha Quadrant? All sixty years, discounting the possible wormhole, or technology that might shorten that time?" Seven regarded her steadily. 

"I don't know," Janeway said slowly. "I never really thought about it. I suppose I thought I would meet someone along the way." 

"Thus, they would accompany us, thereby becoming one of your crew? Or you would stay behind with them?" 

Janeway took a breath. "I don't know," she said. 

Seven turned it over, analyzing this from every angle. "So you are telling me that rather than have been with me, you would rather be alone, or copulate with a stranger." 

Janeway stared at her, silent for long moments. "I didn't mean it that way at all, Seven," she said, somewhat tentatively. "I just feel that being involved with a crewmember would be unwise." 

"Explain." 

Janeway sighed. "There is the matter of the rest of the crew," she said. "Resentment, possible hostility towards you. Distrust due to a belief that I am favoring you over them." 

"How is that different from the way they currently regard me?" Seven was puzzled. 

Janeway opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again, then finally settled on looking confused. "Seven," she said finally. "Are you saying you want to be involved with me? Romantically?" 

"Yes, I am prepared to embark on a personal relationship with you that includes physical intimacy," Seven said. She paused, and looked at the captain intently. "Unless, of course, you have some personal objection to being with me?" 

"I think that idea was shattered last night," Janeway said, a bit ruefully. 

"That is my belief as well," Seven said with a certain amount of satisfaction. She tilted her head slightly. "May I kiss you?" 

Janeway looked startled. "I don't think..." she began. 

Seven did not wait for permission, however, suspecting that it would not be given as she leaned over and pressed her lips to Janeway's with sweet intensity. For an instant, there was no response, then the lips beneath hers parted, and Seven deepened the kiss, reaching out to put her hands on the slender shoulders, pulling her closer. She felt Janeway's hands come up to hold her elbows, gripping them tightly until finally, Seven released her. The captain's face was flushed, her eyes closed, her respiration slightly increased. 

"I am truly sorry," Janeway said huskily, after a moment, "that I do not remember last night." 

"It is unfortunate," Seven agreed. "It was a most pleasurable experience." 

A brief smile drifted over the captain's face. 

"I'm glad," she said, reaching over to cup Seven's face gently in her right hand, the palm warm on her cheek. "I would hate to think I was ... lacking in that respect." 

"You were not," Seven assured her gravely. "According to all the data I have accessed, you can be considered a most accomplished lover." She thought for a moment. "Perhaps a repeat of the experience would be in order ... to assist your memory." 

Janeway looked intrigued. 

"All right," she allowed. A tiny smile touched the corners of her mouth. "Shall I expect you in my quarters tonight? At 2100 hours?" 

"That would be acceptable," Seven allowed and stood up. "Until then, I must return to my duties." 

Janeway stood up as well. "Seven, you do understand that we must keep this discrete?" 

Seven nodded. "I realize that a certain prudence is required, and that the illusion that we are not involved physically must be maintained for as long as possible." She took a breath. "If it were to be known that you are as good at making love as you are at teaching dance, there would be as many people standing in line for your instruction as happened last night. That would prevent me from having as much time with you as I would prefer." 

Janeway opened her mouth, closed it. Looked befuddled. 

"A joke, captain," Seven said. "I am developing a sense of humor." 

Janeway took a breath, allowing a bit of a smile to touch her lips. "Seven, I don't know if I'm going to be able to keep up with all these developments," she said dryly. "One thing at a time." 

"Very well, captain," Seven allowed, though privately, she thought it had been a fairly decent attempt at humor. "I will be....discrete." 

"That's all I ask," Janeway said gently. "Tonight, then." 

"Tonight," Seven promised and left the Ready Room. 



Epilogue
Captain Kathryn Janeway woke with a sharp intake of breath, feeling content, euphoric and entirely too warm. 

She slid her arms around the long neck of the woman laying beside her, kissing a groggy Seven deeply and with passionate intent. 

There were just some morning afters that were so much better than others. 

The End 





Fear & Hope 
G. L. Dartt
"Final impact. Final Round to Janeway. Winner: Janeway." 

Seven of Nine, formerly the Tertiary Adjunct to Unimatrix 01 in the Borg Collective, looked at her arm in resignation where the Velocity disc had clipped it and lowered her phaser. She took a breath, controlling her annoyance and looked to her opponent. 

Captain Kathryn Janeway of the USS Voyager stood breathing heavily in the center of the holodeck, a faint smile on her elegant features as stray strands of her rich auburn hair stuck to her flushed features, perspiration dripping freely from her forehead. She was dressed in a red tunic over black leggings which were tucked into thickly-soled shoes. 

"Nice play," she said in her smoky voice. "You almost had me." 

Seven raised an eyebrow as she stopped within a few feet of the Human female. 

"Almost," she allowed without irony. 

"Go again?" 

Seven shook her head minutely. "I must report to the astrometrics lab," she replied. "There's work to be done." 

A flicker of exasperation crossed the captain's features. "Work," she protested. "I gave the crew direct orders to take some R&R over the next few days and that includes you." 

Seven realized that her obstinate attitude annoyed the captain at times though for the most part, the woman responsible for severing her link to all she had know before, showed her only kindness where others held suspicion and fear. Even when Seven willfully disobeyed Janeway's orders and directly opposed her opinions, Janeway maintained both her temper and her patience. Seven had recently decided that she did not wish to be in conflict with this woman yet it seemed no matter how hard she tried, they ended up on the opposite side of a great many discussions. She did not want to argue now either, but she had her own reasons for not acceding to the captain's wishes. 

"There are more pressing needs," Seven tried to explain. "I am attempting to design another method of traveling at slipstream velocities without damaging Voyager." 

A day earlier, Seven and Janeway had been kidnaped by an alien named Arturis in a rather convoluted plot to trap them into being assimilated by the Borg. It was by the narrowest of margins that the two women managed to escape from the brig he had placed them in. They sabotaged the navigational system which slowed his vessel down, allowing Voyager to catch up and transport them to safety. The whole adventure had been quite trying for both of them, but a possible, inadvertent benefit was the exposure to a new technology; slip-stream propulsion. It was a drive which might allow the ship to travel at unimaginable speed, crossing large areas of space in seconds. 

For this particular vessel, lost for four years in the Delta Quadrant, 55,000 light years away from the Federation and Starfleet, it offered the possibility of home and Seven could see that she had intrigued the captain. 

"I thought that was impossible," Janeway said with some surprise. 

"'Impossible' is a word that Humans use far too often," Seven responded, trying to keep the condescension from her tone. She was unsure as to whether she had succeeded or not. "I wish to continue my efforts." 

The captain looked thoughtful, the corner of her mouth curling up slightly in what Seven had come to recognize was amusement. 

"A few days ago, you were ready to abandon ship," Janeway said. "And here you are practically laying in a course for Earth." 

Seven hesitated. She wanted the other woman to understand why she had undergone this change of attitude from her previous antagonism where she had, a few days before, informed the captain that she had no intention of returning to the Alpha Quadrant. Janeway had shredded her pronouncement with keen acuity, easily seeing through the angry words to put her finger on Seven's real motivation; a deep fear at the thought of dealing with billions of independent Humans. It had been difficult enough for the young Borg to adapt to the mere one hundred and fifty currently on board this vessel. In fact, Seven thought she still had not adjusted. Especially to this one individual. 

"As we approached Borg space, I began to re-evaluate my future," Seven said slowly. "The prospect of becoming a drone ... was unappealing." 

Janeway regarded her closely, an expression on her face that Seven could not recognize. "Sometimes you have to look back in order to move forward," she offered quietly. "Sounds to me like you're starting to embrace your Humanity." 

"No!" Seven objected immediately, then softened her tone, trying to be conciliatory. "But as I said, nothing is impossible." 

Janeway continued to regard her intently, then nodded briefly, half grinning. "Computer," she said, turning away to take up position a few feet away. She tilted her head, offering Seven a coaxing look. "One more game." 

Seven was vaguely surprised, but decided that if the captain did indeed want to play again, then she should be willing to accept it. In truth, the captain rarely had time to indulge in such recreational pursuits. Seven knew that she was one of the few people the captain allowed herself to be informal with and while she did not know what that meant exactly, it gave her a warm feeling inside. She had no objection to spending a longer period of time in Janeway's presence. Obligingly, she took her position opposite the captain, phaser at the ready. 

A disc appeared in the air between them, materialized by the computer. The light band encircling the flat saucer suddenly turned blue, Seven's assigned color, and shot over her head at an extreme velocity. Seven whirled and fired, the concentrated beam of light impacting the disc, changing the band color to red and sending it shooting off in another direction. 

That made it Janeway's turn and Seven kept half an eye on her opponent as she followed the flight of the disc keenly. Janeway countered quickly with her own shot that clipped the disc and sent it tumbling; an offensive move because it made the path erratic and harder to track. Seven narrowed her eyes and carefully avoided the swiftly moving by lithely stepping aside and making her own move. She had been calculating angles all day and it seemed the perfect time to put this play in. Her shot drove the disc into the wall where it hit, rebounded off another beam and ricocheted off yet a third, just as the Borg had planned. She watched in satisfaction as the disc's velocity increased exponentially from the triple strike and ripped toward Janeway. 

The captain's eyes widened and she reacted immediately, doing her best to dodge the oncoming projectile while trying to fire at the same time. Perhaps it was the attempt to do both things at once, Seven considered afterward, that caused the problem. But whatever the reason, Janeway overextended herself and stumbled over a beam, falling heavily to the floor. It was not the first time the captain had fallen while playing ... the game was demanding both physically and mentally of its participants ... but it was definitely the first time Seven had heard such a distinctive crack of breaking bone, or the short, quickly bitten off scream from the captain. 

Game instantly forgotten, Seven did not even remember crossing the distance to her opponent, slipping her arm around the huddled shoulders. 

"Emergency inter-ship beaming," she snapped, keying her communicator. "Two to sickbay." 

As she glanced down into the captain's face which was absolutely white from her injury, sparkles filled her eyes. When they cleared, they were no longer in the stark confines of the holodeck, but instead, were crouched in the silver and blue decor of Voyager's sickbay. 

A tall, sparse figure garbed in the blue and black of Starfleet Medical was crossing the room quickly. "What's the emergency?" he demanded as he knelt by them. 

"The captain has been injured," Seven told him. She could feel the captain's shoulders under her arm, the muscles tense and hunched against the pain. She was struck by an unfamiliar emotion as she sensed the captain's agony and she tightened her arm about her in an unconscious attempt to comfort her. 

The Doctor, his bald head gleaming in the bright lights of sickbay, frowned mightily as he ran his medical probe over the captain, studying the readings off the tricorder in his other hand. "A fractured fibula," he said professionally. He drew out a hypospray and pressed it against the Captain's neck, the hiss of the painkiller entering the flesh, a welcome sound in the quiet. 

Immediately, Seven felt the woman relax under her embrace and she felt herself relax as well, realizing she herself had been tense only after the fact, not understanding why exactly. 

"Get her up on the bio-bed," he instructed and went over to the console. 

Obediently Seven picked the captain up in her arms, lifting her easily and carrying her over to the nearest bio-bed. She looked down into the captain's face as she did and saw both astonishment and something else in the woman's elegant features. Carefully she lowered the captain to the bed. 

"I was about to say I could make it over here myself," Janeway said wryly as Seven released her. 

"That would have been inefficient," Seven responded evenly. 

"I see that," Janeway responded with a slight smile. 

"What exactly happened?" the Doctor asked as he returned to the bio-bed with another instrument which Seven identified as a bone-knitter. 

"It was an accident," Janeway responded, looking vaguely embarrassed. Again, Seven was at a loss to understand the source of the emotions. 

"We were playing Velocity," Seven added. "The captain fell incorrectly." 

"You know," he said admonishingly as he ran the device over the captain's lower leg, the end of it glowing a cheerful golden as it performed its function, humming quietly. "Your orders for R&R certainly have kept me busy. Why do Humans insist on equating relaxation with causing themselves damage?" 

Though the Doctor was Human in appearance, in truth he was a hologram, brought online when the ship's original Chief Medical Officer was killed in their arrival in the Delta Quadrant. The Emergency Medical Hologram had been in constant activation since then and as a result, his original programming which had allowed him to learn from what he did had granted him a sort of sentience over time, becoming a viable lifeform in his own right. Seven certainly found him as baffling and illogical as the rest of the Humans on board. And his manner was abrasive and sarcastic though that bothered Seven far less than it did others in the crew. 

"Are you saying I'm not the first in here today?" Janeway asked. 

"You're not even the first broken leg," he sniped. "Ensign Hickman was skiing in Holodeck Two." 

Janeway smiled. "We work hard, Doctor," she offered. "I suppose it's not unusual to find we also play hard." 

"Well, you won't be playing for the next couple of days," he instructed as he snapped the device off. "At least not Velocity. I suppose I'm wasting my time telling you this, but try to stay off of it as much as possible." 

Janeway flexed her leg experimentally, raised up on her elbows, a satisfied expression on her face as it moved easily. "I'll try, Doctor," she promised, somewhat unconvincingly in Seven's opinion. Janeway looked at Seven suddenly, an expression of gratitude on her face. "You thought quickly, Seven," she said approvingly. "I'm glad I was with you when it happened." 

Seven felt herself unaccountably warmed by the praise though she had only acted in the most effective way possible. "I am glad it was not a more severe injury," she responded honestly. 

"You realize, I'm going to remember that shot next time," Janeway said in a tone that Seven recognized as an attempt to tease her. With others, such an attempt annoyed and angered her. With the captain, she felt an odd little pleasure spread through her chest. 

"Then I shall have to formulate a different one," Seven replied evenly. 

The smile spread over Janeway's face, making her eyes sparkle, the color suddenly more blue than gray. "I'll be ready," she warned lightly. 

Seven realized suddenly that she still had her hand on the captain's shoulder, had in fact, kept it there the entire time, only now becoming aware of the warmth penetrating the tunic, the way the slender bones and muscle moved beneath it. Self-consciously she removed it as Janeway followed her gaze, and linked it with the other behind her back. The captain looked puzzled as Seven straightened, assuming a more formal attitude. 

"I must report to the astrometrics lab," she said, wondering why she felt so odd. 

Janeway nodded slightly. "Well, our time in the holodeck is finished anyway," she responded, sitting up and then standing up gingerly. Seven's hand half lifted to catch her as the captain staggered a little, but it was not needed and Seven hoped that the gesture had not been noticed. "Thank you for the game." 

"I ... enjoyed it," Seven said, hesitating over the word before deciding it was appropriate. 

"So did I," Janeway said and flashed her a warm smile. "We should schedule another one again, very soon." 

"Not for three days," Seven reminded her primly. 

Janeway looked mischievous. "I won't tell if you don't," she said. Seven frowned and the captain forestalled her objection. "I know, Seven," she surrendered. "I don't want the Doctor mad at me." 

"No, you don't," he said, interrupting them as he returned from his office where he had been entering the captain's injury along with the details in the database. "Now if you're through cluttering up my sickbay, I'll get ready for the next daredevil." 

"We're leaving," Janeway allowed, smiling broadly as she headed for the door. 

Uncertainly Seven followed her and they walked together to the turbolift. She was suddenly very aware of the silence between them as they entered the lift, and she was unsure how to break it. The captain did not seem to notice however and as she got off on the deck where her quarters were, she favored Seven with a parting smile. Seven was very confused as she rode the turbolift down to the deck containing the Astrometrics lab. 

What were all these odd feelings she was suddenly feeling? And why did the captain's presence seem to be initiating them? 



Captain Janeway strolled through the corridors of her ship, idly inspecting the various sections she was passing. It was late, shading into the gamma shift and she really should be in bed, but the truth was, the last few days had seen an unfamiliar restlessness materialize within her. She hoped that a brisk walk about the ship would work off the edge, allowing her to sleep. It wasn't her habit to make an inspection tour this late but it felt good to walk about her ship, working out the last traces of stiffness in her leg. She nodded to the few crewmembers who maintained the late watch, stopping to talk with one now and again, enjoying the chance to connect with people she rarely saw because of the different shifts. 

She had been worried that the recent encounter with Arturis and his deceit, the promise of home offered only to be snatched away, would have resulted in a great deal of negative emotional fallout. As it turned out, however, she was impressed by how her crew had not allowed themselves to get carried away, tempering hope with caution. Still, feelings of home had to be stirred up by the brief possibility offered and that, more than anything, made her remember the alien with less than benevolent feelings. 

Trying to get her assimilated was one thing. Threatening her crew and deceiving them by playing on their deep desire to see home again was something else again. As much compassion as she had for Arturis who had seen his people assimilated and ending up in the hands of the Borg himself, she still wished she had belted him in the chops. Just once. 

She looked up suddenly to realize her wanderings had brought her to the astrometrics lab. Curious at how Seven had been progressing with her slipstream project, she entered, intending to run a check on the data stored. To her surprise, Seven was there, working intently at the console, a few stray strands from the long blond hair which was tied back in an austere bun, falling gentle about the serious features. 

"Seven?" Janeway queried. 

She had startled her, Janeway saw, from the way Seven looked up abruptly, the gray metallic implant framing her left eye glinting mutely in the fluorescent lights. 

"Captain?" Seven voice was surprised, uncertain. "It is late." 

"I know," Janeway said, frowning as she studied her astrometrics officer. The porcelain skin seemed even paler than normal, and there were dark shadows beneath the eyes. "When did you regenerate last, Seven?" 

Seven hesitated. "Fifty-three hours," she admitted. "I am close to discovering a way to bolster the integrity field strength." 

Janeway inhaled slowly, clamping down on her first response which was irritation. She had to remember what Seven was working on and know that if she was overworking herself, it was because the young woman wanted to please her. Seven always did put out her best effort when working on something, even when it was something that she didn't agree with the captain on, Janeway reminded herself. 

"May I see your work?" she asked, purposely gentling her voice. 

She had surprised Seven again, she saw and the young woman stepped aside readily. Janeway frowned as she studied the equations displayed. It took her a few moments to work her way through them and she was considerably impressed with their intricacy. However, she could see what appeared to be a flaw and she tapped the screen over it with a fingernail. 

"This bit," she asked. "Won't this cause a fatal error loop?" 

Seven shot a disbelieving look at her, then studied the equation. She suddenly flushed and keyed in some data, then straightened. She seemed to have difficulty looking Janeway in the eyes. 

"You are correct, Captain," she said. "I was in error." She looked very distressed. "It makes the entire final projection faulty." 

Janeway felt her heart go out to the young woman who was clearly unused to making mistakes ... at least of this sort. 

"Seven, this is just toward the end of your work," she offered consolingly. "How long ago did you put this together?" 

"Five point seven hours ago," Seven replied. 

"So you were probably already fatigued," Janeway said. "That's what happens when you don't regenerate regularly. And exactly why you must." 

Seven hesitated. Then nodded. "I understand, Captain," she said, clearly humiliated. 

This was not what the captain wanted or intended and she put her hand on the young woman's shoulder, squeezing comfortingly. "Seven, the crew truly appreciates what you're doing," she said softly. "And so do I. This is tremendous work. But you'll do neither yourself or us any good if you run yourself into the ground in the attempt. Believe me, I'd rather have a happy and healthy Seven of Nine than a way home two days sooner because you damaged yourself to get it to me." 

Seven stared at her, astonished. "You would?" 

"Of course," the captain said. She frowned. Had she given Seven the impression that she was nothing more than a useful tool to her? That her efficiency was more important than the person? She supposed she could see how Seven could come to such a conclusion considering her background and the fact that Janeway was not really in the habit of offering personal comments to her crew. But then, she reminded herself, Seven was not the typical crewmember. Perhaps she needed a more personal touch, a more Human approach than what Janeway had already been attempting, more of a friend with less of the captain. 

"Seven," Janeway told her sincerely. "You're very important to me. I want you to take care of yourself." 

Seven seemed unsure how to respond to this so Janeway backed off a little, releasing her grip on her shoulder and leaning back against the console. "You need a break, Seven," she said casually. "Why not join me in the messhall for a late snack?" 

"It has been some time since I ingested nutrition," Seven admitted slowly. 

Considering the source, that was an admission indeed, Janeway knew. "Let's go see what Neelix has stashed," she offered. She made an 'after you' gesture and was gratified to see the young woman relax a bit as she moved toward the door. 

They made their way to the messhall which was dark and empty this late at night. Janeway immediately went behind the counter and snooped around the various compartments and cabinets where she discovered some leftover casserole. She remembered that it hadn't been too bad and, after taking a moment or two to figure out how the oven worked, she popped it in to heat. She found some bread in the cooler as well as a large container of juice which had a flavor which was a vague cross between mango and orange. 

At her direction, Seven found dishes and utensils and before long, they were sitting at a small table, consuming the casserole. Seven was still somewhat hesitant about eating, Janeway noted, but she finished her portion completely if somewhat gingerly. Afterward, Janeway drew herself a mug of coffee from the replicator, and looked at Seven. 

"Would you like a cup?" she asked. 

Seven shook her head. "I do not believe caffeine is appropriate for my physiology," she replied. 

Janeway sighed ruefully. "You're probably right," she agreed as she sipped the slightly bitter brew. "I shouldn't be drinking it myself this late either." 

She settled back down at the table and regarded the Borg curiously. Food had definitely perked Seven up a little, the woman no longer looking as frail as she had in the astrometrics lab. She was sitting alertly in her chair, her hands linked in front of her on the table, granting the captain her complete and utter attention. Janeway smiled briefly. Seven always looked as if she was about to be ordered to accomplish the impossible and fully prepared to get started instantly. The captain wondered what was really going on behind that impassive but quite lovely face, behind the eyes which were the most delicate shade of pale blue. 

Janeway wondered where that last thought had come from. She must be more tired than she had realized. Certainly she knew Seven was quite attractive. She just wasn't sure why it was suddenly worth noting. 

"Uh, so," Janeway offered, more to break the silence. "How are your socialization lessons with the Doctor coming along?" 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "I was unaware you knew of the Doctor's tutoring," she said. 

Janeway smiled slowly. "There is very little that goes on in this ship that I don't know about, Seven," she offered gently. 

Seven seemed to smile slightly, but it was so faint that Janeway wasn't sure in the dim illumination. "I am beginning to realize that," she replied. "You are a resourceful and impressive leader, Captain Janeway." 

Despite herself, Janeway felt absurdly pleased and flattered at the assessment. It was not something she had occasion to hear much in the normal scheme of things and never here in the Delta Quadrant. Crewmembers do not take it upon themselves to comment on the captain's ability, at least, not to their face. It indicated a presumption that the crewmember in question had the right to evaluate the captain's performance, a privilege reserved for the higher ranks of line officers. But then, Seven was not one for Starfleet protocol, and what made it even better was that Janeway knew the assessment was completely honest, an objective opinion of someone who had plenty of reason not to respect her command ability at all. 

"Thank you, Seven," Janeway said softly. 

Seven dipped her head slightly. "As for the Doctor's tutoring, I have occasionally questioned the appropriateness of a being who possibly could not even be considered a lifeform, teaching me how to interact with Humans." 

"Ah, but you see, Seven," Janeway offered. "He's so recently gone through what you have, adapting to dealing with Humans on a full time basis, that he is the best one to help you learn from his mistakes." 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "I had not considered that," she allowed. She paused. "Sometimes, however, he seems as much at a loss as I am with regard to Human behavior. And other crewmembers are equally uncooperative in answering my questions." 

Janeway took a sip of coffee. "Such as?" 

Seven brightened. "I am frequently intrigued by the sexual nature of Human relationships," she said. "The act of copulation is a simple physical interaction yet Humans seem to attach such complicated emotional resonances to it." 

Janeway froze, mug halfway to her mouth. Well, she thought ruefully, I absolutely asked for that one. Carefully she took another pull from her coffee, taking a larger than normal swallow. There was no question in her mind that she would need the extra stimulation the caffeine would offer before tackling this one. 

"Seven, the sexual nature of relationships is fairly complicated," she said in what she hoped was a calm and even tone. "But I believe the key is that Humans are at their most vulnerable, both physically and emotionally, when making love, so as a result, you want to have complete trust in your partner. Without that trust, the experience can be less than adequate." 

Seven considered that. "Is that why there is a period of 'getting to know' someone first?" she asked. 

Janeway nodded. "Yes," she said. "It's been my experience that the better one knows the other person, the more rewarding the physical relationship." She hesitated, searching for the proper words. "Physical intimacy is a way of enhancing emotional attachment. It is possible to have one without the other, but when it comes to adults being attracted to each other, I find trust is the most important element in any successful relationship." 

Seven regarded her gravely. "Thank you for explaining this, Captain," she said. She looked thoughtful, a small furrow between her eyebrows. "Why do Humans have such difficulty discussing this?" 

Janeway wondered who she had been asking. 

"I don't know, Seven," she replied. "There are certain cultural taboos regarding sexual intimacy both now and in the past. Enough that it would take years to explain them all." 

"I see," Seven said. "Still, I am gratified to have some of my questions clarified." 

Janeway tilted her head slightly. "Seven, I'm always willing to discuss Humanity with you," she said. "I may not always be available to you at any given moment, but if you can be patient and wait until I'm free, I'll be more than glad to answer any of your questions. I don't want you to think you can't come to me when you need to." 

Seven looked at her uncertainly. "Indeed?" she said. "That would be very ... gracious of you, Captain." 

"Not graciousness," Janeway said. "Responsibility. I'm responsible for you being here, Seven." 

Seven's head raised slightly as if she was unsure if she liked that answer or not and Janeway realized that it had sounded a little harsh. As if that would be the only reason to speak with Seven, because she felt an obligation rather than because she enjoyed speaking with the young woman. She wondered briefly how she had suddenly become so good at reading Seven's responses. Maybe she had just gotten used to the subtle changes that crossed that delicate face. 

"Also, I enjoy talking with you Seven," she added quickly. "You have such an intriguing way of looking at things that, even when I don't agree with it, I find myself looking forward to hearing your viewpoint." 

Seven considered that. "Thank you," she said. 

Janeway noticed that Seven's eyes had warmed perceptibly. She felt pleased that, for once, her words made Seven happy. She remembered the incident a few days before where the conflict they had regarding Seven's wishes to be left behind in the Delta Quadrant had upset the young woman so much. Janeway would have sworn that Seven's eyes had been bright with tears and the sudden beep from the computer had been a welcome interruption to the captain's own heart, which had been racing far beyond what the conflict of interest should have caused. 

The doors to the messhall slipped open and both women looked up to see Neelix start his day. The Delta Quadrant native brightened as he observed the two women at the table and came over. With his speckled scalp and golden eyes set in pudgy features set off by tufts of hair, the Talaxian resembled a Terran warthog, though his personality was as far from that bad tempered animal as was possible. 

"Captain, Seven, you're up early," he said enthusiastically. 

Janeway offered him a wry grin. "Actually, we have yet to get to bed," she admitted. "By the way, we raided your kitchen and finished off that casserole from yesterday's lunch." 

He waved it away. "The food is there to be eaten, Captain," he said. "I'm glad you both enjoyed it." He looked expectantly at Seven. 

The Borg regarded him with a touch of bemusement in her eyes. "It was ... acceptable," she finally said. 

"From you, that's a compliment," he grinned and patted her on the shoulder. 

"Seven, consider yourself off duty today," Janeway ordered. "I want you to have a full regeneration period." Seven raised an eyebrow and she added, "And yes, that was an order." 

Seven took a breath. "Very well, Captain," she said. 

She stood up, nodded politely to both the Captain and Neelix before making her exit. Janeway's eyes followed her out the door speculatively. She abruptly became aware of Neelix's gaze on her and she glanced at him. 

"Is there a problem with Seven, Captain?" he asked curiously. 

"Just the same one the entire crew has," she said with a bit of a sigh. "Sometimes they don't know when to give themselves a break." 

"I would say they take after the captain then," he offered with a slight grin. 

She grinned back at him with unrepentant humor. "You might be right, Neelix," she agreed. "But I'm allowed. They're not." 

"I'll keep an eye on her," he offered. "If you'd like. I'd consider it part of my duties as morale officer." 

"No, I'll take care of her," she said absently, already on her way to the door. 

She didn't see him raise his eyebrow or hear his soft words spoken aloud as soon as she had left; "And why, I wonder, do you like taking care of Seven so much?" 

He shook his head, smiling faintly, and got back to work. 



The cargo bay was dim, the illumination from the Borg alcove casting a greenish tinge over the rest of the area which was cluttered with equipment and containers along with a work station. Seven was standing at one console, intently studying the readout from all the data she had input over the past hour. 

Seven of Nine was finding it progressively difficult to concentrate as the days passed, her thoughts growing increasingly occupied with the captain. What Janeway might be doing at any given moment, how long it would be before Seven could see her again, why the strangest yet most pleasant emotions swirled through her when she actually was in the captain's presence during staff meetings or briefings. Confused by all this, Seven had described her condition to the computer, the emotions of happiness, anticipation and restlessness which seemed to be her constant companion now. It had immediately returned two possibilities. 

One; she was in the final stages of Nahila fever, a virus which affected the nervous system and caused the most inadvertent complications when, after it had run its course, the victims found themselves involved with romantic entanglements that they never would have considered in a healthy state. Seven had to discard that conclusion. Not only had she never been exposed to the fever, her Borg nanoprobes made her highly resistant to disease, be it airborne or in this case, transmitted by sexual interaction. 

Or two; she was in love with Captain Janeway. 

Since she had discarded the first conclusion, she had no choice but to accept, albeit reluctantly, the second. She keyed in more data but as cooperative as the computer had been on diagnosing her condition, it was a great deal less forthcoming on what exactly she was supposed to do about it now. Stymied, she considered the whole situation. Obviously, she would have to discuss it with the captain, not only because Janeway was the source of all these disturbing feelings but because the captain had indicated that she was willing to discuss subjects which others of the crew found uncomfortable. For some reason, Seven knew this topic was not the sort Harry Kim or the Doctor or even Tuvok would be able to comment on reasonably. 

"Computer," Seven demanded. "What is the location of Captain Janeway?" 

"Captain Janeway is currently in her ready room," replied the even, feminine tones of the ship's main computer. 

Pleased that the captain was not yet off duty even though the hour could be considered very late, Seven touched her comm badge. "Seven of Nine to the Captain," she said. 

"Janeway here," came the immediate response. 

"Captain, I require your advice regarding a personal matter," she said. "Is this a convenient time?" 

There was a minuscule pause and when Janeway did reply, Seven could detect a faint note of surprise in her tone. "Of course, Seven. I'm in my ready room at the moment. Come on up." 

"Understood," Seven said briskly. 

She left the cargo bay and headed for the turbolift. As it carried her up to the bridge, she tried to analyze exactly what it was she was feeling. It was anticipation, she identified. A tingly feeling of gentle excitement at the prospect of not only seeing the captain, but at being able to interact with her on a personal rather than professional level. It was something that Seven had become accustomed to recently, feeling it strongest prior to the regular Velocity matches she shared with Janeway. They would spend an hour in hard, physical competition and afterward, they had developed the habit of going to the messhall for cold drinks where they would discuss the match in question, analyzing every shot in detail. 

Inevitably, other crewmembers ... particularly Ensign Harry Kim, the ship's operation officer, or his best friend, the helmsman, Lt. Tom Paris ... would join the discussion, offering their own comments and oftentimes, advice on how Seven could one day defeat the captain, a seemingly impossible task. Since neither of the men had ever stepped on the court with either Seven or the captain, nor did they actually play the game as opposed to being spectators of professional matches, Seven discounted their suggestions utterly. 

She had actually mentioned that to the captain privately once and the husky chuckle from Janeway had sent a chill up Seven's spine, impacting the base of the Borg's skull with such force, she actually felt dizzy. She finally understood the importance of developing a sense of humor if it could be responsible for generating such a wonderful sound from Janeway. 

The turbolift doors opened and she stepped onto the bridge. The beta shift was on duty and, other than Tuvok who was the senior officer assigned to supervise this rotation, Seven was unfamiliar with the officers manning the various stations. She knew their names and faces of course ... on such a small ship as Voyager it would be impossible not to ... but they were not the people she normally interacted with. So she reserved her polite nod of greeting for the Vulcan security chief sitting in the command chair and descended the small flight of stairs leading to the ready room. 

She pressed the controls on a small panel set to the side of the door, knowing this would announce her arrival with a soft chime. Almost immediately, she heard Janeway's voice over the speaker, inviting her in. Seven paused just inside, looking around curiously. The room was broken into two levels, the lower one containing a desk with a high backed chair. Shelves lined the wall to its left, displaying assorted articles of aesthetic value; an antique microscope, small glass vials with white powder, a small bronze bust of Leonardo da Vinci. Seven knew the captain admired the Renaissance man greatly, having gone so far as to create a holodeck program where she could work and interact with the scientist. 

Seven turned her head to the left, looking to the upper level where Captain Janeway was seated on a blue couch which ran the length of the wall beneath the towering windows of transparent aluminum. They revealed a starfield, distorted by the warp bubble around the ship which made the little lights appear as long streaks passing by. In front of Janeway, a coffee table held a sterling silver tea tray with all the accessories. Janeway was pouring a dark liquid from the elegant teapot though Seven's nostrils detected the unmistakable aroma of coffee, the captain's preferred beverage of choice. 

"Seven," the captain greeted with what seemed pleasure. "Please, join me. Can I offer you something to drink?" 

"I do not require liquid refreshment at this time," Seven replied politely as she mounted the short flight of stairs. She preferred to stand but she knew that Humans were more comfortable conducting a conversation while sitting so she took a seat gingerly in the armchair which was offset from the couch. Her back was straight, knees aligned, hands folded neatly on her lap. 

Janeway picked up her cup, a delicate container made of white china, banded by a single strip of gold around the brim which matched the handle, and sipped at the steaming liquid with evident enjoyment. Then she lowered it to her lap, the marvelous blue-grey eyes regarding Seven keenly. 

"So, Seven," she began curiously. "What did you wish to speak to me about?" 

Seven took a deep breath, surprised to find that this was more difficult than she had originally envisioned. "You mentioned that I could speak to you regarding anything," she offered, voice suddenly uncertain. 

"I did," Janeway agreed quietly. "And I meant it. Is something wrong, Seven?" 

"No," Seven responded quickly, then added, "I have been experiencing very odd and disturbing emotions recently." 

Janeway raised an eyebrow and Seven discovered that she had to fix her gaze on a spot just to the left of the captain's face. Otherwise it was far too distracting. 

"What kind of emotions?" Janeway asked, a touch of concern coloring her tone. 

"Anticipation," Seven replied. "Pleasure, excitement ... desire." 

She had surprised the captain, she saw. Clearly Janeway had been expecting her to describe some other type of feelings. 

"I see," Janeway said slowly. Her lips twitched slightly. "About someone in particular?" 

"Yes," Seven replied readily. 

Janeway took another sip of coffee, clearly gathering her thoughts. She placed the cup down carefully on the table before leaning back, lacing her long fingers on her lap and regarding Seven with acute interest. "Well," she said, "I certainly don't need names. Are you sure these feelings are accurate?" 

"No," Seven admitted. "I lack the basis for comparative analysis." 

"You've never been in a romantic relationship before," Janeway translated. She nodded, her features suddenly softening. "I don't suppose it's the sort of experience you would have had in the Collective." She paused. "Are you sure 'this someone' is the source for these feelings?" 

Seven hesitated. "I believe so," she replied. "I know how I feel in their presence." She didn't know why the captain was insisting on approaching this obliquely, but Janeway had mentioned that she did not want specific names used and Seven was willing to go along. In fact, she was aware that she was willing to go along with practically anything the captain might want. 

"And how is that?" Janeway asked gently. 

"I function better," Seven explained, searching for the proper words. "And when I am not around this someone, I think constantly of their existence. I am .... happy when I see this someone. I am .... not happy when I do not. I want only to be with this person all the time." 

Janeway took a breath. "It does sound as if you're quite serious about this," she allowed. 

Seven wondered how someone could not be serious about such emotions. 

"Do you know if ... this someone shares your feelings?" Janeway continued. 

Seven shook her head. "Again, I lack the necessary experience to judge," she said. 

"All right," Janeway allowed the point. "Does this someone make a point of spending off-duty time with you? Are they frequently responding to you on a personal rather than a professional basis?" 

"Yes," Seven said happily, unaware that her face had just taken on a glow as if lit from within by some sudden spark. "They do. Is that significant?" 

Janeway smiled. "It most definitely could be," she said. "It probably means they like you as well." She rested her chin on her forefinger and thumb. "What do you intend to do about this?" 

Seven thought carefully. "What do you suggest?" she asked. 

"Well," Janeway said slowly. "I think you should take your time, get to know this someone better. That way, you'll be sure of these feelings as opposed to being caught up by them. I don't think you should rush into anything, particularly of a physical nature. It's best to be completely comfortable with your prospective partner." 

"Very well," Seven said gravely. "I will consider your advice." She stood up. "Thank you, Captain." 

Janeway stood up herself, reaching out to place her hand on Seven's arm. "I'm glad I could help, Seven," she said gently. "It means a lot to me that you felt you could come to me with this. I believe you really trust me." 

"Trust is very important," Seven said, remembering that Janeway considered that to be the most crucial element in a successful relationship. 

"It is," Janeway agreed. 

She put her hand on Seven's elbow as she escorted her down the stairs. The warmth of her palm penetrated the silk material and spread through the young woman like a fire but Seven forced herself not to react. Slow. That was what the captain was requesting. She would get to know her better and then ... well, Seven was not entirely sure what would happen then but she suspected that it would involve some form of physical intimacy. That thought made her tingle from the ends of her fingers to the very tips of her toes. 

"Don't forget, we have a match tomorrow," Janeway said as they reached the door. "At 1600 hours in holodeck two." 

Seven did not require any reminder for that but she did not say that. Instead, she merely nodded. "I believe I have come up with a method to defeat you," she said. She glanced at Janeway was gratified to see those eyes shade to blue, sparkling with humor. 

"Hope springs ever eternal, Seven," the captain said teasingly. 

"Yes, it does," Seven replied and smiled briefly before she left, feeling as if she was floating several inches above the deck, held aloft by giddiness and the warm contentment of knowing her feelings were returned though not yet ready to be acted upon. That required a certain amount of time. 

But time was something Seven had plenty of. 



Janeway crossed her arms over her chest and stared blankly at the door which had closed behind Seven. Oh my god, she thought dazedly. Seven's in love. She wasn't sure why she wasn't fond of that idea, but she knew that it made her uncomfortable to consider the young woman being involved with someone in her crew. The Borg was so innocent despite all her great knowledge and Janeway knew well that an unsuccessful first romance could be a hurtful and stressful thing to experience. 

How do you know it will be unsuccessful? her little voice asked curiously. 

Janeway frowned, thinking about it. It depended on who Seven was in love with, she supposed. She went over the list of possible suspects in her mind with Ensign Harry Kim being the first one that popped into her head. His crush on the aloof Borg was common knowledge about the ship though few people needled him about it. He was honest, straightforward, handsome and genuinely a nice guy, well liked by his crewmates. But he was not the sort Janeway considered would be suitable for the strong individual Seven had become. He would too easily be a doormat to her wishes and not be self assured enough to counter the Borg's less than desirable qualities, such as her arrogance. 

Janeway remembered one night when she had been working with Tom Paris, how Seven had come into the conference room to drop by her astrometrics report. The captain was struck by the thought that such an interruption was unnecessary. Had Seven been using it as an excuse to see Tom? Janeway quailed inwardly at that. Lt. Paris was currently involved with Lt. B'Elanna Torres, the feisty Klingon chief engineer. B'Elanna and Seven did not get along at the best of times. Janeway could only imagine the trouble it would cause if Seven became romantically interested in Tom. 

Janeway shook her head, dismissing the idea. She was probably attaching too much significance to that one incident. After all, Seven had interrupted the captain with other members of the crew as well. Tom had not necessarily been singled out. Janeway wondered about Tuvok. The Borg had developed a relationship with him though Janeway had considered that more of a parental thing on the security chief's part. Still, Seven could have confused the Vulcan's detached interest in her as being of a romantic nature. This possibility did not actually bother Janeway as much as others. Tuvok could be counted on to handle a crush from Seven in a logical and emotional free manner which would allow the Borg to come out of it relatively intact. 

But then, there were others. The Doctor? Janeway considered the fact that he spent a lot of time with Seven, tutoring her in the social graces. Janeway did not think even the inexperienced Seven would fall for a hologram. Neelix? Janeway dismissed that out of hand. Chakotay? 

Janeway took a breath. Now that was a plausible assumption. Her first officer was very handsome, quite charming and very well liked amongst the crew. Tall, broad shouldered, his quiet spiritual, brooding nature could be quite appealing to a young woman like Seven. Certainly, she would be far from the first person on the ship to develop a crush on the man. Janeway decided to keep a close eye on the situation to see if Seven appeared to be growing closer to Chakotay or making a determined effort to find time to be with him. 

Several days later, Janeway had placed Chakotay at the top of her 'list'. While Seven had seemingly found excuses to be in the presence of several senior crewmembers, Janeway and Chakotay had been interrupted several times by the young woman. Finally, Janeway became absolutely convinced that it was the first officer Seven was interested in. It was the day she and Chakotay spent most of their duty-shift in the ready room, going over the personnel reports for the shift rotation. Seven had come in on four separate occasions, once with an astrometrics report, once with a question about her slipstream project, once to confirm her Velocity match time with the captain and then, to give the captain a report on some shuttle projections. 

After the door shut behind her the fourth time, Janeway decided that perhaps she should say something to the man since he obviously had no clue about Seven's sudden interest in being in his presence. 

"You realize what that was about," she said, looking at him gravely across the desk. 

He looked at her quizzically, the tribal tattoo over his left eye crinkling as he raised an eyebrow. "What?" 

"Seven," Janeway said. "Surely you've noticed that she's been acting oddly these past few days." 

He looked vaguely amused. "Actually, I have," he admitted slowly. "I wasn't sure you had, however." 

"Chakotay," she said gently. "Seven's not very experienced. I hope that you understand that she needs careful handling." 

"Oh, I do," he agreed. He seemed somewhat uncertain what to say next. "How do you want to deal with it?" 

Janeway spread her hands. "I think that's up to you," she said. "But just remember, whatever you decide, this is her first romantic inclination. This can be a very stressful time." 

He regarded her oddly. "Uh, Captain," he offered, leaning back in his chair. "I realize that I'm responsible for ship's personnel, but don't you think you should handle this yourself? I mean, I think she'd take it better coming from you." 

"Perhaps," Janeway allowed. She laced her fingers together and rested her hands on the desk. "But you're the one she has feelings for and I think that she needs you to be the one to tell her that it's impossible. Assuming it is, of course. I'm certainly not trying to tell you who you can and cannot be involved with." 

He gaped at her. "Waitaminute," he said with astonishment. "You think it's me she's attracted to?" 

Janeway was confused. "Of course," she said. "Wasn't that what we were discussing? Surely you know why she came in here the last time? The shuttle projections were only an excuse." 

"Oh, I know that," he said. He hesitated. "But I think I should point out, Kathryn ... I'm not the only one sitting here." 

She stared blankly at him, then flushed furiously. "Preposterous," she exclaimed. 

"Hardly," he said, a faint blush darkening his features. "It's not me she's been trailing around with puppy dog eyes, Captain. Actually I've been curious to see what you're going to do about it." 

Janeway opened her mouth, shut it, opened it again. "I can't believe you think she's attracted to me," she said, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. 

His expression gentled as if he could see the sudden apprehension in her eyes. For all she knew, maybe he could. "Kathryn," he said softly. "You're the only one on the ship she really respects, the only one she spends free time with, the only one who she talks about outside of her duties. I don't know if you're aware, but she's constantly referring to what you think and what you want. That's why she's working so hard on this slipstream project." He paused. "Frankly, I'm surprised you thought she would be attracted to anyone else." 

Janeway knew she had to be as pale as her coffee cup right now. She felt impossibly lightheaded and dots danced in front of her eyes. 

"Are you all right, Captain?" he asked, concern coloring his level eyes. 

"I ... I don't know what to say," she said. "It hadn't occurred to me...." 

"I'm starting to see that," he agreed. "What are you going to do?" 

She shook her head dazedly, then the soft chime indicating someone was at the door caught her attention and with a fatalistic assumption about who it was, she keyed the door to let the person in. 

Seven stepped into the room bearing a padd. She nodded politely at Chakotay and then looked at Janeway. Now that her first officer had laid it out so nicely ... god, how could she have been so obtuse? ... Janeway could see how the young woman's eyes lit up, how they filled with emotion when they fixed on her. She swallowed hard and accepted the padd that Seven handed to her. 

"I apologize for interrupting but I require your opinion on these equations," the Borg said. 

Janeway took a breath, deep and slow. "Commander, if you could leave us for a moment," she suggested. 

"Of course, Captain," he said, hastily vacating the room. 

She found herself staring at her astrometrics officer almost as if she had never seen her before. "Seven," she said. "We need to talk." 

"Indeed," Seven said and there was an inflection there, a definite sense of pleasure. 

Janeway felt her temples start to throb. 

"Seven, a couple of weeks ago, we discussed your feelings about a certain person?" she inquired delicately. 

"Yes, I remember," Seven responded readily. She regarded the Captain intently as if attempting to memorize her face. 

"This person," Janeway asked with difficulty. "Is it ... me?" 

"Of course it is," Seven responded, and to Janeway's horror, a huge smile spread over the young woman's face, bright and achingly beautiful, her normally serious features almost glowing with happiness. 

Janeway felt her heart ricochet off her rib-cage and vibrate in her chest as if it were a living creature trying to escape while the pit of her stomach fluttered so bad she thought she might vomit. With an effort, she clamped down on her emotions, attempting a calm, reasonable approach. 

"Seven," she said, quietly compassionate. "I am surprised and tremendously flattered by this. But surely you realize I can't return these feelings." 

Apparently, Seven had not realized that. 

Abruptly her face changed and Janeway hoped she would never again witness such a thing as she did then. All the animation, the happiness ... the joy ... fled from Seven's features as if snuffed out like a candle, leaving only complete and utter bleakness. The knowledge that she was responsible for causing that incandescent glow to disappear as if it had never been was almost more than Janeway could bear. 

"I apologize, Captain," Seven said woodenly, voice barely audible. "I was operating under an erroneous assumption. I shall not refer to this again." She abruptly turned and before Janeway could do or say anything, she left the ready room. 

Janeway felt as if she had been run over by a herd of water buffalo. It occurred to her that she should not have tried to deal with this while she was still in shock from discovering the situation. This had required more delicate handling, far more delicate than her ham-handed pronouncement had been. And there was also the fact that she felt as if she had lost something infinitely precious, had let something slip through her fingers that could only have brought her the greatest of joy and now left her with nothing but emptiness. 

Dear god, what have I done? 



Seven of Nine did not know how she had returned to the cargo bay, had no recollection of walking through the corridors. She supposed she must have since she highly doubted that she would have requested an intra-ship transport just to get from the bridge to here. Dazedly she looked around at what had become her living quarters, at the clutter of cargo and equipment, at the Borg alcove. 

Never had she longed for the Collective as she did at this moment. She wanted nothing more than to be surrounded by the constant murmur of voices which kept her from feeling so achingly, agonizingly alone. Wanted to be free of this independent thought that constantly recognized the emotions swirling through her, threatening to overwhelm her. 

The analytical part of her brain was intrigued to discover that her feelings for the captain were completely unchanged. Seven still wanted to be with Janeway, still needed to see her, still desired a physical connection with her, still ... loved her. But where before the emotions had generated a special sort of happiness, now there was only pain. Seven clenched her fists, unaware of the Borg mesh on her left hand was cutting into her palm, oblivious of the red fluid which dripped unnoticed to the deck. 

She could not function, seven thought bleakly. This hurt far too much. She leaned weakly against the round column next to her, wrapping her arms around her ribs as if that could somehow contain the tearing within her. She bowed her head, closing her eyes as they stung, and a raw ache spread through her chest, closing her throat and making it hard to swallow, to breathe. Moisture spilt hot and bitter from beneath her lids, sliding down her cheeks as she gulped and shuddered, a sound erupting from her that was impossible for her to stop. 

This is sorrow, she thought in some detached part of her. I am crying. 

Since she could not remember ever doing this before, there was a part of her which was suitably fascinated with the experience. The rest of her, however, was swallowed by the misery of the moment as she wept uncontrollably. 

She does not want me, the thought speared into her mind. She does not want my love. She does not love me. 

Seven sank to the floor, sitting on the cold hard deck with her knees up, huddling against the pillar as if she could somehow escape this, could hide away from the awful reality. The sobs racked her body and she was unaware that she was rocking gently back and forth. 

It took some time before she was able to stop the sobs, before the tears no longer fell. She did not know what to do now. She had never asked for these emotions, had never sought them out, but once she realized she had them, she accepted them readily. They had felt so good, had enticed her, drawn her into the happiness and prospective joy they offered. Now it felt so bad but she did not know how to fix that. She did not know how she fell in love. She certainly did not know how not to be in love anymore. 

She just wanted it to stop, wanted the feelings to all go away. She did not want to think about the captain any longer, did not want to experience this unrelenting ache that seeped through her, sapping her strength, her will to function. 

I am Borg, she thought, falling back on what had served her for eighteen years. I will adapt. 

Unsteadily, she regained her feet, a solitary figure in the cavernous bay. With an effort of pure will, of immeasurable discipline, she forced all her emotion deep inside her, packaging it into a solid lump of agony and surrounding it with carefully constructed walls of Borg detachment. 

I do not love her. Love is irrelevant. It does not hurt me. Pain is irrelevant. I will feel nothing. Feeling is irrelevant. 

Over and over, she repeated this mantra to herself until she felt she had regained a measure of control. Then slowly her head lifted and she was able to step to her console. With eyes as dead and dark as week old ashes, she began to key in data regarding the slipstream drive, granting the equations her full and complete attention, existing in a state of now, not allowing any thought to wander from the work she was doing. 

If her only choice was to feel pain or nothing at all, then she would feel nothing at all. 



Captain Janeway had not known how much Seven was a part of her life until suddenly she wasn't any more. Seven stopped delivering her astrometrics report to the ready room personally, no longer sat with the captain after their duty shifts, going over the new stars they had charted or exchanging ideas about what they might face on their long journey to the Alpha Quadrant. Instead, the report was handed to Chakotay with accompanying notes, dry and completely without personality at all. In the staff meetings, those few which required Seven's presence, the woman was completely composed but did not speak unless spoken to, did not offer anything beyond the most clipped responses when asked. 

Then there were the other, more personal things that Janeway had not realized had become habit until they were no more. The Velocity matches were a thing of the past with no post game discussions. Nor were there any more interaction in the da Vinci holo-program. Put simply, there was no more Seven, at least, not the woman she had been evolving into. There was only the Borg, unemotional, pure intellect, impassive. 

In a way, it was much worse than what Seven of Nine had been when she had first arrived on Voyager. She had not made many friends in the beginning but there had still been a spark about her, a vitality mixed up with arrogance and an underlying fear that Janeway had recognized and longed to heal. Now Seven did nothing beyond her work, spending her off duty time alone and isolated in her cargo bay as if she were being punished for some terrible crime. 

Janeway sighed and took a sip of coffee, grimacing as she discovered it had grown cold and bitter. She stood up wearily and left her desk, mounting the stairs to the upper level where she filled her cup once more from the carafe. She stared gloomily at the passing stars as she sipped it without enthusiasm. 

There was simply nothing she could do, she realized sadly. At first, she had stayed away from Seven, respecting the fact that she had hurt her deeply whether she had meant to or not, understanding that the young woman would not wish to see her. But as time passed, and Seven continued to avoid her, the captain had made a point of seeking her out, tracking her down in the astrometrics lab and even once in cargo bay two. Seven had simply stared at her without expression as Janeway tried to initiate a conversation with her, replying politely to her questions and not offering anything beyond the most abbreviated answers until finally, the captain had no choice but to give up and leave the Borg alone which was clearly what Seven wanted. 

Janeway rubbed the space between her eyebrows irritably and sat down on the couch, staring blankly across her ready room. She wondered why this bothered her so much on such a personal level. Certainly she had the normal concern for Seven as she would any crewmember who was withdrawn, but the fact was, Seven continued to do her work more than adequately, continued to function in an efficient, competent if distant manner. If she didn't carry on with a group of friends, well, it wasn't as if Seven had been the most social of the crew at any time. If she didn't want to be friends with anyone now, that was entirely her prerogative. 

But you miss her. 

Janeway took a slow breath, acknowledging the little voice and the inescapable truth of its words. She did miss Seven, missed talking with her, missed spending time with her ... she even missed fighting with her. She missed how the young woman had gone toe to toe with her, challenging her every opinion. She missed the fire in the eyes, the stubborn set to the jaw, the infuriating way Seven had of dissecting the captain's argument with precise and sharply pointed logic. Now Seven merely acceded to Janeway's wishes, accepting her orders without question, and never ever challenged anything the captain said or did. 

The perfect crewmember. If Seven didn't respond to her captain with friendship, then at least she wasn't in love with her any longer. 

So why does that make you feel so sick inside? her internal voice asked innocently. 

Janeway leaned forward, setting her cup on the table and covered her eyes with her palms, rubbing the grittiness from them. The soft chime at the door caught her attention and she brought down her hands, shaking her head slightly as she tried to regain her composure. 

"Come in," she said, once she was sure her command mask was back in place. 

Commander Chakotay entered, looked around before finally spotting her on the couch. 

"Are you ready?" he asked. 

"Ready?" She stared blankly at him. 

"Neelix's party," he reminded her gently. "The celebration for Nehali?" 

Janeway's head fell back onto the top of the couch. "Oh god," she said. "I forgot." 

He tilted his head quizzically, a faint smile on his face. "You don't have to go if you're busy," he offered. 

"Yes I do," she said gloomily. "Especially since I told all of the senior staff that they were expected to attend. I would never survive skipping out when they can't." 

"Well, I wasn't going to point that out," he said, his smile a flash of brilliant white against his dusky skin. 

She levered herself to her feet. "Let me stop by my quarters and change into something a little more ... appropriate," she suggested. 

"I'd be honored," he said, offering his arm which she took with a rueful grin. Together they left the ready room. 



Seven regarded the party swirling before her with detached interest, observing the way Voyager's crew interacted. She had not wanted to come but Chakotay had indicated that it was the captain's wishes that all the senior staff attend. In was important to obey the will of the Collective, she knew. Even when the Collective was made up of illogical and emotional individuals. 

She could see Tom and B'Elanna standing together, talking to Harry Kim and Susan Nicoletti. The fair haired helmsman had his arm around B'Elanna's shoulders and the chief engineer leaned into her lover with comfortable ease. In another area, the Doctor, Neelix and Ensign Wildman were talking as other members of the crew mingled, laughing and partaking of the huge amount of food Neelix had provided. 

Seven dropped her eyes to the deck, feeling a tendril of utter loneliness escape through the walls she had constructed around her heart. Sometimes it was harder than others to maintain that shell, harder to keep the emotions from trickling through. She wondered if she had to stay here much longer. Surely she had fulfilled the obligation of attending by now, she thought. It was not as if anyone would miss her if she left. 

There had been some who had reached out to her in that awful time immediately following her discovery that Janeway did not want her. Tom, Harry, the Doctor, Neelix, even Tuvok in his logical Vulcan way had approached, not knowing what was wrong but aware that she was no longer acting as they had become accustomed to. She had rebuffed all their advances, suspecting that if she allowed any emotional connection with anyone, then all her feelings would return, including those for Janeway and they would end up destroying her. Eventually the crewmembers had left her alone, respecting her need for isolation even if they did not understand or like it. Ironically, the captain had persisted the longest in trying to return her to what she had been. It had been especially hard to remain aloof from Janeway, and often after the woman had left, Seven would find her defenses crumbling and she would stumble, weeping helplessly until somehow, she was able to rebuild the walls once more. 

Seven raised her eyes as the main doors to the messhall slid open, admitting the captain who was escorted by Chakotay. She felt paralyzed as she watched Janeway move about the crowd, speaking to various members of the crew. 

The captain was dressed in a silken garment which left her arms and the upper part of her chest bare. Her hair, richly auburn in the soft glow of the lights above, seemed streaked with fire and her eyes sparkled a bright blue as she laughed. The sound of that laugh, husky and so uniquely Janeway's, penetrated Seven like a daggar, stabbing deep into her, cutting her open so that nothing was left hidden, leaving her heart completely exposed. Seven watched as Janeway placed her hand on Chakotay's forearm, smiling warmly up into his face. 

Seven had learned to look only at the uniform, to see only the captain rather than the person she had fallen in love with. It was the only way for her to continue to function with any ability at all. But Seven had not expected to see such a perfect representation of the vital, passionate Janeway, and not expecting it, could not keep her heart from bursting loose inside her chest, filling her with utter wretchedness. 

This is why, Seven thought dimly, the blood rushing in her ears. Janeway loves Chakotay. That is why she can not love me. 

She had not understood that before. She understood it now. And she knew that she could not survive this, could not live with the thought that Janeway loved another ... that someone else was granted the gift that Seven would never have. It was too much. 

The Borg abruptly turned and quietly slipped from the messhall, leaving through the kitchen which had a back entrance. Her footsteps carried her unerringly for the shuttle bay. If she were very fortunate, she would be long gone before anyone noticed her absence. 



Janeway watched Seven leave the party. The captain had been keeping an eye on the young woman ever since Janeway entered and had been both astonished and shocked by the emotion which had crossed Seven's face. It was then the captain realized that Seven was still deeply in love with her, that in fact, the torch the Borg continued to carry was rapidly consuming her from deep inside. Janeway wasn't sure what she was going to do with this new information or even how she felt about it exactly, but when Seven abruptly left, the look of utter devastation on the narrow features threatened to break the captain's heart and she understood instinctively that she probably had no more time left to decide. 

Quickly she made an excuse to her staff, knowing it was lame but hoping they would not notice by how much. As Janeway strode rapidly through the corridors, she requested Seven's location, somehow unsurprised when the computer informed her that Seven of Nine was in a shuttle on the hangar deck. Immediately Janeway initiated a lock down on all the hangar and shuttle controls, utilizing her command authorization to freeze the bay doors. The turbolift seemed to take forever, but when she finally reached the Edison, she discovered Seven sitting quietly in the cockpit, staring bleakly at the hangar wall. 

"Seven, you don't have to do this," she said softly, taking a seat in the co-pilot's station, beside the young woman. "This is your home." 

Seven shook her head minutely. "I cannot stay here," she whispered. "It is impossible for me to function like this. I must leave." 

Janeway studied the blond profile, heart aching. "Seven, I understand this is hurting you," she said gently. "But you know I can't allow you to leave. It's not safe for you to be alone in the Delta Quadrant without support." 

"I am always alone," Seven said softly. She blinked a few times against the moisture that appeared suddenly in her eyes. "But here, when I see you, I feel it. Perhaps I will not feel it so much out there. Perhaps if I do not see you and Commander Chakotay together, I will not imagine what I cannot have." 

"Chakotay?" Janeway said, baffled. 

Seven dropped her eyes, a single tear trembling on her lashes. "I saw you tonight with him," she said in a choked voice. "I know that is why you cannot love me. You love him." 

Janeway absorbed this with surprise. "I think you misunderstood, Seven," Janeway explained carefully. "Chakotay is a great friend and a lovely man, but he and I simply don't have a romantic relationship." 

It was Seven's turn to pause, and Janeway could see that she was analyzing this piece of data with difficulty. "Then why can't you love me?" Seven asked bleakly. "Why can't you feel for me what I feel for you?" 

Janeway felt her heart thump painfully in her chest. "Because I don't dare to," she said harshly. "Because as captain I have to be more alone than anyone else. Because I can't afford that sort of relationship." That was more than she intended to say, certainly more than she should have said, particularly to this woman. 

They sat in silence for long moments as Seven's expression of utter despair gradually faded and became something more, an understanding underlaid by the unmistakable hint of hope. She dared to glance sideways at the captain who was sitting uneasily in the seat, bemused by what she had blurted out. 

"What purpose is existence if one must spend it alone?" Seven asked finally. 

"I don't know," Janeway said quietly. "But that is how it must be." 

Seven considered this. "No," she said firmly and despite herself, Janeway was warmed by the hint of stubborn insolence in the tone. "That is unacceptable. This is not about you being the captain." 

"It isn't?" Janeway said, raising an eyebrow, glancing at her. 

"No," Seven said, turning her head to look at Janeway fully. "This is about your fear. You are afraid to love me." 

Startled, Janeway opened her mouth, hesitated, then finally just stared. "I am not afraid," she protested but it was weak at best. 

"Yes," Seven said with utter certainty. "You are." 

Janeway thought that she had lost control of this conversation somehow. She just couldn't figure out where exactly. "And how did you come to that conclusion?" she asked, trying for a tone of tolerant amusement and sure that it sounded more like apprehension. 

"Because of how you are acting," Seven said as if it should be obvious. She reached out suddenly and grasped Janeway's shoulders in her hands. 

"Seven, wha ... mmph ...." 

Janeway knew she was being kissed. Granted, it had been quite a while since the last time but not so long ago that she could not recognize it when it happened even if the kiss in question was terribly awkward and very inexperienced. But undoubtedly sincere. Exceptionally sincere, filled with all the love and desire one woman could possibly inject into it. 

"Seven," she said when it was over, dismayed at how husky her voice was and how her insides had just turned to jelly. "That was entirely inappropriate." The fact that she was making no attempt to escape from the embrace or look away from those frost blue eyes should not have undercut her argument at all. 

"My apologies, Captain," Seven told her earnestly. "I am unfamiliar with this physical expression of affection. I shall have to practice." 

Which she proceeded to do with great enthusiasm. And every time Janeway had her lips temporarily free to raise further objections, she was immediately silenced by yet another kiss until finally she stopped protesting altogether and just went along with it because, frankly, it was rather pleasant. The absurdity of her necking with Seven in the cockpit of a shuttle did not readily occur to her until her comm badge suddenly chirped. 

"Chakotay to Janeway." 

Gasping, Janeway managed to free herself. "Go ahead," she said, 

"Are you all right?" His tone was concerned. "You never returned to the party." 

Janeway swallowed hard, refused to look at the woman next to her. "Something came up," she said. "I don't think I'm going to be able to make it back. Please tender my regrets to the rest of the crew." 

"Of course, Captain," he replied, his voice now puzzled. 

"Seven, we can't do this," Janeway said as soon as the signal was cut. 

Seven frowned. "Explain," she demanded. 

Janeway sighed. "Seven, you are my crewmember," she said. "It is inappropriate for a captain to be romantically involved with a person under their command." 

Seven was quiet as she thought hard about this. "I understand now," she said, voice impossibly gentle. "Originally, you said you couldn't return my feelings, not that you did not want to." Her eyes seemed to take on a soft glow. "There is an external reason why you can not show your feelings for me." 

Janeway blinked. Is that what she had said? In either event, it was still impossible for her to get involved with Seven, no matter how much the idea suddenly appealed to her. 

"Exactly," she said. 

"Insufficient," Seven responded. 

"How so?" Janeway asked with touch of exasperation. 

"First of all, I obey your directives only when I wish so I could not be considered 'under your command'," Seven noted with analytical precision. "I am neither Starfleet nor even from Earth. Also, while it may be an appropriate protocol in the Alpha Quadrant to remain romantically aloof from the crew, there you have access to mates outside the ship. That is not the case here in the Delta Quadrant. Do you intend to spend the entire remainder of the return journey alone?" 

Janeway took a moment to analyze that argument, trying to find a weak spot and unable to. "I hadn't really thought about it in those terms," Janeway said slowly. 

Seven hesitated. "Do you wish to be alone the rest of the journey?" she pressed uncertainly. 

Janeway was silent for a long time as Seven waited patiently. "No," the captain admitted finally, in a soft voice. "I don't." 

"And if you do not wish to be alone," the Borg continued. "Am I someone you would choose to be with?" 

This took an even longer time to answer. Janeway thought about it, about how she felt being with Seven, how she felt the past month without her, what such a relationship could offer or even if she could accept it. "Yes," she said, raising her eyes to look into Seven's. "I would like to be with you if I could." 

Seven's eyes grew dark and seemed to widen. "Then," she responded. "All that remains is for us to set up the parameters in which a relationship between us would function." 

Janeway's lips twitched. "That simple?" she asked dryly. 

"Interpersonal connections are not required to be complicated," Seven responded crisply. "It is merely a matter of allocating the proper amount of time in which to interact." 

"Well, that's romantic," Janeway said with real amusement. 

Seven tilted her head slightly. "Do you wish romance?" she asked, suddenly aware she was lacking. "I shall research it." 

Janeway smiled gently. "I was being facetious, Seven," she said. She looked at her. "Do you want romance?" 

Seven considered it. "I am uncertain what that would entail," she said. She glanced at Janeway from beneath her lids. "I am enjoying being here alone with you. Could this be considered a romantic setting?" 

Janeway looked around at the stark interior of the shuttle, at the blandly painted wall of the hangar deck looming through the viewport. "I guess it depends on a lot of things," she said. "It wouldn't hurt to have a few candles and a bottle of wine." 

My god, are you seriously considering this? she asked herself. 

Seven stood up abruptly. "There are candles in the emergency survival kits," she said as she opened up a side compartment. 

Janeway stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. "That's all right, Seven," she said gently, trying not to smile. "I wouldn't want to do anything here anyway. There's too much chance we could get caught." 

Seven regarded her steadily. "'Get caught'?" 

Janeway took a breath. "Romantic interludes should be private," she said. "Occurring in an area that guarantees that." 

"Such as in your quarters?" Seven suggested guilelessly. 

Janeway's breath went out of her with a slow huff. Seven in her quarters? Are we still talking rhetorically here? 

"Yes," she allowed slowly. 

"Shall we go there?" Seven asked, eyes never leaving Janeway's. "Now?" 

Okay, last chance to bail, Katie. You have to make up your mind one way or the other. 

Janeway hesitated. "All right," she agreed gently. "Now." 



Seven did not touch Janeway as they walked through the corridors, but she was acutely aware of her presence at her side. She felt a fluttering in her abdomen that steadily increased the closer they got to the captain's quarters. Janeway keyed the door and Seven followed her inside, the blood thundering in her ears so loudly, she thought she would be unable to hear anything, yet when Janeway turned around and looked at her, she was easily able to make out what she said. 

"Can I get you something?" the captain asked. 

Seven frowned briefly. "Such as?" 

Janeway dipped her head, a smile playing about her mouth. "I'm sorry, Seven," she said. "You're right, of course. You have no reason to want a nightcap." 

"'Nightcap'," Seven echoed. 

Janeway held up her hand. "It would take too long to explain," she said gently. She regarded the young woman closely for a few moments. 

Seven waited, unsure as to what she should do now. She had researched this to a certain extent, of course, but research and actuality were two different things. She swallowed hard as she found those deep blue-grey eyes studying her as if the captain had never seen her before. 

"You really don't have a lot of experience in this, do you?" Janeway offered gently. 

"I have the memories of the reproductive practices of ten thousand species," Seven responded immediately, then hesitated, adding honestly. "But no personal experience." 

Janeway nodded, and stepped closer until she was a mere breath away, looking up into Seven's face with quiet intent. "You don't have to do anything you don't want to," she said. She placed her hand carefully on Seven's forearm. "I certainly don't want to rush you." 

"I have been waiting to be with you forever," Seven replied plaintively. 

Janeway smiled. "You've learned to exaggerate," she said. She reached down and took Seven's hand in her own. "Come sit with me." 

Seven allowed Janeway to lead her over to the sofa, sitting down beside her, very close. Janeway put Seven's arm across her shoulders and leaned against her lightly. Seven tightened her hold on her, pulling her around until they were facing each other. She looked down into those elegant features and it seemed that the right thing to do was to kiss Janeway again. As she did, she suddenly sensed these kisses were different than the ones in the shuttle, the captain's mouth seeming far more responsive than it had before. Perhaps privacy was indeed important in improving the experience. 

Seven felt Janeway's tongue reach out to touch her lips and startled, she parted them which apparently was the captain's intention since she immediately invaded Seven's mouth. Intrigued, Seven returned the tentative explorations of the tongue, touching it with her own, tasting Janeway's unique flavor, focusing all her attention on the sensation. It was interesting and it made her feel odd inside, excited yet apprehensive, though she did not know why. 

They spent some time doing this and Seven realized how inept her original foray into kissing Janeway had been as the captain taught her, without words, how to move her lips, how to dart and tease with her tongue, how to capture the bottom lip between her own and gently nibble on it. Seven found it quite instructive. 

And very arousing. 

She was sure that was the emotion she was experiencing. Her chest hurt, but in a very pleasant way, and she noted that both respiration and her heart rate were steadily increasing. There was an ache in the lower part of her abdomen, in the place between her legs which seemed unusually moist as she shifted position. She also noticed that Janeway was affected as well, her body pressing harder against her the longer they kissed. Finally Janeway drew back a little. She was breathing deeply, if not quickly, and she seemed vaguely flushed though it was hard to tell in the lights which were at a low setting. 

"Seven," she said huskily. "I need to know if you wish to go any further with this. Otherwise, it might be a good idea for you to return to your cargo bay now." 

"I do not want to go to the cargo bay," Seven replied earnestly. "I wish to stay with you." 

"Then I think," Janeway said softly, "that we should go into the bedroom." 

"Acceptable," Seven agreed. 

Janeway took her by the hand once more, pulling her up off the couch and leading her through the door into the bedroom. Seven noted the double bed in the center of the room, realizing that it was the preferred place for Humans to indulge in physical intimacy. She looked back at Janeway who was standing quietly, almost as if she were waiting for something. Seven supposed she should know, but unfortunately, she did not and she must have indicated that somehow because a small grin curled the corner of the captain's mouth. 

"I guess I'm the one who should take the lead here," Janeway said softly. "I just want you to know, that's a new experience for me as well." 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "It is?" she asked with some surprise. 

Janeway blushed faintly. "I've never been with a woman before," she admitted. "All my lovers have been male." 

"I see," Seven said. She moved closer and placed her hands carefully on Janeway's waist, looking down at her. "I suppose that we shall have to find our way together." 

"I suppose we will," Janeway agreed softly as she put her hands lightly on Seven's shoulders. "Be sure to tell me if I do something you're not comfortable with." 

"If you do the same," Seven requested. 

"I promise," Janeway murmured before Seven leaned down and kissed her. 

These seemed to be the most wonderful kisses of all, Seven thought. Janeway fit so well against her, and when the captain's arms slipped around her neck, pulling her mouth tighter to her own, Seven thought that there could be no better feeling than this. 

After long moments of sweet bliss, Janeway pulled away a little, resting her forehead against Seven's lips. A faint sheen of perspiration dampened the captain's hairline and she swallowed convulsively. 

"I'm going to undress," she said unsteadily. 

"May I assist?" Seven requested eagerly. 

Janeway raised her eyes to meet hers squarely, a half grin curling her mouth. "If you'd like," she allowed. 

Carefully, Seven reached up to the captain's shoulders and slid her fingers beneath the straps of the sheer dress, pushing them down her arms. The dress immediately slipped to the floor, puddling in a sapphire mound about the captain's feet. Seven raised an intrigued eyebrow at the ease in which the garment had come off. 

"Is it designed to do that?" she asked curiously. 

Janeway blushed faintly. "I'm not sure," she admitted. 

She was standing in her undergarments, a pair of lace panties that gave Seven the oddest feeling when she observed them. The captain wore no bra. 

Seven reached out, hesitated until she saw the expression in the smaller woman's eyes. 

"Go ahead," Janeway said softly. 

Seven ran the fingertips of her right hand gently down the slope of the captain's small breast, brushing over the blush pink tip. Tenderly she swirled her fingers around the soft nipple which firmed under her touch, the areola pebbling as she watched. She heard the catch in Janeway's breathing, understanding somehow that this was pleasing to the captain which made her feel pleasure herself. 

"Do you like that, Captain?" she asked gently. 

"Very much," Janeway said. "And please, darling, call me Kathryn." 

"Kathryn," Seven echoed, tasting the name, discovering she liked it very much. She raised her other hand, being even more careful as her metal covered fingertips traced over the other breast. "I like touching you like this." 

"I like you touching me," Kathryn agreed with a faint smile. She reached up and grasped Seven's wrists in a gentle grip. "May I take off your outfit?" 

"Please," Seven said readily. 

She waited, then almost immediately realized that Kathryn did not understand how the skin tight biometric suit had to be removed. She reached up herself to the back of her neck and released the catch, shrugging out of it. Kathryn helped her out of it, peeling it down over her torso, over the metallic mesh that corseted her abdomen, down the hips and long, elegant legs. Unsteadily, she raised one foot as Janeway removed the garment, then the other until she stood naked before the captain. She noted that by removing the footwear, she was no longer so tall, no longer towered over the other woman. She became aware of the captain's eyes moving over her body, tracing the scars that marred her fair skin, the implants that still remained which made the flesh beneath painfully white. 

Physical appearance was irrelevant yet ... Seven suddenly felt self-conscious, awkward ... even a bit ugly, especially compared to the perfection that was Kathryn. The captain seemed to sense her unease and she reached up, cupping Seven's face in gentle hands. 

"You are absolutely beautiful, Annika," she said intently, staring into her eyes. 

Annika. That was her human designation. Seven considered it, realized that this was the most human of interactions and that it no longer seemed an uncomfortable and inappropriate appellation. 

"Thank you," she said softly. 

Janeway smiled tremulously, and took her hands. "Come with me," she whispered. 

Seven was led to the bed and gently pressed down against the spread, Janeway directing how she should lay on her back. Seven felt her heart pound as she watched the captain divest herself of the lace undergarment, crawling onto the bed beside her, raised on one elbow as she looked down at her with that soft expression that the younger woman so adored. There was a shading to the captain's eyes and Seven realized with a thrill that it was desire darkening the blue. 

Janeway put her hand on Seven's stomach, resting on the fine lines of metal, and the young woman jerked. "Easy," the captain soothed, not moving her hand. "I promise I won't do anything you don't want me to. Just say the word." 

"I...you startled me," Seven said huskily. "But I want you to do everything to me." 

"Maybe not all tonight," Janeway said with gentle humor. "But I am going to make love to you, Annika." 

Seven felt that thought shudder through her from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. She took a breath and placed her hand over Janeway's, entwining their fingers. "I love you," she whispered. "I have for a long time." 

"I know," the captain said quietly. "I'm not quite sure how I feel yet. But I do know I want to be with you." She smiled. "You make my fingers tingle." 

Seven wondered at that. It seemed to be quite significant to the captain. "Is that good?" she asked uncertainly. 

"It is," Janeway assured her. 

She bent nearer and kissed her gently. 

"It most definitely is." 



Epilogue
Janeway lay curled in the warm embrace of Seven, staring out into the blackness of the room as morning watch approached. It had been an ... interesting experience making love with the young woman. And very fulfilling. There was an incredible joy in being able to bring pleasure to her, to show her how to return it. Seven had been hesitant though eager to please and Janeway had to be the aggressor, something that her admittedly limited love life had not required before. Oh, she had leaped on her lovers at various times in the past, initiating lovemaking on occasion, but she had never before been in the position where she had to take the lead completely, had to guide and control her lover, had to teach her lover everything. 

It appealed to her sense of self, she thought wryly. In command out of bed and in it. Though she admitted that Seven was an apt pupil and she didn't think it would be long before their interaction evened itself out. Which, Janeway supposed, was the real appeal of this relationship. They complemented each other and Seven was as strong willed as she. This would be a match of equals. 

She felt Seven stir behind her, snuggling closer, the young woman's arms tightening around the captain’s waist but it did not go any further. She was still asleep, Janeway concluded after a few seconds. A new experience for the young woman who generally regenerated in her alcove. Janeway was gratified to find that Seven was a restful partner in the bed, her body warm and soft as it pressed against her from behind, her breath light on the back of her neck. Seven tended to remain in one position when she slept and Janeway found being embraced by her a comforting, protective experience rather than suffocating or intrusive. 

Seven was the sort she could sleep with easily, Janeway thought. Which was sometimes more important to a relationship than sex was. After all, one slept longer than one made love. Even in the beginning. 

Janeway wondered idly how Seven would react when circumstances dictated that they had to spend nights apart. How she would handle having to maintain a distance of sorts. Seven seemed to understand when Janeway had told her that they had to be discrete but that didn't necessarily mean she would be any good at it. Janeway suspected that one look at the glowing, wildly happy face would not fool anyone on the ship, even if Seven maintained complete silence about the matter. 

The captain stifled a sigh and then was startled as Seven's hand slid up to cover her breast. It had evened out sooner than she expected, Janeway noted with a wry grin as she felt Seven's lips trace a line along her neck, nibbling at her ear. She arched happily in the embrace, then rolled over until she was facing Seven. 

"Good morning," she murmured as Seven kissed her gently. 

"Good morning ... Kathryn," Seven responded, eyes seeming to glow even in the lowered illumination. "Did you sleep well?" 

Janeway, who had not slept at all, smiled. "Wonderfully," she said. She hugged Seven gently as she felt the young woman's hands begin to caress her. "Mm, we don't have time," she said regretfully. "Our duty shift will be starting soon." 

"We have one hour, even allowing for twenty minutes of preparation time," Seven countered evenly. 

Janeway blinked. "Indeed," she said. "Then I withdraw my comment." 

Seven kissed her carefully. "But not your love?" 

"Oh no, Annika," Janeway whispered. "Never that." 

They made love then, tenderly, lovingly, without fear at last. 

But with joyful hope for the future. 

The End 





· This is a story that delves into alternate realities.  It could be considered a sequel of sorts to *Fear & Hope but not really.  I don't believe you have to read that to understand this one but you will find how the alt characters in this got together the first time in that story.  Mostly it is about the show's Janeway and Seven and what could happen ... 



Cause & Effect 
G. L. Dartt
The sleek form of the Delta Flyer swept through the star-dusted reaches of the Delta Quadrant, on its way back to its mother ship, USS Voyager. At the helm, Ensign Tom Paris made a minuscule course adjustment and glanced back into the cockpit of the shuttle he had designed to be much larger than the normal class four shuttles they normally took on missions. Ensign Harry Kim was concentrating on the operations station, his dark, handsome face serious as he studied his board. 

Tom stifled a grin. There was no question that the other man was a lot more attentive than he would be in an ordinary mission. That was due, no doubt, to the presence of the third party in the small vessel. Captain Kathryn Janeway was not in the habit of leaving her ship on away missions, but the recent negotiations with an alien species had required her to leave the comfortable confines of her bridge, and accompany Tom and Harry to the planet. She left Voyager in the capable hands of her first officer, Commander Chakotay, sending them on ahead to the next system while she dealt with the aliens for the small supply of a heavy metal element, trillinium, that the larger ship needed in maintaining its replicator systems. 

Now they were on their way home, and Tom wondered if the captain, studiously concentrating on the board at the tactical station, had developed any particular opinion toward his cherished Delta Flyer. It differed from the rest of the shuttles in not only was it much roomier, he had also added an archaic styling to the vessel, knobs and buttons rather than the customary touch plates of Federation engineering. 

"So, Captain," he said casually. "What do you think of the old girl?" 

Janeway glanced up at him. A compact woman with auburn hair and level blue-grey eyes, she radiated an authority and presence that intimidated more than a few of her crew. Harry was one of them, and though he tried never to show it, Tom was another. However, it seemed that she tolerated a certain amount of familiarity with him that she did not with most of her crew, possibly because of her previous relationship with Tom's father, Admiral Owen Paris. The admiral had been Janeway's mentor during her time at the Academy, and so she had a proprietary interest in Tom that another captain would not, particularly after Tom had been kicked out of Starfleet for conduct unbecoming an officer. 

She favored him with a bit of a smile. "I assume you're referring to the Delta Flyer," she said dryly, and Tom felt his heart hit his shoes. She smiled, taking pity on his stricken expression. "It takes some getting used to," she admitted. "Chakotay mentioned that you had utilized a little of your 'Captain Proton' program for inspiration, and having been forced to participate in that scenario, I can readily see where you were influenced." 

"Do you object?" he asked uncertainly. 

She shook her head briefly. "As long as it doesn't interfere with efficiency, then I have no problem with your 'dressing' it up a little." 

"Thank you, Captain," he replied with honest relief. 

There was a minor jolt suddenly, and hastily he turned to his controls. 

"Report," Janeway said crisply. 

Harry hesitated. "I'm not sure, Captain," he said. "Our sensors aren't picking up anything." 

"The same here," Tom said, frowning. "There was no reason for that other than maybe a bit of spatial turbulence." He didn't mention that for a second or two, he had felt disoriented, almost dizzy, but it quickly dissipated and since no one else brought it up, he didn't either. "Should we take a swing back, see if we can find out for sure?" 

Janeway paused, considering it. "There's no indication of damage?" she asked. 

"No damage," Harry confirmed. "All systems at optimal."  He hesitated.  "Still ... even if it had been turbulence, our sensors should have recorded something," he added fretfully. 

"It's a mystery," Tom said in an inviting tone, regarding Janeway hopefully.  He enjoyed showing off his vessel to the captain, and anything that would prolong that was something to be taken advantage of. 

Janeway grinned at him. "I think it shall have to remain one, I'm afraid," she said. "I do want to rendezvous with Voyager as planned. If there's no damage nor any further indication of turbulence, then this doesn't seem to warrant changing those plans unless we run into it again." 

"Aye Captain," Tom said with a certain amount of regret which he carefully kept from coloring his tone. 

He turned back to his board and keyed the commands for resuming their course, noting that they hadn't even been thrown off course in the slightest of degrees. He hesitated as he flipped a toggle. Funny, he could have sworn that the small rubber bit at the end had always been red. 

Rather than the blue it so clearly was. 



Janeway Prime 

Janeway had been glad to see the  end of this away mission, successful as it had been, and once more be back on her beloved ship. The trillinium would go a long way to help maintain their replicator system and it was with anticipation that she looked forward to the end result of such an arduous day ... a leisurely soak in a hot bubble bath. Preferably accompanied by scented candles and a glass of fine wine. Since she considered herself the one responsible for Voyager's current predicament, for the ship being stranded in the Delta Quadrant going on its fifth year, Janeway did not often think in terms of rewarding herself for a job well done, but in this instance, she thought she could afford this small luxury for herself. 

She entered her quarters, unfastening her tunic as she passed through the living area into the bedroom. She shrugged out of the uniform jacket and tossed it on the double bed, reaching down for the hem of her slate blue sweater.  It was then she paused, realizing abruptly that something was wrong, and it was subconscious at first ... a sense of something being different, of being out of place. She glanced around the room uncertainly, wondering what had triggered such a sensation, then she spotted it, the small holo-image on the night stand. 

Bemused, she moved over to it and picked it up. During the first few years of their long journey back to the Federation, she had kept a small picture of herself, her dog, Maggie Malone and her fiancé, Mark Johnson there. She had hung onto the normalcy it had provided, the thought that possibly, everything would be all right if only she could find a way back home. When an encounter with an alien communications array had resulted in Voyager contacting Starfleet to let them know they still existed, the Federation was able to return several personal communiqués for the crew just before the array was destroyed. Janeway had been shaken and profoundly hurt to have gotten a 'Dear John' letter from Mark among them, telling her he had married someone else. 

She had gotten rid of the image then, and had not replaced it with anything else. So it was with understandable confusion that she now gazed on a framed image of herself and Seven of Nine, Voyager's astrometrics officer; the same young woman who Janeway had severed from the Borg Collective a year and a half earlier. 

Frowning, she examined the recording, wondering not only how it had come to be on her night stand, but where it had been taken in the first place. The background appeared to be that of the ship's mess hall with what seemed to be a party going on behind the figures. Janeway could distinctly see what appeared to be balloons and streamers, colorful and bright.  The two women were posed together, the Borg standing behind the captain, her long arms wrapped around Janeway's chest while the captain gazed into the lens with a small but sincere smile on her face. Seven had only the corners of her mouth upturned, but the narrow features of the imposing Borg seemed to emanate an uncharacteristic warmth even as the captain looked a great deal more relaxed than Janeway could remember feeling in years. 

She frowned, and carefully put it back down, feeling confused and not a little disturbed. Suddenly, the low hum she had been hearing ever since she had come into the quarters stopped, and with a certain trepidation, she realized it had been originating in the ensuite ... from the sonic shower. She turned as she heard someone move about inside, then abruptly, the door swished open and Seven of Nine strode into the bedroom. 

Janeway's eyes widened. Not only was the Borg in the captain's quarters uninvited, she was wearing nothing but a slinky, silver robe which clung to her curvaceous figure as close as her customary skintight suits. The tall woman was brushing her long blond hair briskly, a task she abruptly ceased when she saw the captain. Her face, adorned with Borg implants which were constant reminders of her time as a drone, lit up with happiness that literally radiated from the pale eyes, something the captain was not accustomed to seeing at all. 

"Kathryn," Seven said with obvious pleasure. "You have completed your mission. I have missed you." 

Janeway barely had time to assimilate this astonishing statement when Seven moved closer, put her hand ... the right one, devoid of the Borg mesh that covered the left ... around the captain's neck, and drew the smaller woman to her, kissing her warmly and quite thoroughly. 

Janeway froze in combined shock and dismay, unable to speak as the woman finally released her and strode out into the living area, continuing the one-sided conversation as if she was completely unaware of the captain's dumbfounded state. 

"I had not anticipated you returning so quickly. May I replicate you some dinner?" 

Her lips tingling, unable to formulate any sort of immediate response, Janeway staggered to the end of the bed, leaning over cautiously as she peered out through the door to where Seven was retrieving dishes and utensils from the recycler, setting the dining table with quick competence. The continued silence must have alerted the young woman that something was not right, and she turned, observing the captain with a brief frown, tilting her head slightly. 

"Kathryn? Is there something wrong?" she asked in a concerned voice. 

Janeway took a deep breath, her mind finally stirring into some sort of activity, shaking off the lingering effects of shock. 

"Seven," she said in what she hoped fervently was a calm, rational tone. "What are you doing?" 

The Borg raised her eyebrow. "I am preparing our dinner," she said in obvious confusion. 

"Why?" 

"Because you are hungry?" Seven suggested, plainly making a guess.. 

Janeway closed her eyes. "No, I mean, why are you making dinner for ... us?" she tried to clarify. "What are you doing in my quarters?" 

Seven blinked. "I live here," she said. 

Janeway's head went back as if she had just been struck. The astounded "Since when?" slipped out of her mouth before she could stop it. 

Seven frowned. "Since shortly after the incident with Arturis*," she explained. She put the glasses she held in her hands carefully down on the table, and moved closer to Janeway, her face concerned. 

"Kathryn, you are frightening me," she said. "Have you struck your head? Are you suffering from some form of amnesia? How could you not remember the last eight months?" 

Janeway stared at her. She wondered if this was another of Seven's personalities making an appearance. Recently, a Borg device had caused Seven to suffer from an increasing plunge into her subconscious, where the personalities of all the people she had assimilated while a drone resided. They had taken over the young woman, displaying themselves in a variety of ways, and it had taken all the Doctor's skill as well as a Vulcan mind meld from Tuvok to finally restore the young woman's own personality. Seven had seemed to have made a full recovery, but the captain could think of no other reason that the Borg would suddenly believe they were involved in a personal relationship. 

An intimate relationship, Janeway amended, touching her lips as she remembered the kiss. The captain had always been ... more tolerant of Seven than the rest of her crew and considered herself the young woman's mentor and guide back to humanity, but this kiss had been one of great familiarity, and had more than a little passion flavoring it. Abruptly Janeway dropped her hand and tapped her comm badge. 

"Janeway to sickbay," she said. 

"Go ahead," came the Doctor's welcome tones over the channel. 

"Doctor, I need you in my quarters immediately," Janeway said urgently, watching Seven with a kind of wariness. "I think I have a medical emergency here." 

"On my way," the Doctor remarked before signing off. 

Janeway was aware of how startled Seven suddenly looked, then a hurt expression ghosted over her face and the captain reached out her hand, purposely gentling her voice. 

"Seven, I assure you we'll get to the bottom of this," she told her in her most compassionate tone. 

There was a hum as the Doctor abruptly materialized in the living area. He looked expectantly between the pair of women. 

"Please state the nature of the medical emergency," he said pleasantly. He glanced at the Borg. "Hello Seven." 

"Doctor," Seven responded evenly. She took a breath. "That captain appears to be having difficulty." 

Kathryn was startled once more when the Doctor took this at face value, not hesitating at all at the sight of Seven in a robe in the captain's quarters. He whipped out his medical tricorder, aiming it at Janeway as he ran a small probe over the captain. 

"Hey," Janeway protested indignantly. "It's Seven who's ... confused. She thinks we're ... well, that we're involved in a personal relationship." 

The Doctor frowned. "You are," he said, staring at her as if he didn't know what she was talking about. 

Rocked again, Janeway threw up her hands, walking away from both her crewmembers. 

"Just hold on one moment here," she said. Once she had put some distance between herself and the other two, she turned and regarded them, hands on her hips. "Doctor, are you telling me that you believe that Seven and I are ... involved romantically." 

The Doctor rolled his eyes. "Captain please, you really can't think that's still a secret," he said in a condescending manner. "Seriously, the entire ship knew the day after you two became ... intimate. It's hardly time to be trying to pretend otherwise.  Especially eight months after the fact." 

Janeway stared at him, a sudden chill shivering through her. 

"Doctor," she said sincerely. "I honestly have no idea what you are talking about. Seven and I have a professional relationship, nothing more. I am her captain. She is my crewmember." 

If Seven had looked vaguely hurt before, now she looked devastated and Janeway wished that she could take back the blunt words though she really had no idea how she could have said what she did any differently. 

"Perhaps this is serious," the Doctor allowed finally, glancing at Seven. He looked back at the captain. "What's the last thing you remember, Captain?" he asked anxiously. 

"I remember everything," she said peevishly. "I just don't remember any sort of personal relationship with Seven. Or the picture," she added abruptly. She darted back into the bedroom to retrieve the portrait which had started it all, returning to the living area where she held out the framed glass enclosed image. "I have no idea where and when this was taken." 

"It was taken two months ago," the Doctor explained slowly, gazing at it. "At the party to celebrate your birthday, Captain. We held it in the mess hall. I do remember taking that picture." 

"I don't," Janeway snapped, then let out her breath with exasperation. "I remember that party, though I didn't really want to have it," she added. "And believe me, at no time did Seven ever ... hug me like that.  Not for as long as I've known her." 

"Doctor, what is happening?" Seven was very disturbed at this point, looking to the Emergency Medical Hologram for reassurance. "Why does she not remember?" 

"I'm not sure," he said, patting the Borg gently on the shoulder. "But I assure you, we will get to the bottom of this." He turned to Janeway. "Captain, I think I should do an in-depth examination." 

Janeway resisted. "Are you sure it's not you two that are remembering incorrectly," she said, trying not to sound hopeful. 

He nodded at the holo-image she was still clutching. "What is it they say?" he noted. 

"A picture is worth a thousand words." 




Seven Prime 

Her regeneration halted abruptly and Seven of Nine opened her eyes. She was briefly startled to see the Captain standing there and she realized that Janeway had ended the cycle before its natural termination. 

"Captain?" she said, raising an eyebrow. She wondered if Janeway wished to indulge in a 'philosophical' discussion and while she was not sure why it could not wait until her regeneration was fully complete, she was not adverse to such a thing. After all, it was hardly the first time she and the captain had discussed things at what could be considered inconvenient hours. 

"Annika," Janeway said, her voice low. "I've been looking all over for you. Why were you regenerating?" 

Seven blinked, not knowing which to address first; the use of her Human designation, something she had thought had been decided would not be used or the fact that the captain apparently expected her to be elsewhere doing something entirely different than regenerating.  She wondered if she had somehow missed information regarding a meeting. She was equally confused when the captain gently took her hand into her own and drew her down from the dais until they were both standing on the deck but when Janeway slipped her arms around her neck and kissed her, Seven was more than confused. She was profoundly shocked. 

Though rather pleasantly so, she decided after a few seconds of having the warm lips pressed lovingly against hers. 

She knew what kissing was, of course, having an extensive memory of Human reproductive techniques from her time with the Collective but she did not have any practical experience and she was always eager to broaden her horizons.  She was intrigued by the emotional sensation that this purely physical action was producing within her, a tingling warmth that suffused her body from head to toe. 

"I missed you, darling," Janeway murmured when they had parted, looking up at the Borg with an expression Seven could not remember ever seeing before. It was similar to the one that Janeway had offered during the incident with Arturis while they had been confined to the brig but not quite. This was very gentle, soft, almost vulnerable. Very unlike the captain's normal expression when regarding Seven. 

"I have ... missed you as well," Seven offered, hoping that was the proper response for what the captain had just said. 

Apparently it was since Janeway smiled and kissed her again, then rested her forehead against Seven's. "In fact, if you'll come home with me right now, I'll show you exactly how much I've missed you," the captain said in a very odd tone, husky and deep. It made Seven feel very strange, raising the hair on the back of her neck. 

Seven considered that for all of a nanosecond. "Very well," she agreed. 

Bemused, she followed as Janeway led her out of cargo bay two. She did note that the captain dropped her grip on her hand the instant they entered the corridor but she did not hesitate as Janeway headed for the turbo lift. She eyed the captain speculatively from the corner of her eye as the lift ascended. 

"Was your mission successful?" she asked, suddenly feeling the need to make conversation.  She was not the best when it came to 'small talk' but she had been trying really hard to adapt to Human customs recently and that was part of the Doctor's many lessons. 

It did occur to her that the captain was acting in an uncharacteristic manner, but Seven's lack of experience made it difficult for her to be sure, particularly with Janeway. Since the captain had always treated her in a fairly inconsistent manner at the best of times, Seven thought that it was entirely possible that Janeway had merely decided it was time to teach Seven more about Humanity. And while it might not be considered proper among certain of the crew for the captain to be providing this type of lesson, it was at Janeway's initiation so Seven was certainly not going to object. Janeway had been her mentor in many things, why not this area as well? 

She noted vaguely that before, where she was generally forced into learning such lessons, arguing every step of the way, she decided that this time, she would simply follow the captain's lead. She considered that to be a sign of maturity.  She wondered if Janeway would kiss her again and was a trifle surprised at how much she had enjoyed that ... and how much she was anticipating a similar incident in the near future. 

Janeway flashed her a smile. "They had a more than a sufficient store of trillinium to give us," she said. "We won't have to worry about running out for a good long while." 

Seven nodded. "That is ... fortunate," she said. She eyed her again. "Captain, may I ask you a question?" 

Janeway frowned slightly. "Why so formal, darling?" she said. "Even when we're outside our quarters, you can call me 'Kathryn', you know. It's just while we're on duty that you should stick to 'Captain'." 

"I ... see," Seven said, with some surprise. She had not realized that. She was aware that Chakotay, on occasion, called the captain by her first name. To be accorded that same privilege seemed significant indeed. 

"What was the question?" Janeway asked as the doors opened to deposit them on the deck three. 

"I wish to ask about the word you keep using," Seven said as they went into Janeway's quarters. She was  aware of Chakotay coming from the other end of the corridor and that he had an odd expression on his face as Janeway and Seven went through the door, but since the captain did not mention it, she supposed she didn't need to either. "'Darling'. What is that?" 

Janeway turned as the door closed behind them, a perplexed expression crossing her elegant features. "Don't you like it?" she asked. 

"I do not know what it means," Seven said honestly. 

Janeway smiled suddenly, shaking her head. "After all this time," she said in a gentle voice. "And you're only asking now?" 

Seven did not know what that meant either, but things were confusing enough and she tried to stick with the point. 

"Why do you use it when you refer to me?" she asked. 

Janeway moved closer and Seven looked down as the captain slid her arms around her once more. 

"It's a term of endearment, Annika," Janeway explained with a note of humor in her voice. "It is a word that lovers use when referring to each other. I'm only going to use it with you, believe me." 

That, of course, just opened up a whole new area of questions for the Borg but she did not get the chance to voice any of them since Janeway was suddenly kissing her again. And oddly enough, fumbling at the back of the Borg's neck, unfastening the clasp that kept her blue and gray outfit intact. Seven was startled to feel cool air caress her back as the material parted neatly down to the base of her spine and then Janeway was slipping her hands beneath the mesh like material, peeling it off her shoulders and arms. 

At this point, Seven realized that she should probably be objecting but the 'why' exactly escaped her for the moment and it was after pursuing that line of thought when she discovered the captain had rather neatly and efficiently finished undressing her. All the Borg was required to contribute was to raise one foot, then the other.   Obligingly, Seven did so, curious but not especially alarmed as Janeway relieved the Borg completely of her outfit, tossing it with an adept casualness onto the sofa. 

Seven allowed Janeway to lead her into the bedroom where the captain turned down the bedding, revealing crisp blue Starfleet issued linens. She carefully removed her comm badge and collar pips, placing the golden accouterments on the night stand, then turned back to the Borg who was standing there, not entirely sure what she was supposed to do next. 

"Are you waiting for something?" Janeway asked in a slightly teasing tone, holding out her arms. 

"Cap ... Kathryn?" 

"Undress me," Janeway said, tilting her head slightly. She did not look confused exactly. Just vaguely perplexed at Seven's hesitation. 

Seven blinked, then hastened to obey. This was turning into quite an interesting foray into Human interaction and it appeared that the captain was far from done. It came to her suddenly that the captain wanted to copulate with her. Though how she came to that conclusion, she wasn't entirely sure. 

"Are we about to copulate?" she asked carefully as she removed Janeway's tunic and sweater. 

Janeway laughed, a short bark of amusement as she pulled away from the restrictive shirt, shaking her hair free. Strands of it stood out from the rest, stiffened by the static and Seven noted idly that they were the exact color of burnished copper. 

"You haven't called it that in awhile," Janeway said wryly. 

Seven thought about that. It was true that the last time she had actually used the word was the unfortunate incident with Ensign Kim shortly after her arrival on the vessel. She had not thought the captain would be aware of that conversation however and she was impressed with Janeway's omnipotent knowledge of every little thing that went on in her ship. 

"What should I call it?" Seven asked curiously. 

Janeway took off her own trousers and boots, tossing them onto the lounger across the room. Seven, who had been holding onto the tunic and sweater uncertainly, immediately followed suit. 

"I've always preferred the term 'making love'," Janeway said as she crawled into bed. She stretched out on her back and looked up at Seven. "Did you have a better expression?" 

Seven shook her head. "That is acceptable terminology," she said. 

She regarded Janeway curiously, head tilted as she took in the length of that compact body, the firm little breasts and the swell of stomach, the thin patch of hair at the juncture of the captain's thighs, the muscular if thin arms and legs. She was suddenly very aware of her own appearance, the abdominal implants that bracketed her torso, that were embedded in her right bicep and just beneath her left collar bone, the mesh which tracked part way down her right leg. Compared to Janeway's perfection, she felt awkward, unsure but the captain did not seem to notice. 

Janeway held out her hand. "Come here," she said, smiling faintly. "Or do you just want to look?" 

Seven looked at her. "No," she said honestly. "I wish to do more than look." 




Janeway Prime 

"Are you quite sure," Janeway said, staring at the Doctor. 

"No," he said a bit peevishly. "But it's the best explanation I can come up with examining you here in your quarters. I might be able to discover more if you would accompany me to sickbay." 

"Not now, Doctor," she said firmly. "I have to call a staff meeting." 

She glanced over at Seven who was standing a few feet away, an expression of distress on her narrow features. Janeway could not remember ever seeing such a vulnerable display from the young woman before and she felt her heart go out to her. As disturbing the possibility offered by the Doctor was to her, it was absolutely confounding to Seven. The Borg did not seem to know how to react suddenly. 

"I think you should probably be in on this," Janeway added gently. 

"I understand, Kath--- Captain," Seven said in a low voice. 

"I hate to put a damper on things," the Doctor interjected at that moment. "But while I don't need any sleep, I should point out that it is 2300 hours." 

Startled, Janeway looked at him, then her shoulders slumped. Was this something that could be immediately rectified or would it take a great deal of resources? She suspected the latter and in that event, she wanted her people to be at their best, well rested and ready to tackle the problem. She didn't think the time was necessarily an issue though location might be. 

"You're correct," she told him. She glanced up. "Computer, locate Ensign Kim and Ensign Paris." 

"Ensigns Kim and Paris are currently in their quarters," the computer's feminine tones noted calmly. 

Asleep, no doubt she decided. Certainly they could wait until morning to hear the news. To discover that somehow, all three of them had been ... displaced. That this was not their universe at all but one with striking similarities. And certain differences. 

Like my entire life, Janeway added to herself sourly. She made a second call to the bridge, ordering that Voyager be brought to a complete stop. The conn officer's voice was vaguely perplexed when he responded but he obediently followed her orders. A third request put a memo in the padds of the entire senior staff, noting that there was to be a meeting at 0700, just after the beginning of the alpha shift. 

Those tasks complete, and now feeling totally at loose ends, she glanced at the other two. 

"I guess this can wait for morning," she noted. "No point trying to tackle the problem half asleep." 

The Doctor nodded. "I suspect that's a good idea," he said. His face softened perceptively. "Try to get some rest, Captain. I suspect this is only a temporary situation." 

She nodded as he dematerialized, wanting to believe him. But what if it wasn't temporary? What if they were trapped here, to live out the rest of their natural lives in this universe? Involuntarily, her eyes slid over to where Seven stood, looking extremely uncertain in the soft glow from the windows which revealed stars no longer distorted by the warp field. 

Janeway took a breath. "So we ... you and my counterpart ... live together," she ventured. 

Seven nodded slowly. She had her arms crossed over her chest, almost as if she were chilled and was hugging herself. Janeway had to resist the urge to go over and comfort her. After all, it wasn't her that the young woman needed, it was that other Janeway, the one she loved and apparently, loved her back. 

Feeling extremely fragile, as if the very deck beneath her was threatening to dissolve, Janeway turned to the one thing that had always been her lifeline in times of tribulation. She strode purposely over to the replicator and keyed in a request for coffee which came out steaming hot, a distinct aberration from how the replicator in her own quarters normally operated. She took a sip and was astounded at the deep roast flavor, the subtle hint of chicory and perhaps even a little trace of chocolate. It was undoubtedly the best cup of coffee she had ever experienced on Voyager. 

"This is incredible," she noted, lingering over the dark fluid, sniffing delicately to enjoy the rich aroma. 

"Kathryn relishes her coffee," Seven said distantly. "I was pleased to be able to refine the parameters of the replicator in order for her to experience a better ... 'blend'." 

Janeway stared at her. "Hmm," she said idly, taking another sip, letting it sit on her tongue so that she could absorb the taste. "I think I'm going to have a chat with my Seven when I get back." 

Seven tilted her head. "You do not love ... her, do you?" she asked pointedly. "My other self." 

That laid it out rather flat on the table and Janeway decided that this Seven was as blunt and forthcoming as her counterpart. The captain hesitated, thinking about how to answer that. "I believe that in addition to being her captain, I am her friend," she admitted. "But the kind of feelings that you and my counterpart apparently share, no, we don't have that." 

"Why not?" Seven tilted her head slightly. 

Janeway took a large gulp of coffee, stalling for time. "I don't know," she admitted finally. "Lack of opportunity possibly or maybe we're just not each other's type.  I do know that it is not in my nature to become involved with a crewmember." 

Seven smiled faintly. "It was not in Kathryn's nature either," she said. "Until I convinced her otherwise." She paused. "But it did take a great deal of effort on my part." 

Janeway looked at her, felt her lips twitch in a wry grin. "I'll bet it did," she said. 

She took her cup and went over to the chair, sitting down. Without being asked, Seven took a seat close to her on the couch. The captain affected not to notice when the Borg's robe fell open to reveal the long length of bronzed tinted legs which Seven crossed neatly. It occurred to Janeway that this Seven was a lot more ... 'human' than her counterpart, or at least, a lot more comfortable in how she handled herself, and interacted with others. She also seemed more confident and was even less intimidated by Janeway, something the Borg never really was in the first place. It made the captain realize that the two Sevens were really very different entities just as, she supposed, she and her own counterpart must be. 

"How did you two get together?" she asked, before realizing that perhaps that was a little more information than she should perhaps be trying to find out. 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "I fell in love with her," she said evenly. "But when I told her that, she responded by saying that she could not love me back. We went through a very ... difficult time before I realized that did not mean that she did not love me back. Only that she had concerns and misconceptions which I was required to allay before we could set the parameters of a romantic relationship." 

Janeway regarded her coffee. "You must have been very persistent," she said softly. 

Seven considered that. "I believe," she said slowly, "that Kathryn was ready to be loved. It was only a matter of helping her understand that." She eyed the captain speculatively. "Perhaps my counterpart shall be equally as convincing ... one day." 

Janeway did not know what to think about that. 

Only that it seemed ... intriguing. 




Seven Prime 

Seven kissed the captain intently, cradling the smaller woman's shoulders on her forearms as she pressed lightly down on her. She sensed her weight would be too much for Janeway to bear comfortably so she was careful to support most of it on her elbows and knees. The captain had her arms wrapped around the Borg's neck and was kissing her back with soft passion. 

"Oh my," Janeway murmured after they had parted. "If I had known you were going to be this ... enthusiastic, I would have gone away long ago." 

Seven did not know if that was a criticism of her technique or not. The voice did not sound judgmental ... indeed, it was low and husky, a throaty trill that seemed to reverberate through her. She decided that she liked Kathryn's voice very much and hoped she would have further opportunity to hear it pitched at just that tone in the future. 

"Have I been ... inadequate?" she queried finally. 

Janeway laughed. "Oh no, my love," she said. "Far from it." Her brows drew together as she suddenly frowned faintly. "However, you did seem a bit ... different tonight. Did you really miss me that much?" 

Seven tried to formulate an answer to that question.  She decided that she lacked the necessary data to do so. 

"Could you be more specific?" she requested. 

Janeway eyed her curiously. "I just meant that you seemed a little 'off' tonight," she responded. "Not as, oh I don't know, relaxed as you normally are when we make love. More urgent somehow." 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "This is the first time we have 'made love'," she noted with confusion. 

Janeway just stared at her. Clearly she was trying to figure out what that meant and Seven suddenly thought that it might be a good idea to withdraw from the captain a little, to put a little distance between them. She rolled off Janeway and sat up, wrapping her arms around her knees as she regarded Janeway uncertainly. 

Janeway sat up as well, bringing the lights up with a word. In the sudden illumination, she was wonderfully mussed, incredibly alluring. Seven wondered why the captain couldn't look like that all the time rather than the formal, forbidding expression she usually assumed. 

"Annika, what are you talking about?" Janeway asked finally. 

Seven considered it. "You implied that we have copulated before," she said. "That is not correct. Tonight was the first time we have ever interacted in this manner." 

Janeway held up an elegant, long finger. "Wait," she said, frowning. "Annika, you and I have been lovers for eight months. We have made love many times." 

"That is incorrect," Seven insisted. 

Janeway's mouth opened, then closed. Clearly, she was at a complete loss for words. 

"Tuvok to Captain Janeway." 

The call interrupted whatever it was Janeway might have finally come up with and it seemed that she grabbed her comm badge off the night stand with a certain amount of relief. 

"Go ahead, Tuvok," she said crisply. 

"Captain, I am in sickbay," he responded promptly. "Ensign Kim has been injured ... by Lt. Torres." 

"What?" Janeway blurted. 

"Lt. Torres punched Ensign Kim repeatedly about the head and shoulders," Tuvok elaborated. "She claims that he attempted to ... sexually assault her." 

"What?" Janeway yelped again, then seemed to realize that she was repeating herself. She took a breath. "Just hang on, Tuvok. I'll be down in a minute." 

She glanced at Seven. "We're going to have to discuss this later," she said as she got out of bed and began pulling on her uniform. 

"I shall accompany you," Seven remarked, getting out of bed herself. She went into the living area and retrieved her outfit, putting it on swiftly and replacing her hair into its customary austere bun. 

She wondered if what had just happened with Ensign Kim and Lt. Torres had anything to do with how the captain had been acting. 

The couple did not speak as they left the quarters and headed for the turbolift. Seven eyed Janeway surreptitiously from the corner of her eye, impressed by how the command mask had fully reapplied itself to the classic features. No one would ever suspect that as recently as twenty minutes earlier the woman had been crying out with total abandon, her head tossed back, her face the very definition of sexual pleasure. 

They rushed into sickbay to find the Doctor repairing a bruised and battered Ensign Kim while an infuriated Lt. Torres was being watched closely by a couple of Tuvok's security personnel. 

"Report," Janeway snapped. 

"That maniac snuck into my quarters and jumped on me while I was sleeping," Torres howled, pointing at Harry. "He tried to ... well, you know what he tried to do." 

Seven raised an eyebrow. She wanted to ask for specifics, but was unsure that would be particularly wise at this moment. 

Janeway looked at Harry. "Mr. Kim?" she asked expectantly. 

"Honestly, Captain," he protested. He was completely flustered. "I don't know what got into her. It's hardly the first time I ... well, surprised her." 

"What?" Torres yelped. 

Janeway held up a hand, taking command at the situation. She regarded the chief engineer sternly. "Lt. Torres, I'm not prepared to comment on how you and Mr. Kim conduct your romance, but was it really necessary for you to pummel him like this?" 

Seven, the Doctor, Tuvok, his security guards and B'Elanna all gaped at the captain. 

"What romance?" B'Elanna sputtered finally. 

"B'Elanna, you and I have been together for months," Harry said. He was the only one not looking at the captain. "I mean, if you want to break up, all you have to do is tell me." 

B'Elanna shifted her astounded expression to the operations officer. "Starfleet, I think you finally lost it," she said. Then she frowned. "Oh god, this isn't one of Tom's stupid practical jokes, is it?" 

"What does Mr. Paris have to do with this?" Janeway asked, obviously trying to put a little clarity in the situation. 

B'Elanna took a deep breath. "This is too weird," she decided finally and shut up, crossing her arms across her chest and sticking out her jaw. 

Seven cleared her throat. She had read that such an act would divert attention to the one wishing it and she was gratified to see that it was quite adequate for that purpose. 

"There have been other aberrant things occurring this evening," she said. "Earlier, the captain took me to her quarters where we copulated for several hours. Then gave every indication that such action was commonplace when in fact, I know it is not. And I do not believe that Ensign Kim, no matter what the provocation, would approach Lt. Torres unless he believed his 'advances' would have been welcomed. Therefore, I must conclude that this is not Captain Janeway, nor is that Ensign Kim." 

Seven saw that she had shocked everyone and was not entirely sure it was because of the fact that these two beings were most likely not who they thought they were ... or her revelation about her and the captain copulating. 

Only the Vulcan security chief seemed to have any sense of poise in the stark silence that followed. "Do you have anything to back up such a statement, Seven?" Tuvok asked calmly. 

"Other than what has been happening?" Seven offered. "No. But I do think a medical scan could tell us more." 

She noted that Janeway looked absolutely stunned, and indeed she must have been because she did not object when the Doctor nudged her over to the nearest table and began taking readings. It did not take long before the group discovered that the pair's bio-readings were slightly out of synch with this universe.  Ensign Paris was hastily awakened and hustled out of his quarters where he had been sleeping peacefully, completely unaware of all the excitement. When a spare moment granted someone the opportunity to tell him that he was supposedly the one involved romantically with Lt. Torres, his astonished laughter could not be considered at all flattering for the Klingon hybrid. 

She had to be forcibly restrained from punching him as well. 



Janeway Prime 

Captain Janeway sat in the chair at the head of the conference table, very aware that it was not truly hers, that in fact, it belonged to another. She had been surprised to see that Seven had acquired a seat directly opposite hers at the other end of the table. It indicated a certain sort of status that none of the other senior staff had ... perhaps because of her relationship with the captain? Janeway wasn't sure she wanted to know the politics involved, or how their relationship was viewed by the crew.  It would only serve as a distraction from the real problem. 

Her revelation had rocked the crew, especially B'Elanna, Tom and Harry. Apparently in this universe, it was Harry Kim with whom the chief engineer was involved. Janeway wasn't sure who was more rattled by that. Tom ... or Harry who even now, kept glancing at Torres as if he had never seen her before. Janeway wondered just what might have gone on the night before, then decided that she had enough to concern herself with. 

She had remained in the captain's quarters while Seven had graciously spent the rest of the night in cargo bay two, regenerating though apparently, she was only required to spend an hour or so every three days to maintain her Borg implants. The rest of the time, as she informed the captain, she was more than capable of fulfilling her body's need for restoration by sleeping, just as the rest of the crew did. 

Janeway wondered if her own Seven had reached that stage and if so, how inconsiderate the captain had been by not transferring the young woman to more comfortable quarters. After all, how could she expect Seven to consider herself 'Human' when she was shoved into a cargo bay like a piece of equipment, her privacy violated at will by whoever needed materials from the cargo that still remained. She felt vaguely ashamed and promised herself that she would rectify that as soon as she returned. 

Assuming she returned. Just because they now knew what had happened didn't mean they could come up with a way to reverse it. They weren't even entirely sure why or how the trio had shifted universes in the first place. 

"It had to be that bump," Tom was saying. He looked intently at the captain, a stray lock of fair hair falling over his forehead boyishly. "I didn't say anything at the time, but I felt really dizzy and disoriented for a few seconds." 

"I did, too," Harry said, looking at his friend. 

"Then why didn't you mention it at the time?" Janeway said sternly. 

Tom grinned faintly at her. "Why didn't you?" he countered. 

She tried to hold her scowl, knew it was hopeless. "I was afraid I had gotten  ... space sick," she admitted finally. "On just a little turbulence. It would have been a humiliating thing to own up to." 

"You know, I think it was just us," Harry noted slowly. "The Delta Flyer didn't come with us." He looked hesitantly at the captain. "Though I'm not sure why I say that." 

"No, you're right, Harry," Tom said. "The toggles on the navigational array. I could swear they've always been red but if we were to go down there right now, we'd find that they're blue. The differences are subtle, easy to overlook or dismiss but they are there." 

"Some are not so subtle," Janeway said dryly and forced herself not to look at Seven. 

"The real question is, how do we proceed now?" Chakotay said. He had been leaning back in his chair, listening to the discussion without comment until now. He regarded Janeway. 

"Captain, I am quite content to accept you as commander of this vessel for the time being and probably even in the future should we be unable to figure out a way to return you. But that's something that needs to be put in the official logs should it come to that. The crew would be uneasy otherwise." 

Janeway nodded. She had not even really thought about it but the first officer was completely correct. She was captain, yes, but not of this Voyager. And indeed, her ship was currently without its commander as well. She took a breath, trying not to think about what it would be like not to return, to have to remain here. Unbidden, her eyes went once more to the cool, imposing blond sitting across from her. 

Of course, there would be one advantage, she noted, her sense of humor making a rather unexpected appearance.  The coffee's a hell of a lot better in this universe. She supposed she would need quite a lot of it in the upcoming days and she did not envy her counterpart who would only be able to fuel herself with what she now considered the tasteless replicated version.  Or worse, Neelix's special concoction.  She wondered if her counterpart would convince the Seven she knew to work on the replicator parameters.  Maybe there was some real incentive in going back after all. 

"We have to find the exact point where that 'turbulence' occurred," she said. She glanced at B'Elanna and Tom. "I want you two to go over the navigational records of the Delta Flyer, pinpoint exactly where we were. Seven, I want you and Harry to run scans of that area of space, try to find anything that would account for this transference of personnel from one universe to another. Chakotay, as soon as we discover anything, we'll take Voyager back along that track." 

A chorus of 'ayes' and 'understood, captain' came her way and she was gratified to know that her crew seemed just as skilled in this reality as it did in the other. The staff got up at her dismissal and headed for the door, Seven lingering behind. 

Janeway raised an eyebrow, waiting for the door to slide shut, leaving them alone before she spoke. 

"You have something to add?" she asked in a far gentler voice than she was accustomed to using with Seven. It surprised her at how much her attitude toward the Borg had altered in just the short time she had been in this universe. 

Seven hesitated, seemed to search for words. "Do you believe that the captain and the others are all right?" she said. "We are just assuming they 'switched places' with you. There is no way of knowing that for certain." 

Janeway realized how much Seven needed assurance and understandably so. 

"Yes, I do believe that right now, my counterpart is sitting in my seat even as we speak," she said in her most positive tone. "In fact, there's no doubt in my mind that she's probably doing the exact same thing I am right now." 

"Trying to get back to where she belongs." 




Seven Prime 

Seven of Nine glanced up as the doors to astrometrics slid open. Captain Janeway entered and the Borg raised an eyebrow inquiringly as the compact woman crossed the deck to where she was working at her console. 

"I have no results as of yet, Captain," she told her, anticipating her question. 

Janeway's lips twitched slightly, not a grin but certainly an indication of being amused. Seven noted that her eyes took on a blue cast in that case. She had discovered that she had been paying closer and closer detail to incidentals about Janeway lately. 

The captain rested her hands on the top of the metal work station. "That's not why I'm here," she said softly. 

Seven was surprised. "Indeed?" She linked her hands behind her back and gave the captain her full attention, leaving off her work for the moment. "What did you wish to see me about?" 

Janeway took a deep breath. "I wanted to apologize, Seven," she said. "If I did anything to make you feel uncomfortable or upset you in any way. It was never my intention to ... force you into a situation where you were not ready to be." 

Seven considered that. "You are referring to our copulating," she said and noted how Janeway winced slightly. "When we made love," she amended in a gentler tone. "Captain, while I was not entirely sure of your intentions, you did not ... 'seduce' me into anything that was disagreeable to me." 

Janeway seemed unable to look the Borg in the eyes. "I'm glad of that," she said. She paused, then raised her eyes, staring directly at Seven, the words bursting out of her suddenly. "Dammit, why didn't you stop me?" 

Seven blinked. "I did not want you to stop," she said honestly. "I ... enjoyed what we were doing." 

"You do understand, I thought you were someone else," Janeway said, perhaps a bit more brutally than she otherwise would have said but it seemed to Seven that the captain felt she should be more upset by what had happened. 

"I do, now," Seven responded. She hesitated, then allowed herself a faint smile. "I also believed you to be someone else." 

Janeway stared at her, then shook her head, a wry grin touching her mouth. "Seven, are you attracted to your captain?" 

"In truth," Seven replied. "I had not considered it before." 

"And now?" Janeway's eyes were a crystal blue, Seven noted idly, with just a touch of gray. 

"And now," Seven echoed. "I am considering it." 

A muscle in Janeway's jaw twitched, looking at her from beneath lowered brows. Then she smiled. "Just don't give up if the going gets tough," she said. "Trust me when I say, Captain Janeway doesn't always know what's best for her." 

"I am sure you are correct," Seven allowed slowly, after thinking about it. 

A chirp from her console alerted her and she turned quickly to her board, accessing it. Janeway looked anxiously over her shoulder as she worked. 

"Sensors are detecting a subspace rift, Captain," Seven noted. "It is in the low range spectrum which is possibly why the Delta Flyer's scans did not detect it. Voyager's sensors are calibrated to a much greater range." 

Janeway touched her comm badge. "Captain to the bridge," she said. "Full stop. Hold station keeping here. Turn all sensors to the coordinates Seven is now feeding to you." 

"Understood," Chakotay responded. 

Seven made a few more adjustments. "Captain, sensors are picking up a vessel approaching on the other side of the rift," she said. She glanced forward as the large monitors looming over the Astrometrics lab shifted to show a very familiar vessel. "It is Voyager." 

"Can you hail them?" Janeway said, raising an eyebrow curiously. 

Seven made the necessary connections. "Voyager to ... Voyager," she said, hesitating only briefly. "Please respond." She blinked as her hail was immediately returned by an eerily familiar voice and image on the screens. She gaped openly at the blond Borg dominating the screen. 

"Voyager, this is Voyager," Seven-Alt replied. 

"This is ridicules," Janeway-Alt muttered. "Let's keep it to personalities." She accessed the board herself. "Annika, this is Captain Janeway." 

"Kath... Captain?" The voice was joyous. Then it faded, became more cool, distant. "Voyager, can you confirm you are the correct vessel?" 

Seven-Prime saw that Janeway-Alt was initially confused by the request, then her face suddenly cleared and she smiled briefly. "Annika, the first time it happened, we were in a shuttle on the hangar deck.  What was it?" 

There was a pause. "That was the first place we ever kissed," the Seven-Alt offered with a faint smile. "Kathryn, are you all right?" 

"I'm fine," Janeway-Alt said and Seven-Prime could suddenly see the love radiating from her face, the joy at being reunited with the person she adored. 

Seven-Prime felt very odd, as if she were intruding on what should have been a very private moment. Then the viewer shifted to an image of Janeway-Prime and the moment was abruptly over. 

"Captain, how do you propose we handle this?" she asked, her face composed. 

Glancing back and forth between them, Seven-Prime could readily see the difference. It wasn't so much visual as it was the sense she got from each of them. The alternative captain was much easier in her motion, more relaxed in her manner. Her captain ... her Janeway ... was more on edge, rigid and less open in the set of her shoulders. Could love truly make that much of a difference? Seven-Prime decided that it must. 

"I think if we reproduce the conditions which caused the first switch, we might be able to reverse the effects," Janeway-Alt noted professionally. 

"My thinking exactly," the other captain said and for a brief moment, the two Janeways shared a thin smile. 

Seven-Prime felt a headache coming on. 

And in the end, it was just that simple. The trio readied the Delta Flyer and coordinating with the other Delta Flyer, they matched course and speed as they flew into the rift. Seven was on the bridge by this time and she took a breath as she watched the silvery vessel disappear in a flash of light only to suddenly reappear almost immediately. 

"Commander," Tuvok noted. "The rift is closing." 

Chakotay glanced back at him worriedly. "Let's hope we got the right people this time," he said. 

Seven looked at the Delta Flyer approaching the ship and somehow knew they had.  She was surprised to feel a very real pang at that. From somewhere deep inside, an emotion stirred and it took her a moment to identify it. 

Envy. 

She did not show it outwardly, but for just a moment, she bitterly envied her counterpart, envied the other Borg's access to a love that she had only had the briefest taste of. There was no guarantee that she could reproduce such a thing with her own Janeway. Indeed, since their path had altered so significantly from the other universe, it was very possible she could not. And she regretted that profoundly. 

She refused to let the tears stinging the back of her eyes reveal themselves. 

Good-bye Kathryn, she thought, heart aching. Thank you for loving me ... even if it was for only a moment or two. 

Then she accessed the tactical station, not experiencing the same sense of anticipation the others on the bridge felt as the Delta Flyer docked and the crew disembarked. She hoped that whatever the future would bring, that somehow this awful feeling of loss would disappear. 



Epilogue
Captain Janeway hesitated outside the doors of cargo bay two, then taking a deep breath, she keyed the controls, stepping through the large doors which parted slowly to allow her entrance. She realized that she had not announced herself and remembered that she had promised to find Seven better quarters. Tomorrow, she told herself sternly. She was determined that by the end of the week, Seven would no longer have to live in this cavernous bay.  She would have her own quarters one way or another. 

To her surprise, Seven was not regenerating as she had anticipated. For a moment, she was disappointed. Though she would never share this with anyone, it had become her habit to study the young woman as she regenerated before she terminated the cycle to speak with her. She refused to acknowledge the feelings that stirred inside her whenever she did. For her, it was a small indulgence she allowed herself in the Delta Quadrant and she regretted that she would not get the opportunity this time. 

Seven glanced up from her work console, an eyebrow raising quizzically as she watched the captain approach. 

"Captain?" she queried. "It is quite late." 

Janeway nodded briefly. "It is," she said. She hesitated, much more aware of Seven as an individual now than she had been before. "I apologize if I'm disturbing you." 

Seven regarded her and stopped her work, linking her hands formally behind her back as she granted Janeway her full attention. "You are not disturbing me," she said, and it seemed her voice was much gentler than at any time Janeway had ever heard her. 

Suddenly, the captain was quite nervous and she dropped her hands to her sides, hoping they weren't visibly trembling. 

"Seven, I just wanted to let you know," she said, controlling the quaver in her voice with an effort. "I'm aware that you and my counterpart had a brief ... misunderstanding." 

Seven blinked, observed her closely. "You are referring to our cop--- 'making love'," she said. 

The words, so blatantly stated, impacted Janeway's midsection like a blow and she had to take a second to regain her composure, not wanting to acknowledge the sudden image that threaded through her mind of her counterpart and Seven locked in a sensual embrace. It all too easily shifted to imagine how it would feel for it to have been her. 

"Yes," she said carefully. "I'm worried that you might have negative repercussions from such an experience." 

Seven looked perplexed. "Kathryn was, I believe according to all conventional wisdom, quite a remarkable lover," she said reasonably. "And with her knowledge of my counterpart, she was very adept at ... pleasing me. I experience no negative repercussions, Captain." 

Janeway was somewhat at a loss for words. "Oh," she said finally. She managed a weak smile. "I'm glad, Seven," she said sincerely. "I would not want you to be ... hurt by anything." 

Seven stared at her. "Indeed," she said as if surprised. She paused. "Is there anything else, Captain?" 

Janeway could not quite figure out how she had lost her grip on this conversation but somehow she had. She shook her head. 

"No, Seven," she said. "I was just concerned. I'm very happy to see that concern was misplaced." 

Seven nodded briefly, clearly considering the discussion to be terminated. Awkwardly, Janeway gave a brief nod of farewell and turned to go. 

"It is curious," Seven said. 

Janeway paused, feeling something ... she wasn't sure what ... skitter up her spine. 

"What?" she asked, not turning back. She did angle her head to her shoulder though she refused to look at the young woman. 

"How our counterparts could create a certain type of relationship whereas we have never considered such interaction," Seven said. 

Janeway found it difficult to breathe, as if there was a band across her chest. "Different paths, Seven," she managed.  "Every decision, every choice leads to a different path in life." 

"Yes," Seven allowed. There was a hesitation. "Perhaps such a path is merely waiting to be explored. Should one attempt to find it." 

Janeway swallowed. "The possibility always exists, Seven," she said. She dared to raise her eyes, turning slightly, meeting the pale blue gaze of the Borg. For a brief second, something passed between them, electric, different than anything they had ever shared before. 

Janeway felt a smile quirk the corners of her mouth. 

"Perhaps we should discuss it at greater length ... sometime in the future," she suggested delicately. 

Seven considered that. "I would ... appreciate such an opportunity," she said. 

Janeway nodded. 

And got out of there before the power of that intent gaze bowled her over entirely. She shook her head as she strode rapidly through the corridor toward the turbo-lift. God only knew what effect that conversation is going to cause, she thought with a hint of worry. 

And a whole lot of anticipation. 



Epilogue 
(Alt Universe)
The captain's quarters were dimly illuminated and through the bedroom door, the soft murmurs and sounds of two lovers reunited wafted into the still air.  Janeway and Seven were curled up in the warm cocoon of blankets and linens, wrapped around each other in the center of the bed.  The captain nuzzled the smooth soft skin of her partner's throat, kissing along the line of it, feeling the flutter of pulse beneath her lips.  She so adored this woman ... in either universe. 

Which led her to the unavoidable truth that she was going to have to tell her lover exactly what had happened in that other reality though it was a prospect that was far from pleasing.  The trouble was, Janeway wasn't quite sure where to start, or how to phrase it in such a way that it wouldn't hurt Annika. 

"What is it?" Seven asked softly. 

Startled, Janeway drew back to look at her, realizing she must have tensed subconsciously in her efforts to figure out what to say.  She took a deep breath and rested her fingertips gently on Seven's alabaster cheek. 

"Darling, you know I love you," she said.  "More than anything in the universe." 

"I do," Seven agreed slowly, frowning a bit. 

"That love can sometimes blind me," Janeway struggled on.  "To such an extent that I can see only you, even if it isn't." 

Seven considered that for a long moment.  "Did you have difficulty distinguishing between me and my counterpart?" she asked and for some reason, Janeway thought a touch of coolness had crept into the Borg's precise intonation. 

The captain took a deep breath.  "Darling, I truly believed she was you," she said, a hint of desperation tinting her voice. 

Seven was silent, staring at her.  "Did you and she ... copulate?" she asked flatly. 

Janeway looked at that as if an activated photon torpedo had just landed in her lap.  They had made a definite distinction between 'copulating' and 'making love'; one was a result of their emotions, the other was merely a physical expenditure.  The trouble was, she wasn't sure which one she should go with in this case, which one would be less hurtful to her partner. 

She swallowed hard.  "We made love," she admitted quietly.  "In retrospect, I can see where she was less experienced than you, but at the time ... darling, I had just missed you so much when I was away.  I didn't pay as close attention to the subtleties as I should have.  I'm so very, very sorry." 

Seven drew away, sitting up in the bed, wrapping her arms around her knees and Janeway was struck by the image of another Seven in a similar position, just after the Borg had informed her that they had never made love before that night.  She tried to read what was going on in Seven's mind, what thoughts were crossing that suddenly impassive face.  Her heart pounded in her chest and she tried very hard to moderate her respiration. 

Seven pursed her lips.  "She did not object?" she asked. 

Janeway shook her head.  "No," she replied gently.  "I believe ... she was attracted to her captain so when it appeared that Janeway was suddenly returning her interest ... "  Janeway trailed off, searching for the proper words.  "But I take full responsibility, Annika.  I was the aggressor.  I sought her out and took her back to my quarters." 

"You would," Seven said finally and Janeway was heartened to hear a hint of dry humor flavor her tone.  "Kathryn, I appreciate that my counterpart would not object to being with you.  Certainly, had the Janeway which came here been more ... like you, it may have taken some time before I realized that she was not who I initially thought she was.  I also believe that had positions been reversed and I was that Seven, I would  be quite appreciative for you 'making love' to me." 

Janeway thought she could start breathing again.  "Does this mean you forgive me?" she asked. 

Seven reached over, stroking her cheek lightly with her fingertips as she looked deep into her eyes.  "I love you, Kathryn," she said with great sincerity.  "I do not believe you would do anything to deliberately hurt me.  Not if you had any awareness of what was going on."  She paused.  "You are simply not as alert to your surroundings as I am." 

A muscle in Janeway's jaw twitched but she let that one go.  She figured she was getting off lightly as it was.  "Thank you, darling," she said and if her tone was a trifle sardonic, then she hoped Seven wouldn't notice.   Seven regarded her.  A shadow seemed to cross her eyes.  "Was her technique ... better?" she asked and her voice was hesitant. 

Janeway smiled, a combination of humor and great relief.  "Oh no, my love," she said.  "You are the only one who can make me go to warp with just a touch." 

Seven looked insufferably smug.  "Ah," she said, as if she had never been concerned.  "I was merely curious." 

"Right," Janeway responded wryly.  "So why don't you?" 

Seven stared at her blankly.  "Why don't I what?" 

Janeway leaned closer.  "Why don't you show me your technique again," she said.  "Just to be sure." 

Seven smiled faintly and reached out for her.  "I will comply," she said and proceeded to do so. 

With the most intense sincerity. 

The End 
Back to Home
· This is a one shot inspired by the episode Someone To Watch Over Me.  It includes the infamous missing scene though granted, it is slanted for my point of view. 

· Dedicated to mj who provided me with the tape of the scene in question and to Liz Griffin, who came up with the new take on Seven's outfit. 



Someone to Watch Over Her 
G. L. Dartt
Captain Kathryn Janeway of USS Voyager heaved a silent sigh of relief as the last sparkles transported the Kati ambassadors away. It had been a difficult negotiation, but ultimately a fruitful one and the minerals she had acquired for the starship's varied systems would go a long way in making it possible for them to one day return to the Alpha Quadrant. Or at least, make the next few months a little easier on her nerves. Her face ached slightly from the diplomatic smile she had kept pasted to it for the last week, and there was the beginnings of a headache touching her temples, a minor throb that threatened to escalate rapidly if she didn't get out of this uncomfortable dress uniform, and into a hot bath as soon as possible. 

She glanced over at her first officer, the darkly handsome ex-Maquis, Chakotay as they left the transporter room. 

"So what happened while Tuvok and I were gone?" she asked idly as they entered the turbolift. "I noticed Neelix looked a trifle uncomfortable." 

Chakotay grinned suddenly, the tribal tattoo above his brow crinkling slightly. "Let's just say Neelix had his hands full with Ambassador Tomin," he responded with a twinkle in his dark eyes. "All those temptations he swore he hadn't indulged in? Well, I don't think he missed one." 

"Oh dear," Janeway said, smiling faintly, a genuine one this time. "Anything else?" 

Chakotay hesitated, and she looked at him curiously. 

"It's not really ship's business," he warned. 

Intrigued, Janeway quirked an eyebrow. "By all means," she invited. "A little scandalous gossip is just what I need to clear out the restrictive culture I've been living in the past week." 

"Well, I don't know how scandalous it is," he said, obviously swallowing another grin. "Seven has begun dating." 

"What?" 

The exclamation burst out of her before she could stop it and with an effort, she tried to bring the astonishment and ... dismay? ... she was experiencing under control, embarrassed that she had let it get the better of her. Her mind was a whirl of self recriminations and regrets. 

It was just an off hand comment, she thought with real horror. 

Then why did you make it? her little voice responded immediately with scathing condemnation. You know Seven takes everything you say literally. What the hell kind of mess did you get her into? 

"With who?" she asked, forcing her voice into a relative calm. 

Chakotay, who had been eyeing her curiously, merely tilted his head. "She and Lt. Chapman had dinner one evening," he said. He paused, apparently for effect. "She tore a ligament in his arm." 

"What did he try?" she asked urgently, an edge to her voice, staring at him with alarm. 

He was startled by the very real anger in her response. "Nothing, as far as I know," he said, blinking. "They were dancing, and Seven attempted a twirl. I guess she didn't let him know beforehand." 

"Oh," Janeway said weakly, not knowing where the sudden fury and fear which had shaken her voice had come from. 

Chakotay went quiet, apparently understanding that the captain was not reacting as he expected she would. Janeway wanted desperately to ask for more details, but realized she had probably shown far too much interest than was prudent already. Besides, Seven was an adult and perfectly entitled to date whomever she chose. What did Janeway care? 

Except she did, with a profoundly surprising ache in her midsection. I'm tired, she told herself sternly, and I need a rest. Then I'll have a talk with Seven. 

The turbolift came to a stop on the deck containing the command quarters, and Janeway took a breath, looking directly at her first officer. "Resume our course to the Alpha Quadrant," she instructed. "Have a good evening." 

"I will, Captain," he said, a vaguely puzzled tone in his voice. There was an odd look on his face and Janeway was very glad when the turbolift doors shut, cutting off her view of that curious expression. 

She walked briskly to her quarters and entered its haven with a bit of relief, heading for the ensuite where she shrugged out of her dress tunic. In the bathroom, she carefully took the pips off the jacket so that they wouldn't go into the recycler with the rest of the uniform. As she did, an unbidden memory flashed through her mind, of her and Seven in her ready room just prior to the captain's leaving for the Kati planet. 
  

"I read B'Elanna's report," Janeway said sternly, as she carried her coffee from the replicator, moving down to join Seven on the lower level of the captain's ready room.  The Borg, who did not look the slightest bit repentant, watched her alertly.  "Needless to say I was surprised." 
"I was careful not to violate protocols," Seven responded evenly. 
"That's not the point. This is a starship, not a nature preserve," Janeway said, waving Seven's padd for emphases. 
*I really don't have time for this*, the captain groaned internally. She had her hands full trying to get ready for her visit to the Kati home world and to have Seven and B'Elanna Torres, the ship's chief engineer, tangling just before she left was the absolute last thing she needed. She took a quick glance at the reflective surface of the mirror she had set up on her desk, noting with annoyance that there were only three metal circles on her right breast. 
"I'm missing a pip," she said distractedly. 
The statuesque blond standing in front of her desk tilted her head slightly. "You asked me to broaden my knowledge of human behavior," she objected mildly with precise enunciation. 
The captain frowned. "I'm not questioning your goals, Seven. It's your method," she returned pointedly. "You shouldn't be taking field notes on the crew." Her eyes, sweeping the carpet at her feet, caught a glint by the desk leg. 
"Here it is," she said triumphantly, pouncing on it. She straightened and walked around the furniture, regarding the young woman measuringly as she handed the pip to Seven before perching on the edge of her desk. "Help me with this, please." 
Obediently, Seven affixed the tiny rank insignia to the slope of Janeway's chest, just above the braid of gold, and suddenly the captain was acutely aware of the warmth of the Borg's hand penetrating the layers of tunic, feeling the soft tingles rush through her own fingers which rested on the desk top. 
Her voice gentled and before she knew what she was saying, she added, "Have you ever thought of trying it yourself?" 
Seven stared at her, an odd expression on her face. 
"Romance, I mean," Janeway elaborated with a grin, her humor asserting itself. 
"I do not require a romantic relationship," Seven said in a vaguely offended tone. 
Janeway quirked her eyebrow. 
"Then why did you collect 30,000 giga-quads of information on the subject?" she noted sardonically. 
Seven looked extremely uncomfortable and the captain was content to leave the discussion at that, intending to continue it at another time. "I'm late," she said and with a final, parting smile at the Borg, left for the transporter room.
But Seven had not waited for any further discussion on the matter. Instead, in her own, quietly efficient way, she had leaped into the process with every intention of experiencing it completely. Honestly, Janeway scolded her reflection. What were you thinking? Seven could have had her feelings hurt ... or worse. What kind of mentor are you? 

She carefully paid no attention to the thought that drifted across her mind that perhaps she could be more than a mentor to the beautiful young Borg if only she played her cards right. She knew full well that particular topic was something she needed to stay as far away from as possible. She set the controls for her bath, the tub filling as she dropped her pips onto the sink counter and peeled off her sweater. She removed her trousers and undergarments, then tossed the uniform into the recycler, putting her boots carefully in the closet for morning. 

She eased into the tub with a sigh of blissful relief, the bubbles slipping slick and wonderfully smooth around her body. Briskly she used her sponge to clean her arms and legs, running it over her torso, wanting to be clean before she could enjoy the fun part of the bath. Yet even as she sank back into the warm water kept at the perfect temperature, trying to relax into the soothing properties of the massage jets, her mind did not want to let it go. She fretted about Lt. Chapman, trying to remember whatever she could about the young man. 

He's a nice guy, her voice noted snidely, but far too weak in personality for our strong willed, arrogant Borg. The date must have been a disaster, long before Seven tore his ligament. 

She wondered why Seven had chosen him. Was Seven attracted to him? Janeway was surprised at the odd sensation that squeezed her chest, and she tried to identify it, horrified at the obvious conclusion that it was probably jealousy. Ridiculous, she told herself. Why would I be jealous? I'm certainly not interested in Lt. Chapman. 

Her little voice had no intention of letting her get away with that one. Who are you trying to kid? it needled her unmercifully. I think we know exactly who we're jealous of here. 

Janeway absolutely refused to go there. Impossible, she told herself with firm resolve, attempting to quiet her inner voice which only blew a rather substantial raspberry at her. It occurred to her that her little voice sounded remarkably like her sister, Phoebe, a lot of the time and she wondered what a ship's counselor would say about that one. 

She got out of the tub, still unsettled and toweled herself off. She took a delicate silk robe from her closet, the pastel shade highlighting her blue-gray eyes, pulling it on before retrieving her uniform from the replicator shelf where it had rematerialized freshly pressed and folded. She placed it on the sink counter for morning, then strolled out into the bedroom, drawing a hairbrush idly through her auburn hair, and trying not to think of anything at all since it was clear that when she tried thinking, her mind immediately darted onto paths better left untrodden. 

She made a face as the chime to her door sounded, not only annoyed at being disturbed this late, but apprehensive as well. Her little voice immediately perked up, noting that there was only one person who tended to visit the captain this time of the evening for what was euphemistically termed 'philosophical discussions'. 

Sure enough, Seven of Nine stood outside her door, dressed in her plum colored outfit, every blonde hair in perfect place. Janeway was very conscious of being naked beneath the robe which abruptly felt much too thin, and she brought her hand up to the neck, pulling it closed even further. 

"Seven," she said, glad her voice was even. "It's late." 

"I am aware of that, Captain," Seven responded politely. "I apologize if this is an inconvenient time. Shall I return tomorrow?" 

Janeway's common sense screamed 'yes', while every other atom of her cried 'drag her in here'. So confusing was the clamor her base desires set up with her intellectual reservations that the "come on in" her little voice slipped to her vocal cords was out her mouth before she could stop it. 

Seven brushed by Janeway as she obeyed, and the captain felt a tingle settle into her fingertips, buzzing so hard she could barely keep hold of the robe. Feeling a trifle lightheaded, Janeway headed for her main source of comfort, the replicator and the coffee which she gulped down quickly, not even caring that it was only lukewarm. 

"What can I do for you, Seven," she asked, once she thought she had calmed herself enough to speak evenly. 

Seven lifted an eyebrow. "I wish to inform you that I carried out your suggestion of 'dating'," she said. 

Janeway felt the beginnings of a headache feather across her temples. "I heard," she said. She went over to the couch and sat down. 

"I do not believe it will be something I shall try again soon," Seven told her. "There are no suitable mates for me among the crew of Voyager at this time." 

Janeway felt her throat close. "'Mates'," she echoed with concern. "Seven, hold on a second. All I suggested was that you think about dating. No one said anything about 'mating'." 

Seven looked confused. "I assumed that was the purpose of dating," she said. "To acquire a suitable candidate for procreation." 

"One step at a time," Janeway said, holding up a hand. This was worse than she thought. She looked up at the Borg with dismay. "Dating is discovering what type of person you enjoy being with. Perhaps it would turn into love eventually, and children would possibly become a factor, but that wasn't what I had in mind." 

"Indeed," Seven said, clearly surprised. "What did you have in mind?" 

Yes, the captain's little voice echoed brightly, with great interest. What did you have in mind? 

Janeway endeavored to ignore that. 

"I just wanted you to get out more, interact with the crew," Janeway said. "Participate in our lives, not study us as if you are were merely an observer and not a part of us. You need to be part of the fabric, not just a thread off by yourself." 

Seven frowned. "I do not understand," she said. "Explain." 

"Oh dear," Janeway groaned. 

Obviously, this was going to take a while. 



Seven of Nine observed the captain intently. Apparently her continued ignorance had disturbed the older woman because Janeway had her hand held to her forehead as if it was bothering her. Then Seven realized that the captain would be tired after her diplomatic mission, and that this discussion was no doubt keeping her from regenerating. This concerned the Borg though she wasn't entirely sure why or what, in fact, had made her think of it in the first place. 

"Captain, I am disturbing your ... 'sleep'," she said. "I will leave." 

"No," the captain said, the sharpness in the voice surprising Seven, and apparently the captain as well, judging from the odd expression which crossed her elegant features. Janeway frowned and gentled her tone. "Seven, I don't want any more misunderstandings," she said. "I want us to be perfectly clear on your dating." 

Seven linked her hands in front of her, wondering why this was so important to the captain yet strangely warmed by Janeway's obvious concern for her. 

"As I said, Captain," she repeated. "I have no need to date." 

"Perhaps you will, however," Janeway said intently. "In the future." 

Seven nodded. "Yes, I accept that," she allowed. "In the event I meet a suitable candidate for procreation, I shall ask for the Doctor's guidance once more." 

"The Doctor?" Janeway was plainly confused. "What does he have to do with all this?" 

"He was the one who taught me the courtship rituals required for pursuing procreation," Seven said. "He was also my 'date' for Ambassador Tobin's reception, though I was subsequently angered by the apparent wager he and Tom Paris made regarding that incident." 

Janeway was staring at her, then carefully put her cup down on the coffee table in front of her, sitting back in the sofa cushions with her hands linked over her knees. 

"Seven," she commanded in a quiet voice. "Start from the beginning. Everything that happened while you carried out my suggestion." 

Seven blinked and proceeded to do so, describing every moment of her less than successful 'first date' with Lt. Chapman all the way through to the insulting comments made by a drunken Tomin at the reception. She finished up with Lesson 22, 'Thanks For The Memories' where she gave the Doctor a 'gift' a little earlier in the evening to end the exercise. 

Janeway had her hands over her eyes. 

"Oh my god," she said in a low moan. 

Seven was confused, and patiently waited for the captain's apparent dismay to be explained to her. 

Finally the captain lowered her hands, and looked at Seven with honest regret in her face. 

"I owe you an apology, Seven," she said. "I should have realized you would take what I said literally, but I had every intention of further discussing the whole concept with you after I returned from the Kati planet. I certainly did not mean for you to immediately launch yourself into the whole experience, and have it completed by the time I returned. This was not a task or experiment I wanted you to carry out." 

Seven was astounded, and upset that she had not understood the captain properly. 

"I am sorry, Captain," she said. "I did not mean to disappoint you." Indeed, a most uncomfortable sensation was spreading through her, a distinct feeling of illness or more accurately, a lack of balance within her midsection. 

Janeway looked dismayed once more. "Oh no, Seven," she said, uncoiling from the sofa and crossing over to the young woman, taking the Borg's hands into her own. "You didn't disappoint me. I'm the one who's sorry. I should have made myself much clearer." 

Seven looked down at where their hands were entwined, brought up to rest on Janeway's upper chest, intrigued by the warmth which was suddenly radiating through her from this rather innocuous touch. Janeway seemed to become aware of it as well, another odd expression crossing her face, and carefully let go her grasp on the Borg. Disappointed, Seven once more linked her hands, only this time behind her back. 

"Captain, I do not ... understand what you are attempting to explain to me," she admitted. 

Janeway gave her a rueful look. "I know, Seven," she said. "That's my fault as well. I'm making things worse instead of better, probably because I'm tired. Let's try this; we have a Velocity match scheduled for tomorrow at 1600 hours. Afterward, perhaps you and I could find someplace and discuss this further, when I can make more sense." 

Seven nodded. "Very well," she agreed. "I would ... appreciate that." 

She gave Janeway a final, polite nod and left the captain's quarters, heading for the turbolift. As it carried her down to deck eight, she contemplated the conversation she and the captain had just shared, but could not come any closer to determining a definite conclusion from it. Captain Janeway was correct, she decided finally. They would have to discuss this further. Clearly she had not accomplished anything with her own abortive attempts at the social interaction known as 'dating' . 

She raised an eyebrow as she entered cargo bay two, and saw the Delaney sisters pulling down a container from the shelving unit which ran along the wall. Though Seven's alcove was located here, and to a certain extent, the cavernous bay was considered the Borg's living space, it still contained a vast array of equipment and supplies, requiring the crew to have access to it. It had not bothered Seven in the beginning, but as time went by, the lack of privacy was beginning to disturb her ... ironic considering in the Collective, she had lived with billions of drones linked together in one mind, and could not even conceive of the concept known as 'privacy'. She was a long way from that Borg drone, she thought idly, then wondered where that thought had come from. 

"Ensigns Delaney," she said formally. "May I assist you?" 

"No, I got it, Seven," one of them ... Jennifer ... said, opening the container to remove an oscillator. Beside her, her sister Megan who tended to be a great deal quieter, merely shook her head. 

Most of the crew tended to avoid Seven whenever possible, so she was surprised when Jennifer abruptly shot her a look and straightened, rather than immediately closing the container and leaving. 

"I hear you and Chapman are dating," the young woman said in an inviting tone, obviously intended to make Seven confide in her. 

The Borg resisted a sigh. The speed with which the crew disseminated information was truly astounding to her, comparable to even the Collective, and she wondered if that was part of the reason the Federation had never been assimilated. 

"That is incorrect," Seven replied, always a stickler for accuracy. "We had one date. It was unsuccessful." 

"Yeah, I heard that, too," Jennifer said, grinning warmly at her and Seven blinked, wondering at this new acceptance by the crewmembers who, although worked with Seven in astrometrics, had never indicated any particular interest in personal discussion before. Perhaps the captain was right. 'Dating' did make one more a part of the whole fabric of Voyager. 

Megan nudged her. "Don't tease," she instructed. She looked at Seven. "Chapman's a nice guy," she added. "But you're right, he doesn't seem your type." 

"My ... 'type'?" Seven echoed. 

"Yeah," Jennifer irrepressibly broke in. "You need someone a lot more outgoing. Maybe Hickman?" 

Seven blinked. "I am required to choose someone who matches my interests," she related though until the Doctor had brought it up, she was unaware she had any interests. "Astronomy, quantum mechanics and music." 

"Common interests are important," Megan insisted quietly. "You want to be able to talk about something afterward." 

Seven wondered what that meant. Afterward? 

"What about Susan Nicoletti in engineering," Jennifer suggested. "She plays guitar." 

Seven frowned. "Ensign Nicoletti is female," she noted. 

The two sisters blinked at her with astonishment. "So what?" Megan asked. "You don't have a gender bias do you? Is that a Borg thing?" 

Seven was truly confused by now. "Females cannot procreate," she said in a voice that was not as certain as it normally would be on this particular point. Obviously the Delaney sisters did not think it was a factor. 

"Who said anything about procreation?" Jennifer said. She tilted her head. "Besides, it may take a little more effort, but current reproductive techniques make it perfectly possible for two females to produce an offspring together if that's what you're shooting for. Though, I do think you're getting way ahead of yourself." 

Seven took a slow breath. The Doctor had not included females while he had been describing all the social rituals related to dating. He had only indicated the requirements for males, though perhaps she had misunderstood. Perhaps he was generalizing, and assumed she knew he was including the possibility of females in his lessons. In any event, Seven now realized she had left out forty-six percent of the ship when she had accessed the crew manifest. It was conceivable that there was a suitable mate for her on Voyager after all. In fact, the flutter in the pit of her stomach told her that indeed, it was more than merely possible. 

"I was unaware I could date females," she admitted. 

"Sure you can," Megan told her. "In fact, if you ask Lt. Mason in biometrics, she'll tell you that females are the only ones worth dating in the first place." 

"We think it's wiser to keep your options open, however," Jennifer confided. "Doubles your chances of getting a date on Saturday nights." 

"'Saturday nights'?" Seven echoed. 

"An expression, Seven," Megan said. "The days used to be broken up into weeks consisting of seven days. The fifth and sixth evenings were considered traditional 'date' nights, Friday and Saturday nights." 

"And on Sunday, you rested," Jennifer quipped, and the two sisters grinned at each other. 

Seven did not comprehend the joke, just that one had been told. 

"I ... see," she allowed. "Thank you for explaining it." 

Seven took a breath. Obviously there were areas that the Doctor simply had not covered in his instructions. It occurred to her suddenly that perhaps a hologram would not make the best teacher when it came to a cultural interaction that he himself could not be part of. Even though she was very grateful for his tutoring and appreciative of his 'friendship', it was becoming clear that he was lacking in this regard. The discussion tomorrow with the captain would be of greater significance than she had originally imagined, and would require a certain amount of additional research to prepare for it. 

Jennifer reached down and shut the container, then Seven assisted the two in returning it to the upper shelf which was a little more difficult than taking it down. The sisters bid her a far friendlier farewell than Seven had come to expect from most members of the crew, and as they left the cargo bay, the Borg drifted over to her console where she pulled up the crew manifest. 

This time, Seven included all the female members of Voyager in her calculations, and with a sense of inevitability, as if she had known beforehand what her conclusion had to be, one name kept turning up, over and over again. It was an obvious choice, one she would have made long before now had she known such an opportunity could be pursued, and suddenly, all of what the doctor had been describing made sense. 

The only question remained; did she have the courage to accept the course her heart was laying out for her? 



Janeway squinted as she aimed her phaser, the ruby beam of light glancing from it to impact on the spinning disc above her head, changing its color from red to blue. Then she deliberately attempted to brush by Seven, wanting not only to obstruct her path, but to hopefully throw her a little off balance. All strictly within the rules of course, though Janeway could be forced to admit if pressed that on occasion, her competitive nature tended to get the better of her. 

Seven did not budge. Instead, Janeway rebounded off her lanky form as if she had run into one of the support beams lining the holodeck grid, and she stumbled backward, landing on the deck. The Borg cooly shot the disc, and sent it tumbling back toward Janeway who twisted frantically in an attempt to avoid it, trying to fire at the same time. She missed and the disc struck her right between the eyes, the impact, although illusionary because of the holodeck's safety grid, making her jerk back, banging her head on the deck. 

She grabbed the back of her skull, stifling her oath as the computer dispassionately read off the conclusion of the match. 

"Full impact, Seven of Nine. Round to Seven of Nine. Seven of Nine wins, six to four." 

"Are you all right, Captain," Seven asked with some concern, leaning over her fallen opponent. 

"I'm all right," Janeway responded grumpily, and allowed the young woman to grasp her wrist, hauling her to her feet. She dredged up a weak grin. "Good play, Seven. You finally got me." 

Seven looked relatively unimpressed with the victory ... her first ever over the captain ... but the ice blue eyes seemed to glow, and Janeway knew she was pleased. Suddenly, the older woman's pique at losing disappeared, and she was able to smile more genuinely at her. 

"Did you know what I was attempting?" she asked, picking up her towel from the corner which she used to mop her sweaty face and head before draping it around her neck. Then she retrieved her water bottle, and took a long swallow, the cool water soothing her parched throat. 

Seven quirked an eyebrow. "Of course," she said. "You attempted to knock me aside." 

As always, other than the few stray strands of blond hair which had worked themselves loose to dangle about her narrow features, Seven gave little indication that she had just spent an hour playing an extremely competitive match with Janeway. The captain wondered if she should be annoyed, but all she could really feel is appreciation of the mussed beauty, burying it quickly once she realized what that pleasant tingle meant. 

"It would have worked," Janeway said ruefully. "If you didn't have Borg enhancements in your skeletal structure." 

"Perhaps." Seven was clearly not convinced. "However, I am still larger than you." 

"But not as solid," Janeway teased, poking the Borg in the stomach with uncharacteristic familiarity. 

Seven glanced down at the spot where the captain had prodded her with her thumb, then back at Janeway, curiosity coloring her gaze. Janeway abruptly busied herself with her water bottle, taking another drink and turning away as she pretended to examine her phaser. 

"Where do you wish to hold our discussion?" Seven asked then. 

Janeway took a deep breath, trying not to make it apparent. She had been hoping that the young woman had forgotten her offer from the night before, even as she knew Seven did not forget anything. 

"Perhaps we could pick something up in the messhall," Janeway suggested carefully. "Then return to my quarters to eat while we discuss things there?" 

Seven stared at her for a moment. "Yes," she said in a very odd tone. "That would be acceptable." 

Janeway nodded. "I'll tell you what," she said in a firmer tone. "I need to shower and change. You pick up two meals from Neelix while I do that, and I'll meet you in my cabin in say, twenty minutes?" 

"Efficient," Seven said, apparently approving of the plan, and Janeway tried not to smile. Only Seven could make such a stark word be a compliment. 

The captain quickly returned to her quarters and showered, before pulling on a dark pair of trousers and a light blouse. She hesitated over jewelry and perfume, bemused that she would even think of them, then decided she would put both on though she wasn't entirely sure why. Two delicate earrings glinted briefly in her lobes, and a whisper thin chain fell softly over the hollow of her throat as she left the ensuite. 

She crossed the living area just as the door chime sounded, and she went to answer it, discovering Seven holding a tray with two plates. Apparently, the Borg had also found time to change, no longer in the black and blue sleeveless workout outfit.  Rather than her normal mesh biometric suit, however, she was garbed in a dress of some sort, a light purple color, and even more amazing, the young woman had let her hair down. It was shorter than Janeway had anticipated, falling soft about Seven's narrow features, and serving to make the young woman's eyes look even larger and rounder, entirely more waif-like. 

Hiding her astonishment, Janeway managed a warm smile, and helped Seven put the plates on the table. 

"You look very nice," she noted as she indicated in which chair the young woman was to seat herself. 

"Thank you, Captain," Seven said and it seemed that there was honest pleasure in her tone at the compliment. "You look ... very nice as well." 

"Thank you," Janeway replied over her shoulder, retrieving the utensils from the compartment, and as an afterthought, two glasses of wine from the replicator above. 

Seven raised an eyebrow as the captain placed the ruby liquid in front of her, and Janeway took a seat opposite her. The captain affected not to notice as she uncovered the plate, stifling her wince at whatever concoction Neelix, the ship's Talaxian cook, had produced this time. However, when she tasted it, it wasn't too bad, and with the warm, crusty bread included on the tray, the captain decided one might even call it tasty. 

"Captain, may I ask you something?" Seven remarked after a moment as Janeway plowed into her meal without hesitation. 

Janeway looked up, understanding that perhaps the Borg was still not entirely comfortable ... either with sitting or eating solid food. 

"Use the fork," Janeway said, demonstrating as she scooped up a little of the casserole, and taking a bite from her piece of bread. 

Seven regarded her evenly. "I know how to consume solid nutrition," she revealed flatly. "That was not the question." 

"Oh," Janeway mumbled around her bread, embarrassed. She swallowed hastily. "I'm sorry, Seven, what is it?" 

"Is this a date?" 

Janeway coughed, snatching at her wine glass as she hastily took a sip, trying to clear her throat. Shaken, she stared at the Borg across the table, astonished and slightly dismayed. 

Carefully, her little voice warned through the blood rushing in her ears. 

"Why do you think it's a date?" Janeway responded with another question, trying to buy time. 

Seven blinked, obviously uncertain. "I recently discovered that it is possible for me to date females," she said. 

"Of course it is," Janeway responded with a frown. "Who told you differently?" 

Seven tilted her head. "No one," she admitted. "However, the Doctor's lessons did not make it entirely clear that members of my own gender are also an option when it comes to dating." 

"Yes," Janeway said in a very dry tone. "The Doctor." Her mind instantly jumped to the meeting she had arranged earlier in the day with the Emergency Medical Hologram. 

"Captain, I assure you, I only had Seven's best interests at heart," the sparse male with the balding head informed Janeway, something approaching shock in his voice that she would assume anything else. 
"Is that why you wagered on it?" Janeway's voice was cold and, despite her best effort, shaking slightly. She knew she had to get this under control, having no intention of allowing emotion to color her judgment, and she was appalled at the utter fury which had suddenly filled her. 
The Doctor winced, sincere regret crossing his face. "That was an unfortunate action on my part," he admitted. "I apologized to Seven, Captain and you're right, the bet was puerile and ill conceived. As I should have expected considering I was dealing with Mr. Paris." 
"I don't even know why you think you should be teaching her this in the first place," Janeway said. 
The Doctor frowned. "Captain, I was of the understanding that I was teaching Seven all her social skills with regards to Human behavior," he replied. 
"Not this," Janeway said sharply. 
He stared at her. "Captain," he began but she didn't let him finish, the words coming out of her seemingly without volition on her part. 
"Doctor, you sent her out unprepared for such a social interaction all for the sake of winning an asinine bet with Mr. Paris," she said in a deadly quiet voice. "You will no longer presume to teach Seven anything regarding Human interaction, is that clear?" 
He got the expression on his face that she had learned to recognize as a combination of outrage and disagreement. 
"Captain, you have never objected to my lessons for Seven before," he said. "In fact, you encouraged them. Do you honestly believe I would attempt to harm Seven?" 
"Doctor, you gave her no practical advice," she countered sharply. "Instead, you provided her with some archaic social interaction that may play in holo-programs with a time frame occurring back in the mid-twentieth century, but doesn't begin to cover the real life pitfalls and obstacles she could face. What if she had chosen a date who would have tried to take advantage of her innocence?" 
His head went back, as if he had been struck. "Captain, I was in the holodeck during her date the entire time, and besides, Lt. Chapman would never..." 
"Suppose it had been someone like Lt. Paris she had chosen," she interrupted. "I have the greatest respect for Tom, but I'm not blind to his opportunistic nature, nor his ability to charm a female. Before he became involved with B'Elanna, he would have been more than eager to add Seven to his list of conquests. Did you for one moment stop to consider Seven's feelings in all this?" 
She had also spoken with Tom Paris prior to coming to sickbay. The helmsman had been speechless when she assured him that if she ever heard of him betting on anything regarding Seven's feelings or lack of emotional experience again, then she would personally show him that Ensign was far from the lowest position on the ship to which he could descend. She didn't quite remember what exactly she said, but the young man had been absolutely white and shaking by the time she was done. 
"Seven's feelings are of the utmost importance to me," the Doctor said, and now Janeway was the one taken aback by the hurt and anger threading through his voice. 
Command training finally managed to exert itself, urging her to step back, take a second look at this, making her realize that perhaps she was letting the situation get away from her somewhat. 
"Doctor," she said, gentling her voice considerably. "I do accept that you care for Seven, but you have to understand my concern at having returned to discover all that happened; a date where Seven tore Lt. Chapman's ligament, an assault by a drunken ambassador, the incident with the bet, her confusion last night when I spoke with her about this ... she may be very strong physically, Doctor, but do not assume that strength extends to her emotional development." 
The hologram seemed to take a moment to bring his own emotions under control. "When you put it that way, I can see how the combination of events would be ... disturbing," he allowed after a while, and his voice was a little less angry and more distraught now. "But Captain, I assure you, I would never want Seven to come to any harm. I'd destroy my matrix before I'd allow that." 
Janeway took a breath and nodded. "I appreciate that, Doctor," she said. "But I believe that this particular interaction is perhaps beyond your programming's ability to assist her with." 
"Then who will teach her?" he asked unhappily. 
"It will be my responsibility," Janeway said firmly. "I am the one who took her from the Collective after all. I'm the one who insists she needs to be Human." 
"But Captain," the Doctor began again but Janeway held up a hand, forestalling it. 
"In truth, I've been taking advantage," she said. "I should have been the one teaching Seven all along rather than letting her stumble around blindly, or leave the tutoring up to you." She nodded at him in dismissal. "Thank you Doctor, for all you've done. It's my turn now."
Well, this is what you wanted, Janeway's little voice noted acidly. Go ahead, Captain Control, teach her what you want her to know. But be warned ... it might be a hell of a lot more than you bargained for. 

Janeway took a deep breath and put down her fork. "Seven, just because we are having dinner together, does not make this a date," she said carefully. "We are friends, and very often the interaction friends have can be very similar to what people who are dating have." 

To her surprise, Seven looked disappointed, and the blonde tilted her head, observing Janeway curiously. "I see," she noted. "May I ask another question?" 

"You may ask as many as you want, Seven," Janeway said sincerely. "That's why we're here this evening." 

"When you and Commander Chakotay have dinner, they are not dates?" 

"No," Janeway said, somewhat startled. Though she knew speculation about her and the first officer's relationship ran rampant about the ship on occasion, she would not have thought that Seven had ascribed to the theory that there was more between captain and first officer than met the eye. "Chakotay and I are good friends, but we do not share a romantic relationship." 

Seven looked down at her meal, idly prodding it with her fork as she considered this. There was a sense of relaxation about her, as if Janeway's words had eased some fear in her mind. "What is the difference?" she asked finally. 

"Between what?" Janeway asked blankly. 

"Between having dinner with a friend, and having dinner with a date?" 

Janeway folded her hands. "I think," she temporized. "It's the ultimate goal the two people have in mind." 

"Procreation," Seven noted evenly, and Janeway realized they had just come full circle. 

Janeway searched for the proper words. "I suppose," she allowed. "However, there's so much more involved than that, Seven." She paused. "There's ... love." 

"You do not 'love' a friend?" 

Janeway felt like she was drowning. "There are different types of love," she said. 

"Yes," Seven said. "I comprehend that. What I do not comprehend is how you decide which love to pursue and with whom. Is it not possible for a romantic relationship to also include friendship?" 

Janeway was pained. "Of course," she said. "In fact, the best and most enduring romances are those where the people are good friends before they became ... uh, lovers." 

Seven stared at her, something dawning bright in her eyes. "Then what makes two beings become 'lovers' rather than merely remain friends?" she asked. "Only the decision to sexually interact?" 

Janeway reached out and took a sip from her wine, more for the illusion of courage the alcohol provided than because she could actually taste it. 

"No," she said slowly. "It's really about the type of feelings two people share, Seven. It's the sense of wanting to be with only that person all the time, of thinking of them constantly. It's about wanting them as an integral part of your life. I will admit however, that sexual interaction will alter a relationship considerably, regardless of how you're starting off." 

"It makes it better," Seven said flatly. 

Janeway hesitated. "It can," she allowed. "However, it can also ruin a perfectly good friendship." 

Seven blinked, pondering that. "Why?" she asked. 

Janeway took another drink. "Because," she said slowly. "A romantic relationship has the greater ability to hurt you. You tend to be far more vulnerable, both physically and emotionally, when you are in love with someone as opposed to just loving them as a friend." 

"Then why not be content with friendship?" Seven asked logically. 

"Because although the risk of being hurt is high when you're in love," Janeway said. "The rewards can also exceed your greatest expectation." 

"Ah," Seven allowed finally. 

For some reason, the Borg seemed perfectly content with this, as if the captain had just said something that made perfect sense to her. Janeway felt moisture all along her hairline, and discreetly used her napkin to dab away the perspiration. This was harder than Velocity had been. 

"What should my expectations be?" Seven asked. 

"Oh god," Janeway murmured. 

Why didn't I leave this in the Doctor's hands? 



Seven waited patiently for Janeway to answer her question. The captain seemed a trifle uncomfortable, though the Borg did not understand why. If anything, Janeway should be far more at ease discussing such things because the captain had the real life experience of dating whereas the EMH had only his programming to work from. In fact, Seven knew from the captain's personal file ... having filed the information away in her eidetic memory during an incident when she read a padd stolen by a body snatcher named 'Seth' ... that Janeway had actually been 'engaged' on two separate occasions. Both relationships had ended prematurely, the first by the accidental death of Justin Tighe, and the second by Voyager being lost in the Delta Quadrant. Mark Johnson had eventually married a woman he worked with, and not long ago, the captain had recieved the news in a 'Dear John' letter via an alien communications array. 

Seven found herself wondering what the two men Janeway had been in love with were like. Had they been handsome? Strong willed? Kind and intelligent with remarkable patience? Somehow Seven could not imagine the captain being with anything less than absolutely perfect mates. She did not know how she would fare in comparison should one be made. 

"Seven," Janeway said finally. Her voice was remarkably gentle as were her eyes. Obviously she wanted the Borg to understand exactly what she was trying to convey. "When you are in love, it is the most incredible feeling in the universe. It makes you joyful, excited, and tremendously happy. It can give you a strength that nothing else is capable of, and accords you a sense of belonging that you would probably have to experience firsthand to truly comprehend." 

"Ensign Kim did not seem particularly 'happy'," Seven pointed out, referring to a recent incident when the ship's operations officer fell in love with an alien woman. 

Janeway smiled ruefully. "That's the other side of the coin, Seven," she said. "Falling in love can grant great pain and loneliness as well. Yet Harry never wanted to give it up, did he?" 

"No, indeed he fought to keep those feelings," Seven allowed. She considered that. "Is the risk of harm truly offset by the possibility of reward?" 

Janeway nodded. "Yes, Seven," she said with great firmness. "It is." 

Seven regarded her. "Why do you not date, then?" she asked keenly. "I'm sure many on this ship would find you an acceptable companion." 

Janeway was clearly disconcerted by the question, and glanced down at her meal of which, she had eaten very little. 

"I am the captain," Janeway said quietly, in a way that made Seven wonder if she regretted it very much. "It is inappropriate for me to date crewmembers." 

"Is that a Starfleet regulation?" Seven asked with great interest. 

Janeway looked at her, suddenly appearing quite wary as if she thought Seven was attempting to discover something about her that she did not want to reveal. The Borg didn't know why she thought that, or why the captain might feel ... threatened by her, but that was the sense she was left with nonetheless. She wondered if Janeway was beginning to understand what she was attempting. 

"No," Janeway said. "But it is understood. A captain does not date a crewmember. Any relationships are conducted off the ship one commands." 

"What if the ship is lost, and it will possibly take decades to return to its home?" Seven asked doggedly. 

Janeway exhaled audibly. "This is not about me, Seven," she said in a stubborn tone. "It's about your dating." 

Seven paused. "Yes," she agreed slowly. She studied Janeway, trying to get a sense of what the captain was feeling. "I wish to date you." 

The words lay in the air as if they were a warpcore about to overload. There was no where to hide, no place to run, no time to avoid the inevitable conclusion. Janeway, Seven saw, had just gone absolutely still, the blood draining from her face, and for a moment, it seemed as if Voyager's captain ... that incredible strong, unbelievably unshakable Kathryn Janeway ... wanted to flee from the room like a frightened child. Seven observed her closely, amazed at the reaction her carefully innocuous suggestion had caused. 

"You can't," Janeway said finally, and her voice was quite odd. 

"Why not?" Seven asked, quite reasonably. "You share my interests in astronomy, quantum mechanics and music. We also share other interests like Velocity, and your holo program of da Vinci's laboratory. I can speak with you directly, without the need for subterfuge or artifice. We are already friends. Have I left anything out?" 

Janeway leaned back in her chair and a look of ineffable sadness came over her face. 

"What of love?" she said softly. 

Seven was astounded. "I do love you," she said, having assumed that it had been quite evident for some time. 

Now it was Janeway's turn to be astounded ... and frightened once more, Seven saw. 

The captain got up from the table, taking her plate with most of her meal still uneaten, over to the replicator where she ran it through, the molecules being dematerialized and stored within the device's pattern buffer for the next usage. Obviously, she was attempting to stall for time so that she could find a proper response for this. 

"Seven, you don't know what you're saying," she said finally. 

Seven didn't quite understand that. "I don't?" she said skeptically. 

Janeway turned and faced her, the classic features unhappy. 

"No," she said softly. "You don't. You don't love me. You may, at most, be grateful to me for having saved you from the Borg." 

Seven stared at her, wondering how someone so incredibly intelligent could, at the same time, be so incredibly ignorant. Perhaps it was not the Borg who required lessons in humanity ... but this one Human who had somehow lost what it meant to be one. 

The Borg got to her feet and walked over to the captain, stopping only a few inches away, close enough to feel the warmth emanating from her body. Janeway did not retreat, but she did seem to ... cringe? ... just standing there though it was very subtle, almost imperceptible. Why was she so afraid? Gently, Seven raised her right hand and drew her fingertips down the captain's cheek, the woman's uncertainty granting Seven the courage to speak what she felt honestly, without holding back. 

"Captain ... Kathryn," she said calmly. "I am not ... grateful to you. Your habit of making decisions for me without my input is infuriating. Your incessant need to make me Human is illogical and misguided. Yet, despite that ... or perhaps because of that ... because of your maddening, obstinate, arrogant attitude toward not only me, but to the universe in general, is the very reason why I love you. You are kind when harshness is required, immovable when vulnerability is dictated. You are profound, strong, willful and presumptuous. Your sense of humor is baffling, and lack of insight is, at times, cruel. You are never as I expect, and rarely as I want, but always as I need." She smiled faintly. "You hold all the qualities I admire and aspire to. Had I known from the beginning that dating females was an option, there would have been a singular choice for me, just as there is now. You are the only one I want." 

Janeway stared at her, swallowing convulsively, the eyes dark and grey. 

"Seven," she said huskily. "That was the most insulting compliment I have ever received." 

The Borg considered that. "Yes," she agreed finally. She lowered her head, regarding the captain with an intense look from beneath her brows. "It was accurate." 

Janeway seemed to gather herself, a muscle jumping in her jaw as she looked down at her hands which were folded tightly in front of her ... so tightly that the knuckles were white. 

"Seven," she began, "I ..." 

"No," Seven interrupted, reaching out her hand to draw the captain's chin up until their eyes met. "Do not tell me what the Federation protocols are, what the Starfleet expectations are, what you think you must say. Tell me only what you feel." 

The Borg was amazed at herself. She seemed filled with power and assurance, knowing exactly what she needed to say and what she wanted to hear. She had not felt such complete control of herself since being severed from the Collective. She kept her gaze locked on Janeway's eyes, refusing to break the connection she felt to the very pit of her stomach. 

Janeway's mouth opened ... hesitated ... closed, opened again, her lips parted as if to draw in air that she desperately needed. 

"I ... I am very attracted to you. I have been since the first time I met you," she blurted, then looked terrified at what had just came out of her mouth. 

Seven took a breath, feeling a sense of satisfaction spread through her. "Yes," she said. "That is ... acceptable ... for now." 

Janeway held her gaze for a moment longer, then, as if a spell of sorts was broken, she looked away. 

"Oh god," she groaned. "What am I doing?" 

Seven quirked an eyebrow. She sensed that one significant moment was over and that another, perhaps even greater, was about to begin. What would Janeway do now? Recriminations no doubt, objections though Seven was aware that Janeway was not in the habit of second guessing herself. The smaller woman couldn't, not as Captain nor was it her personality. Yet, there was still that incident when Voyager had been in the void and Janeway had withdrawn from her crew. Given the opportunity, Seven realized that the captain would withdraw again ... from her and all she offered. For some reason, when it came to emotional resonances, Janeway seemed to lose her command resolve. 

She reached out and touched Janeway's cheek again, feeling the thrill thread down her arm, and into her heart. 

"Kathryn," She whispered. "Please, do not be afraid of this. Is love not all you said? Is it not worth the risk?" 

"Oh god," Janeway murmured again. Her eyes were wide, staring at Seven. 

"Why do you keep calling on a deity?" Seven asked uncertainly. "Should one respond, what would you expect It to do?" 

Despite the situation or perhaps because of it, Janeway managed to smile ... no more than a curve to her generous mouth ... but a smile nonetheless. 

"Seven," she said in an odd sort of breathless voice. "Do you honestly know what you're getting into?" 

Seven's eyes ran over the high cheekbones, the elegant nose, the dimpled chin. "We are 'getting' into a situation where we can be together," she suggested softly. "It is what I want. It is what you want." 

Janeway pursed her lips. "There are a hundred reasons why this is a bad idea," she warned her. 

"Perhaps," Seven agreed readily. "Now tell me why it is not a bad idea." 

Janeway's tongue came out and moistened her upper lip. "Because," she said and her voice was unsteady. "When the opportunity for a potential love is provided, it's too precious to waste, regardless of the circumstances." 

"I believe that as well," Seven said with assurance. 

Janeway shook her head slightly, looking away. "Damn, Seven," she said sadly. "How can you think this will work? And why am I going along with it?" 

"Because to not attempt this," Seven noted quietly, "would be far worse. Correct?" 

Janeway met her eyes. "Correct," she said. She smiled crookedly. "When did you become so wise, Seven? It was only a few days ago that your first date was a disaster." 

"Because then, I was not doing what I wanted," Seven reminded her. "Or doing it with the one I wanted. Now ... I am doing exactly what I want and with whom I want." 

"You." 



Janeway closed her eyes, feeling the word echo in her ears, curl around her spine and slip down to wrap around her heart. This is insane, she told herself frantically. I can't honestly be considering this. We barely know each other, and what we do know only serves to drive the other crazy. Which brings us back to the insane part. 

She opened her eyes in preparation of explaining this, the words dying impotently in her throat as she was caught by that ice blue gaze, the level stare of absolute confidence of what Seven wanted and needed. 

Me, Janeway thought dazedly. She wants and needs me. 

About time you two figured it out, her little voice said with satisfaction. Then finally, was silent. 

They stood staring at each other for what seemed an eternity and gradually, Janeway became aware that Seven was waiting for her to make the next step, either because she needed it to confirm what she was feeling, or because the Borg wasn't entirely sure what she was supposed to do next. Janeway had a very good idea of what she wanted to do next, though she truly wondered if she could survive it. Even now, her heart was pounding so hard she was afraid it would thrash its way right out of her chest, and there was a tightness to her throat which made it difficult to breathe. 

Moving very slowly, giving Seven every opportunity to change her mind, though she doubted very much that would happen, Janeway reached up with her right hand and placed the palm against the Borg's cheekbone. Seven seemed to sip in a bit of air between her parted lips at that, but her gaze did not falter. 

Janeway brought up her other hand until the narrow, blonde features were cupped between them, holding Seven's face as if it were the most precious of treasures. Seven bent forward ever so slightly, if not knowing exactly what was about to take place, then at least instinctively sensing physically what might be coming. Janeway swallowed hard and leaned toward her, gently pressing her lips to Seven's full, yielding mouth. Dimly she felt the Borg's hands come up to carefully grasp the captain's biceps, but most of her attention was centered on the connection of her mouth to Seven's, the remarkable softness of her lips, the way they moved ever so slightly against her own ... kissing yet not, a tentative touch, an exploration, careful, slow ... exquisitely sweet. 

Somewhere along the line, Janeway had closed her eyes again, the better to concentrate, and when a vast expanse of time had passed in utter bliss, Janeway drew away and opened them again, looking directly into Seven's pale blue orbs which had probably never ceased their intent scrutiny. 

"We kissed," Seven noted. 

Janeway nodded ever so briefly. "Yes," she said, amazed by how husky her voice was, how unsteady. "Did you ... like that?" 

Seven considered the question. "I do not know," she said cautiously. 

Janeway blinked, dismayed. 

"I require further study," Seven noted, then bent forward again, this time kissing Janeway. 

Astounded not only at the most unexpected humor, but at the fact that Seven would be able to formulate it at such an intense moment, Janeway wondered what exactly the Doctor had been teaching the young woman even as she found herself swept up by the Borg's kisses. They were a little stronger than the previous ones, a little bolder, heavier on the explorative factor, and less on the tentative side. 

Janeway was breathless when they parted once more, and she found her hands had slipped away from Seven's face and were now resting on the taller woman's shoulders. Carefully she ran them down the slender, so incredibly strong arms to the corseted waist, sliding them around to the small of Seven's back. Obligingly, Seven wrapped her own arms around the captain, pulling her close to her, hugging her as their bodies pressed together. Janeway tilted her head back as Seven leaned down, and these were the best kisses of all, deep, devoted, lips parting to allow the touch and taste of tongues, hesitant at first, then eager, both marveling at the sensation of it all before finally drawing back to look at each other with wondering expressions. Then, Janeway made a small sound in her throat, of surrender or acceptance ... she wasn't sure which ... and closed her eyes once more, resting her forehead against Seven's chin, swallowing hard as emotions, too long kept buried, surfaced to fill her chest and throat. 

Seven did not speak. She merely held the captain close, comfortingly, almost protectively within the circle of her arms, and Janeway could hear the steady whisper of their respiration as tears rose strong within her, stinging her eyelids. 

"Seven," Janeway said finally, having to clear her throat first. 

"Yes, Kathryn," Seven responded softly. 

"What now?" 

Seven hesitated. "I do not know," she admitted. "My lessons have not progressed to this stage." 

Janeway inhaled slowly. "Was that another joke?" she asked. 

She felt the muscles in Seven's face twitch, and knew she must be smiling that very small, half grin she used whenever something amused her. 

"Partially," Seven said. "But mostly I am unsure. Shall we consider this a date after all, and progress from here?" 

"That sounds like ... a good idea," Janeway allowed. However, she didn't move, too entranced by the sensation of being held which was something she had not experienced for such a long time. She thought that as long as she didn't move, she would not have to remember who and where she was, and how impossible this might be. She wouldn't have to think of all the consequences that could arise from this, the difficulties of dating not only a crewmember, but someone who, at the best of times, disconcerted and bemused the hell out of her. 

Seven seemed to understand, not moving either, apparently content to remain this way for however long the captain deemed it necessary, her lips moving in minuscule increments over Janeway's brow. It was finally gravity more than anything else that ended the embrace, the sheer fact that two people simply could not hold onto each other in an upright position forever. Janeway drew away a little, looking up into the Borg's serious features. 

"Come sit with me for awhile?" Janeway invited quietly, and Seven nodded her agreement. 

Janeway snugged her arm around Seven's waist as they walked over to the couch, leaning against her slightly, and they managed to sit down in tandem without too much awkwardness. The captain rested her head on the Borg's shoulder, and slid her other arm around the Borg's stomach, holding onto her. Soon, this would be over, Janeway realized, one or both of them noticing the chronometer, knowing that it was time for the evening to be over and for Seven to ... go. 

Janeway realized she didn't want the Borg to go at all, and that, more than anything, let her know exactly how far she had allowed herself to fall here, how far away she had gotten from the always-in-control, perfectly contained captain she had been only the day before. Or was she only kidding herself? Hadn't she always felt this way about Seven from the first moment she had seen her on that Borg cube so many months ago, and was only now prepared to admit it? Unconsciously, her grip tightened on the Borg, and she nuzzled closer into that wonderful long neck of her companion, the tip of her nose brushing lightly over the silk smooth skin, inhaling the warm fragrance that emanated from her. Odd, Janeway had never noticed that light scent before. It was sandalwood and spice, unexpected, but quite intoxicating. 

"Somehow," the captain admitted finally. "I did not expect our discussion to end up this way." 

"Indeed," Seven responded, drawing back so she could look down into the smaller woman's face. 

Janeway smiled faintly at her, and for a few moments they stared at each other, as if they were just discovering the sight of another human being after having existed all their lives without ever having seen one, then simultaneously, they both moved closer and kissed again, the captain bringing her hand up to cup the young woman's cheek. 

It would be so easy, Janeway thought as she tasted Seven's sweetness. So very natural to drop her hand lightly onto the young woman's smooth chest which showed pale in the 'v' of her dress, even more convenient to slip beneath the edge of the material to find that mound rising proudly beneath, squeezing it gently, perhaps even feeling a knot appear in the center beneath her palm. Then she could possibly slide the dress off Seven's shoulder, pulling it down so she could see that lovely breast in all its glory. She imagined that the Borg's nipples were pink, a light, dusty rose which would respond eagerly to the lightest of touches. There was no question that Seven would allow it, would willingly participate in such exploration with eager curiosity, trusting Janeway utterly and without reservation ... and for just that reason, the captain knew she must not. 

Janeway inhaled deeply and pulled away, looking into Seven's eyes. "It's late," she said, not without regret. 

"I must go," Seven responded, then paused. "I do not wish to go." 

Janeway smiled ruefully. "I don't exactly want you to go, either," she admitted. 

"Then why must I?" Seven asked reasonably. 

She was always so very reasonable, Janeway thought with a certain amount of chagrin. It made it extremely difficult to remember why things had to be the way they were. 

"I'm not entirely sure," she said quietly. "But I know you have to." 

Seven regarded her for a moment, searching her face. "Very well," she allowed finally. "I will comply." 

She rose gracefully from the sofa, and Janeway was charmed when she offered her hand to assist the captain from her seat as well. Walking her to the door, they paused and looked at each other again just beyond the sensor which would have opened it. 

"This will not be our only date?" Seven asked with a touch of concern. 

"No," Janeway said reassuringly. "Merely the first of many." 

Seven nodded. "Acceptable," she said. She tilted her head. "There is a small matter of the ... 'kiss goodnight'?" 

Janeway smiled. "Oh, I wouldn't let you leave without that," she said. 

She put her hands on Seven's biceps and raised her face, gratified at the sweet touch of Seven's lips to hers, the way the young woman wrapped her arms around the captain's waist and pulled her close. Despite intending this only to be a final gesture of farewell, Janeway found herself deepening the kiss to which Seven responded immediately, the embrace going on long after propriety should have ended it. 

With an effort, Janeway pulled away, moistening her upper lip weakly with her tongue. 

"Go," she demanded huskily. 

"I shall," Seven promised, but did not release her right away. "Kathryn?" 

"Yes, darling," Janeway said, trying to breath evenly though it was a task she was having a great deal of trouble with. 

"Please do not change your mind." The plea was simple ... and heartfelt. 

"I won't," Janeway said, hugging her. "I wouldn't do that to you." She paused. "And for a change, I won't do it to myself." 

"Thank you," Seven said ... then kissed her one more time before finally letting go of the captain and easing out the door. 

Janeway put a hand against the flat surface of the desk next to her, leaning on it heavily, bringing up her other hand to rest its fingertips against her lips, feeling the aftershocks still echoing through her. 

"Oh god," she mumbled again. 

She didn't know if it was another cry for help ... or a prayer of gratitude. 



"The time is 0600 hours." 

Seven of Nine's eyes snapped open as the computer's even tones signified the end of her regeneration cycle. She stepped lithely down from the alcove dais, and went over to the column rising from the deck, keying in the same commands she did every morning to begin her routine, moving quickly and precisely as she recorded her initial log entry. 

"Daily log, Seven of Nine, Stardate 52658.6. Today Lt. Torres and I will run a comprehensive diagnostic of the aft plasma relay. I have allocated four hours, 20 minutes for the task ... and an additional 50 minutes for Lt. Torres's usual confrontational digressions. I am scheduled to engage in one hour of cardiovascular activity at 1100 hours, and will take a nutritional supplement at 1300 hours. I intend to review a text the Doctor recommended two days ago entitled Gone With The Wind. He believes it will have educational value regarding my future 'dating'..." 

The Borg abruptly trailed off, unaware that she had just stopped dead in her tracks, a gentle expression altering her stern features. Her voice had softened considerably when she resumed. 

"Last night, Captain Janeway ... Kathryn ... and I shared our first date. We spent considerable time engaging in the interaction known as 'kissing', and I believe I now understand the difference between dinner with a potential 'lover' and one with a friend. I have never felt this way before ... it is at once disconcerting and invigorating. I am looking forward to further interaction with her, and will make a formal request that it be this evening." 

She came back to herself, shaking her head, and resumed her routine briskly, her voice firming. 

"Once we have progressed to a certain level, there will come the need for a sexual union, though I am less familiarized with the mechanics of this purely female interaction than I was of the other. I find I am regretful that it was not made more clear that dating females was also an option for me. Now I shall have to research same gender sexual practices prior to viewing the text the Doctor recommended. End Log." 

Seven completed her morning ablutions and left cargo bay two, heading for engineering. 



Chakotay spat his coffee a considerable distance across the table, coughing and sputtering as the stark words stared up at him from the padd. Concerned, the Talaxian cook, Neelix scurried over from behind his counter, endeavoring to thump the first officer on the back. 

"Are you all right, Commander?" he asked anxiously, his gold spotted head tilted slightly as he regarded the man. 

Chakotay held up a hand, wheezing as with the other, he covered up the padd he had been previewing. It was his habit to go over the crew's daily logs first thing in order to know where certain key members were going to be throughout the day so he could adjust the rotation accordingly. He rarely did more than skim them, but this time, he had received considerably more than he bargained for, and now he was caught in a conundrum. Did he go to Seven and tell her that certain things should not be included in the daily logs which were transmitted to the ship's general data banks? Or should he immediately talk with the captain about Seven's apparent innocence regarding discretion? 

Then there was the fact that he was still in a certain amount of shock. The captain and Seven? When the hell did that happen? 

Well, last night, according to this, he answered himself immediately, hoping the small viewscreen of the padd was fully covered by his large palm. He had no intention of sharing this with Neelix. That would only insure that it would be all over the ship by lunchtime. 

"Thanks, Neelix," he said, hoping his voice was calm. "I'm fine. It just went down the wrong way." 

"Ah," the Delta Quadrant native said. "Was it the coffee? Did I make it too strong?" 

"No, not at all," Chakotay assured him. "I just ... I was a little startled by something I read. It's nothing that you need concern yourself about." 

Neelix nodded and picked up the mug. "All right, Commander. I'll get you a refill," he said. 

"Don't bother," Chakotay replied, gathering up the rest of his padds scattered over the messhall table. "I have to be somewhere, anyway." 

He was aware of Neelix staring after him with confusion as he hastily made his escape, striding briskly for the turbolift. He wasn't sure what he had decided until his voice automatically said, "Bridge". Taking a deep breath, he realized that speaking with the captain in her ready room was probably the wisest course of action. He tried to ignore the feelings that were stirring in his chest, the sensation of disappointment and loss ... and the undeniable feeling that he had just missed his chance, that he had waited too long, let too much time go by. 

He swallowed hard as he stepped onto the bridge, not looking forward to this at all as he spotted the captain lounging casually in her command chair. He realized he had butterflies in his stomach, and it took an effort to step down to the command level to catch her eye. 

"A moment if I could, Captain," he requested in what he prayed was an absolute even, matter-of-fact kind of tone. "In your ready room?" 

She did not seem to flicker, dipping her head slightly in acknowledgment at Tuvok to take the bridge. Chakotay hoped his face was impassive as he followed her into her inner sanctum, into the cool blues and silvers with the elegant decor so reflective of the captain herself. She took a seat behind her desk, and looked up at him inquiringly. Without speaking, he handed her the padd and studied her face covertly as she read it. 

First it tightened, then it went a little pale. Finally she took a deep breath and lay the padd carefully down on the desktop, looking up at Chakotay with deep grey eyes, her lips pursed a little, a muscle jumping briefly in her jaw. 

"Thank you for bringing this to my attention," she said in a very polite tone. 

"I though you should ... uh, be made aware of it," he said. He stood upright, trying not to shift uneasily from foot to foot. 

She lowered her head a little, regarding him from beneath her brows. "Comments?" she invited in an odd sort of voice. "Surely you have some opinion on this?" 

He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. Mostly, he wished he was someplace ... anyplace ... else. 

"I'm ... surprised," he said finally, honestly. 

She nodded briefly. "I was, too," she admitted. 

He hesitated, then awkwardly sat down on the chair opposite her. He rested his hands on the arms of it, wondering what to say. "I'm happy for you," he said lamely. 

Janeway's eyes narrowed, and she dipped her head. "Thank you," she said carefully. 

He exhaled audibly. "I guess ... I just ... well, you and Seven," he said. "It'll take some getting used to." 

"Yes," she agreed. 

She wasn't giving him one iota of help here, he thought crankily. 

"Do you..." he began, paused, stared at her. His voice softened. "Do you love her? 

She seemed caught off guard, dropping her eyes, a faint flush rising in her cheeks. 

"I believe so," she said. 

He nodded. "Okay," he said. He shook his head. "Well, god knows, you always saw something in her the rest of us didn't. Right from the start. Does she love you?" 

"She says she does," the captain replied. 

"I see," he said, picking up on the note in her voice, the style of phrasing. "You're not sure?" 

Janeway leaned back in her chair, her expression an odd mix of yearning and reserve. "She's so ... unformed, Chakotay," she said. "On one hand, she's more honest than anyone I've ever met. She doesn't understand the meaning of artifice or deception, and she would never say anything she doesn't mean regarding her feelings." 

"Yet, on the other hand," he finished for her. "Her experience is nil, and it's possible she can't yet identify what she feels with any sort of accuracy at all." 

Janeway seemed to wince. "Yes," she said. 

Chakotay felt himself grinning. "You know, she's probably one of the most beautiful women I've ever seen," he said, relaxing slightly as the potential humor of the situation tickled his mind. "I can't think of any unattached person on the ship who hasn't entertained ... well, notions about her, including myself. Yet, I find I'm not envying you one little bit." 

"Indeed," she said and now her tone was deeply ironic. She tilted her head. "Do you think I should pursue this?" she added wistfully, as if he could make the decision for her ... a complete fallacy, of course. 

However, he gave it honest consideration out of respect for her. "Yes," he said finally. "You never know when love is going to strike, Kathryn. Maybe it won't work out, but for heaven's sakes, don't be one of those people who look back five years from now and say 'if only'. Take the chance, accept the risk, grab for the brass ring. How many chances will any of us have?" 

"Thank you," she said sincerely. She straightened, folding her hands on the desk. 

He nodded at the padd by her linked fingers. "In the meantime," he advised. "You might want to have a talk with her about her daily ship logs, and what is proper to put in them. I think I'm the only one who skims them on a regular basis, but anyone who might want to know where she is and what she is doing today can access them." 

"Oh god," she said, putting her face in her hands. "You're right. I'll do that right away." 

He grinned once more, and got out of there, leaving her to deal with it. As he took his place in the first officer's chair, he wondered how all this would turn out. 

And how many worlds it might turn upside down. 



The Doctor touched the controls on the console at his desk weakly, sitting back in his chair as if he had just been struck. Strange sensations spread through him, undeniable feelings of regret, deep disappointment and even anger. So this was why the captain didn't want him teaching the young woman about dating. In fact, now it was quite clear why she wanted to be the one teaching the Borg. Still, he had to admit that the captain had no way of knowing that he too, had developed feelings for Seven of Nine. 

However, unlike the captain, he had lacked the courage to tell Seven how he felt, sure that she did not return the emotion. In that, at least he believed he was correct. Seven obviously had strong feelings for Janeway ... he could tell that much just from the vocal inflections of the daily log he had run, keying the oral version because he had wanted to hear Seven's voice. The uncharacteristic emotion in the Borg's tone as she described the date, the tenderness of her words which he had never heard before from Seven, had cut him directly to the core. He tried to be happy for Seven, tried to feel satisfaction that she had developed real feelings for someone, even if it wasn't for him, but all he could feel was adrift and disturbed, as if his matrix was malfunctioning. 

He looked up as he heard the doors to sickbay hiss open, and through the transparency between his office and the rest of the medical center, he saw Seven herself enter. He carefully concealed his true emotions, covering his despair with a thin smile as he went out to meet her. 

"Seven," he said with forced cheer. "How may I assist you?" 

"I require your advice," she said. "I told you I would seek you out if I determined that there was a suitable candidate for me to date?" 

"I remember," he said smoothly, busying himself with some instruments on a nearby tray. "So quickly? It was only a couple of days ago that you told me there were no suitable candidates on Voyager." 

"Yes," Seven said. "At that time, however, I was unaware that my options included the females on board Voyager. Once that became clear, my projections immediately came up with a suitable candidate." 

The Doctor hesitated. He would not let on that he already knew. It was bad enough that he did, why compound the humiliation? "I see," he said dryly. "Who's the lucky girl?" 

"Captain Janeway," she said. "She and I are quite compatible." 

"Are you?" he said airily. "Considering the number of times you've clashed, I'd have to say that was a fallacy. The only one I would have guessed that was less suitable for you would have been B'Elanna." 

Seven tilted her head, regarding him evenly. "Actually," she said with faint surprise tinging her tone, "B'Elanna Torres was also considered in the final selection. Apparently, strong feelings for others, even if they are antagonistic, can indicate an interest beyond mere interaction." 

"Oh," he said, feeling less well with every passing moment. "So you have no worries about being with the captain, then?" 

"Why would I worry?" she asked. 

He stared at her. "Because she's the captain," he said, as if it should be obvious. "Others in the crew might resent your relationship. They might be jealous of ... you." 

Seven quirked an eyebrow. "Since most of the crew have always indicated antipathy toward me, I see no reason why I would let that stop me," she said in a reasonable tone. 

He looked back down at the instruments. "Well, you know best," he said weakly. "In fact, you seem to have everything under control. Why do you need my advice?" 

She frowned faintly. "Because you are my mentor," she said. "And my friend." 

He felt ashamed, bowing his head briefly. "Yes," he said, slowly. "I am." He pasted a smile on his face, and looked at her. "What would you like to know?" 

"How is dating females different from dating males?" she asked. 

"I don't think it is, Seven," he said honestly though he had never really considered the matter before. "I'm quite sure that the ... er, Captain ... would enjoy the same sort of interaction with you that a man would." 

"So we could also go to dinner at Chez Sandrines's, and perhaps go dancing?" 

The Doctor felt a distinct disturbance in his chest just about where his heart would be ... if he had one. "Yes," he said distantly. "I'm sure Captain Janeway would enjoy dancing. Perhaps you'd better ask her if she would like to go to the holodeck before you make your plans, however. That is a fairly public program." 

Seven hesitated. "When I asked Lt. Chapman to dinner, he seemed somewhat ... ill at ease," she said. "Was there a problem in my technique?" 

The Doctor took a moment to steel himself. "No," he said honestly. "But Seven, you were obviously uncomfortable with Lt. Chapman from the beginning. Conversely you have always been ... well, more adaptable with Captain Janeway than with anyone else on the ship. How you interact with her on a date is no different than how you have already interacted with her for Velocity matches or your 'philosophical discussions'." 

Seven blinked. "How do you know of our 'philosophical discussions'?" she asked. 

He took a breath. "You told me, remember?" he said. "It was one of those conversations that resulted in her accepting me as a being who deserved to know the truth about my deleted memories." 

Was that when he first fell in love with Seven? Well, it didn't really matter now, did it. 

"Thank you, Doctor," she said, nodding slightly. "I appreciate your assistance." 

"You're welcome, Seven," he said. She turned to go and he stopped her. "Seven, by the way, you should be more ... discrete about telling people that you and the captain are involved." 

Seven looked at him. "Why?" she asked plainly. 

He made a face. "You just should," he said. "Romantic interaction should be private. Do you remember how upset B'Elanna got when she caught you studying her and Tom?" 

"Yes," she said. 

"Imagine if someone were studying you and the captain," he said. 

An odd expression came over Seven's face then as she considered it, one of chagrin and dismay. "I understand," she said with some new enlightenment. "Thank you, Doctor." 

"Seven? You might also apply that to any log entries you record as well," he said in what he hoped was a completely casual tone. "Anyone can access the daily ship recordings. You should keep any comments regarding the captain and yourself to personal logs only." 

She nodded. "I shall from now on," she promised. 

She left and for long moments, he stared at the door which had closed behind her, feeling much as he had when Kes had left the ship. Sick, empty, and incredibly tired. 

Not anything a hologram should be capable of feeling at all. 



Janeway stepped into the messhall, suddenly aware that all attention had abruptly centered on her, the conversation dying, then starting up again almost immediately, louder and considerably more animated than before. Almost as if they were attempting to cover up what they had been talking about, she thought dismally. With a distinctly sinking feeling inside, she realized that Chakotay was not the only one to have found out what was going on. 

Dear god, how many people make a point of skimming the daily ship logs? Though it would only take one person with an aptitude for spreading gossip to make sure it made the rounds of the small Intrepid-class vessel. 

She thought about not continuing, then realized that turning around and walking out would look far worse than what she was already experiencing. I can do this, she told herself sternly. I'm a Starfleet Captain and this is MY ship. Act as if this is perfectly commonplace, and everyone else will take their cue from me. 

She crossed the room to the table in the corner where Seven and the ship's only child, Naomi Wildman were having lunch together. The Borg looked up and the large smile that crossed her face might as well have been a huge flashing sign. 

So much for coming down here to give her a talk on discretion, Janeway groaned internally. 

"Kathryn," Seven said, her eyes a bright blue. "Please sit down." 

"Thank you," Janeway said and did, feeling every eye in the place drilling into the back of her head. The only one who didn't seem interested was Naomi who was busy plowing through a plate of Neelix's leola root stew. She nodded politely to the captain, but was clearly more intent on finishing her dinner. 

"Did you wish to have lunch together?" Seven asked. Her face fell. "I have already consumed my nutritional supplement." Then brightened. "I can replicate another." 

"No, thank you, Seven," Janeway said, trying not to squirm. "I actually wanted to talk to you about something, but I think it's too late." 

Seven looked at her blankly. "It is?" 

Janeway smiled ruefully. "I wanted to tell you to keep our relationship under wraps," she said. "At least, the fact that we had ... well, altered it." 

Seven nodded gravely. "I understand," she said. She glanced around covertly and leaned forward. "I have told the Doctor, but no one else. I'm sure he will keep it confidential." 

Janeway regarded her wistfully. Seven honestly wasn't aware that it was currently all over the ship. The captain envied such innocence. 

"That's good," Janeway managed with a straight face. "However, Seven, you mentioned something in your daily log about it." 

"I know," Seven said regretfully. "I was not aware that it would be unwise." She looked at her anxiously. "Do you think anyone read it?" 

Janeway tried not to smile. "I'm afraid practically everyone did, Seven," she said. "I just want to make sure you won't do it again." 

"I will not," Seven promised. She tilted her head. "Did you read it?" she asked shyly. 

"I did," the captain said. 

"And?" 

Janeway blinked. "And what?" she asked. 

"Will you have dinner with me tonight?" Seven asked. 

Janeway remembered the 'formal request' Seven had mentioned in her log. She smiled gently at the Borg. "Of course," she said. "Did you have somewhere in mind?" 

"Chez Sandrines?" Seven offered. "Do you like ... dancing?" 

Oh boy, Janeway thought. Everyone and their dog was bound to find a reason to pop by the holodeck this evening once the word got out that Seven had called up Chez Sandrines. It was a general program which meant anyone could run it, and enter the holodeck while it was running without requesting permission. Still, the captain thought resolutely, calling on the grim determination which had seen her through so many experiences fraught with peril prior to this, the sooner Seven and I are accepted as a couple, the sooner I can stop feeling like every move we make is under the most intense scrutiny. 

"I would like that," she said. 

She was aware that Seven was apparently waiting for her to kiss her good-bye, but that was far too much, too soon, in too public a place. Instead, she patted the Borg briskly on the hand, ignoring the disappointed expression, and hastily got out of there. 

Outside the messhall, she promptly ran into Tom Paris and B'Elanna Torres. She linked her hands behind her back, and waited for the helmsman's inevitable comment, but her lambasting of Paris the day before must have still been in effect because he apparently was finding it quite hard to meet her eyes. Of course, if he now understood why she had reacted so strongly ... and she had to admit, her protective instincts toward Seven had been kicked into overdrive ... he would be even more careful in the future of doing anything that smacked of disrespect toward the Borg. 

B'Elanna was less easily cowed. 

The Klingon tilted her head. "Well," she said snarkily. "I hope all that study Seven did on us is put to good use." 

Janeway's face tightened. "That will be all, Miss Torres," she said in her most absolute chilled command voice, one designed to throw the fear of immediate termination into the most hardened of alien opponents. She could not remember ever having used it on a crewmember before. 

The lieutenant looked startled, seemed about to speak, then nodded her head. "I got you loud and clear, Captain," B'Elanna said in a considerably more subdued tone. 

They brushed past her into the messhall, and Janeway continued on her way. 

Just get me through the next few days, the captain thought. 

Hearing the snicker of her little voice echo in her mind. 



The Doctor was playing on the piano when Seven and Janeway entered Sandrines. The maitre d' hurried over and escorted them to a table in the corner by the fireplace. It was considered the 'best table in the place', Seven knew, and she hoped that Janeway was aware of that as well. The Borg was surprised to see Ensign Paris and Lt. Torres seated at a table across the room, while at the bar, Chakotay and Harry Kim tried not to be obvious as they glanced over their shoulders. Neelix and Ensign Samantha Wildman had a small table off the dance floor, and even Tuvok was seated at a table with Ensign Vorik and Susan Nicoletti not too far away. Filling out the rest of the crowd, several other crewmembers from the alpha and gamma shifts chatted and looked covertly Seven's way. 

"This is ludicrous," Janeway grumbled as they were seated. "Who's minding the bridge?" 

Seven had come to understand over the course of the past twelve hours how discomforting it was to be the center of attention and she bitterly regretted the lack of discretion she had shown, not only for herself but for how it made Janeway feel. Though so far, the captain seemed to be taking it mostly in stride. The comment about the lack of senior staff on the bridge, rather than here in the holodeck where the couple was sharing their second date, was the first real indication to Seven that the captain was also truly uncomfortable with the scrutiny. 

"Do you wish to leave?" Seven asked quietly, her heart sinking. "We could do this another time." 

Janeway offered her a smile. "I'm fine," she said. "Seven, the sooner our relationship becomes commonplace rather than something new, the sooner everyone will leave us alone." 

The waiter came over and deposited some menus. He was tall and thin, with a dark line over his upper lip ... a moustache, Seven identified. He also had a strange accent, no doubt reflecting the area and time period of the program; Marseilles, Paris, several years ago. 

"Our specialties tonight are Lobster Thermidor and..." 

"No," Seven said quickly. 

Janeway looked at her and smiled, no doubt remembering Seven's description of her prior encounter with a crustacean. 

"Duck a l'orange," the waiter finished unperturbedly. 

Janeway regarded Seven. "May I order for us both?" she asked. 

Seven felt relieved. "Please do," she requested. 

Janeway looked up at him, and rattled off several sentences in French, impressing the Borg to no end. He nodded and with an oily smile, responded with a string of similar words, then disappeared. Seven heaved a sigh of relief. Janeway appeared far less nervous about this than Lt. Chapman had been, but Seven was still feeling awkward and unsure about the whole thing. 

Another waiter came over immediately and placed a bottle in a silver bucket full of ice. Seven raised an eyebrow as he poured a small amount into a glass, offering it to Janeway who tasted it, swirling it around her mouth before swallowing and nodded. He immediately refilled the captain's glass, then poured another for Seven before she could tell him that synthehol impaired her cortical function, and that water would suffice. Seven wondered why these waiters were so accommodating for Janeway when they had been practically nonexistent on her first date. Of course, she allowed to herself, Janeway was the captain. 

Seven took a sip from her glass, mimicking Janeway who was imbibing her wine with obvious enjoyment. The flavor was fruity, full bodied, though how the Borg knew that, she wasn't sure. It also spread a warmth through her that was not entirely due to the way Janeway's auburn hair was highlighted red by the fire next to them, or the softness in her remarkable blue grey eyes. Seven immediately put the glass down. 

Janeway quirked an eyebrow. "You don't like it?" she asked. 

Seven hesitated. "A very small amount inhibits my functioning," she said. 

Janeway nodded. "Then you're wise to limit yourself," she said approvingly. "Would you like something else?" 

"Water is sufficient," Seven said. She looked down at her hands folded on her lap. Janeway seemed so at ease, so very comfortable. Not at all like she had been the night before. So why did Seven not feel the same sort of comfort? 

"What's wrong?" Janeway asked softly. 

"I do not know," Seven admitted. "I ... you are not nervous." 

Janeway tilted her head. "That bothers you?" 

"It ... I do not understand," Seven said ... and she didn't, not even enough to put into words this distance she was feeling between them suddenly. 

Janeway studied her for a moment. "Seven," she said quietly. "This isn't a real date." 

Seven frowned. "It isn't?" she said unhappily. 

"No," Janeway said and she leaned forward as if wanting to make things very clear. "This is an exercise intended to accommodate the crew, and get them off our backs. If I seem somewhat ... aloof, it just means that my diplomatic training has taken over. This has nothing to do with you and honestly, I didn't realize you would pick up on it. Believe me, if this were a real date, I would be far more nervous, and a lot less likely to be sitting way over here." 

Seven was confused. "Where would you be sitting?" she asked. 

"On your lap, my darling," Janeway said in a low tone only Seven's keen ears could hear, her eyes locked on the Borg's. "Kissing you until you couldn't see straight." 

"Oh," Seven said weakly. 

"I simply don't want us to have to spend our quality time together under the watchful eyes of my senior staff," Janeway explained. "Because of that, I'm not going to react to you tonight as I would if we were truly on a date. I'm sorry, I should have made that clear. Is that all right with you?" 

"I understand," Seven said. She relaxed marginally. "It is all right." 

Janeway softened her look. "Thank you," she said with honest gratitude. She looked up as the waiter approached, and Seven leaned back as their first course was presented. 

It was a soup, chilled and Seven ate it without enthusiasm. Now that she understood what was going on, she was better able to focus on things other than her dining companion, such as the meal which was, so far, unremarkable. She tried to respond alertly to Janeway's questions which were obviously intended to keep the conversational ball rolling, as well as listening attentively to very long and extremely detailed stories about the captain's time at the Academy. As the evening progressed, Seven found that if she was not exactly enjoying herself, then at least it was a lesson in diplomatic functions. It occurred to her that the captain was probably expected to sit through many of these in the course of her career, and it behooved her to learn how to behave in such a setting, concentrating on taking her cue from Janeway. 

At one point, Janeway smiled. "You look a little bored, Seven," she said. 

Seven attempted to straighten. "I do not mean to," she said with dismay. 

"Oh, I'm not complaining," Janeway assured her. "If we're bored, then imagine how the rest of them are." There was a twinkle in her eye, and Seven found herself smiling faintly at her. 

Gradually they finished the main course, then coffee and dessert was served. When Seven looked around, she saw that most of the crowd had thinned considerably, and of the senior staff, only the Doctor remained, still playing the piano. 

"I believe we have outlasted our observers," Seven said. 

Janeway quirked an eyebrow. "I know," she said wryly. "If only B'Elanna and Tom had realized that by being less ... enthusiastic ... you wouldn't have used them so much as your test subjects." 

"They were the ... easiest beings to study," Seven agreed. "Everything they did was very often quite public, including the sounds of their copulation." 

Janeway laughed, probably the first genuine sound she had emoted all night, and Seven was charmed. She listened to the music softly filling the air, recognizing it as the song that had been playing when the Doctor had taught her how to dance. 

"Cap ... Kathryn," Seven said. "Would you ... like to dance?" 

Janeway regarded her, a half grin on her face. Her eyes made a quick circuit of the room, checking out how few people were left, then her eyes returned to Seven's, suddenly more blue than grey. 

"I think I would like that," she said with a touch of wistfulness. 

Suddenly it was as it had been the night before, and Seven's stomach flip-flopped. She stood up, and they strode out to the dance floor, moving into each other's arms. It was completely different than dancing with the Doctor, and Seven could feel Janeway trembling slightly in her arms. She felt suddenly very protective and tightened her embrace a little. 

"I like this song," she said after a moment where they swayed together with easy rhythm. 

"It's an old song," Janeway related. "It's called Someone To Watch Over Me." She cleared her throat and warbled a few lines: 

"Won't you tell her please 
to put on some speed 
Follow my lead 
Oh, how I need 
Someone to watch over me."
Seven, who had perfect pitch, managed not to wince. "I like the melody," she said gamely. 

Janeway laughed, and hugged her. "I promise not to sing anymore," she said. 

"Thank you," Seven said gratefully, and made the captain laugh again which caused the Borg to feel lightheaded, the sound of Janeway's husky chuckles wrapping around her with a palpable force. 

She rested her cheek against the captain's temple, and they continued to dance long after the song was over, and the Doctor ... in sincere heartache unbeknownst to either Seven or the Captain ... had dematerialized, returning his matrix to sickbay. Seven simply closed her eyes and held Janeway, wondering how it was possible to feel this amount of emotion without her cortical implant shutting down from the overload. This must be the belonging and strength that Janeway had described. It most certainly was worth any risk she might take. 

Finally, Janeway nuzzled the Borg's cheek. "I think it's time we both ... regenerated," she said quietly. 

Seven held her closer. "I do not wish to leave you," she said. "When does this feeling ease?" 

"If we're very fortunate, it never does," Janeway said softly. "However, I think there will be a night when we won't have to leave each other." 

"Then we can ... 'regenerate' together?" Seven asked hopefully. 

Janeway smiled. "Something like that," she said. 

"I wish it to be now," Seven said firmly. 

Janeway did not answer right away, the two continuing to dance, an expression on her face of rueful amusement. 

"I don't think it can be tonight, Seven," she said finally, with honest regret. 

"Why not?" 

Janeway sighed. "A lot of reasons," she said. "I would have to say the primary one is that we shouldn't rush this." 

"I want to be with you," Seven said with honest confusion. "Do you not want the same?" 

Janeway shook her head. "Yes," she said softly. "I want to be with you, too." 

Seven hesitated, considering it. Obviously, there was more here than she could comprehend at the moment. She did not think Janeway would balk at this unless she had a good reason. 

"I do not understand," Seven said finally. "However, I shall wait until you are ready." 

Janeway lowered her face, attempting to hide a smile, and Seven knew that she had amused her somehow, though she did not know how. When the captain looked back up at her, however, it was with a soft, shy expression, one of aching vulnerability. 

"Thank you," she said. "I know this is hard for you, Seven. A lot of it is simply cultural protocols that may or may not have any relevance to us, but I also believe that the better we get to know each other, the better it will be for us on that night that we finally do ... 'regenerate' together." 

"That is not what it is called," Seven corrected her. "However, I do not think 'copulating' is a suitable term for what I wish to share with you either. It is lacking." 

Janeway winced a bit. "No, it is not a suitable term," she agreed. She tilted her head. "Let's call it, 'making love'." 

"Making love," Seven echoed, tasting the words. "Yes, I like that." She gazed down into those marvelous eyes, a gentle azure at the moment. "I wish to 'make love' to you. Soon." 

Janeway reached up, and kissed her gently. 

"Soon," she promised. 



However, it wasn't as soon as even Janeway would wish. One thing after another occupied them; a temporal incursion, the discovery of a deadly weapon, the encounter with the USS Equinox. Sometimes it felt like they barely had time to be friends, let alone escalate their relationship to that of lovers. Yet it was a wonderful time as well; covert glances, brief touches when no one was looking, the rare opportunity to have dinner again in the holodeck, to spend a lunchtime or two in the ready room, and once, to have breakfast in the messhall. On that occasion, the crew ignored them, having long discovered that as titillating as the idea of the captain and the Borg being together was initially, the reality was excruciatingly low key; something that Janeway considered a victory of sorts. 

So it was with a bit of surprise that Janeway abruptly found herself with an evening free of all obligations. Better yet, she knew the Borg was off duty as well. The captain quickly cleaned up the rest of her reports, and logged off, trying to look suitably dignified as she made her way through the bridge to the turbolift. 

"Deck eight," she said, and forced herself to settle back down on her heels when she realized she was bouncing up and down slightly. 

The cargo bay doors eased open with agonizing slowness, and she squeezed through them as soon as the gap was big enough, snorting derisively at herself even as she did so. Seven was working at her console, glancing up as the captain crossed the deck. 

"Captain," the Borg greeted. 

"'Kathryn', please. I'm off duty," Janeway said, smiling at her. "So are you if I read the crew rotation correctly." 

Seven studied her curiously, a faint smile touching her lips. "Is our being off duty simultaneously relevant to anything?" she asked. 

Janeway's smile widened. Seven was teasing her, something that the Borg attempted only rarely, and only with the captain. She leaned against the console and offered Seven her best, come hither look. 

"If you're not doing anything this evening," she said flirtatiously, "I thought you might be interested in spending some time alone with me." 

Seven raised her eyebrow. "Are you asking me on a date?" 

"I believe that I am," Janeway countered. 

Seven regarded her a moment, tilting her head.  "I accept," she said finally, as if there had been some doubt, though the twinkle in her eyes let Janeway know she was being teased yet again. 

The captain moved around the console to the waiting embrace, looking up at the young woman. "Wonderful," she said gratefully. 

Seven kissed her gently, the sweetest of touches on her lips, tender, full of longing, yet patient. So very, very patient, Janeway noted. Perhaps the time for patience was over. After all, Janeway had been the one holding them back, had been the one accommodating a set group of rules that she thought she should be following regarding a romance. Of course, the sheer illogic of those rules were shown to the captain again and again simply by the Borg's nature but resolutely ... some might even say, stubbornly ... Janeway stuck with the cultural norm she had been raised with. First you get to know each other, then you slept together. 

Until finally, it occurred to Janeway that she knew Seven far better than anyone else on the ship, and had on some level from the very first moment she had saw her. It was an instinct, a sense that beneath that Borg exterior was an incredibly dynamic, intriguing woman, and every layer Janeway peeled off only verified that initial impression. 

"What would you like to do on our date?" Janeway asked, once they had fully familiarized themselves with each other's lips again, after having been deprived for far too long. "This evening is completely up to you." 

Seven considered it. "I wish to have dinner in your quarters," she said. "Just as we did on our first date." 

Janeway smiled. "Then, that's what we'll do," Janeway promised. She graciously took the arm Seven offered, impressed by the gesture. They left the cargo bay, and the captain surprised herself by not immediately releasing her grip on the Borg's elbow. "Did you have anything particular in mind for dinner? I have all kinds of replicator rations." 

"As do I," Seven noted as they entered the turbolift. "What would you enjoy?" 

Janeway thought about it. Unlike most people, when Seven asked her to choose, she honestly meant for Janeway to decide. This time Janeway was determined to come up with something that Seven would appreciate, and perhaps even find tasty. Something simple and basic, but very flavorful ... light, easy on the stomach ... something that wouldn't get in the way of any physical activity afterward. 

Janeway blushed. 

Then, tried to hide the fact she was blushing. 

"Why are you blushing?" Seven asked, regarding Janeway curiously. 

Damn. 

Janeway laughed. "I'll tell you later," she promised. 

Seven was content with that. The turbolift deposited them onto the deck with the command quarters, and Janeway led her companion to her cabin. Once inside, she offered Seven a drink, and then chimed in with her; 

"Synthehol disrupts my cortical function." 

Seven looked at her, tilting her head. "You seem unusually playful this evening," she noted. 

"Do you object?" Janeway asked as she keyed in commands to the replicator. 

"No," Seven said. "I like it. You do not have much opportunity to be playful." 

"No, I don't," Janeway admitted. She glanced over her shoulder. "Something else I should thank you for." 

Seven considered that. "You are welcome," she said. 

Janeway smiled again and took the plates from the replicator, carrying them over to the table. Seven demonstrated how good her memory was by retrieving the utensils from the compartment, and helping her set the table. They sat down, and Seven contemplated her rice and chicken a few moments before tentatively taking a bite. Janeway watched her surreptitiously, gratified when a look of appreciation came over the Borg's face. 

So far, so good, she thought. 

After dinner, they took their coffee and dessert to the living area where Seven sat on the couch, regarding Janeway curiously as the captain found some candles and scattered them about the room. With a word, the older woman brought the lights down until the room was cozily illuminated by only the flickering flames and the starlight coming through the large hull windows. Another request to the computer filled the room with a low, melodic tune, heavy with strings and a single, solo sax as Janeway shed her tunic, tossing it on the chair, leaving her only in the short sleeved t-shirt and trousers. 

"Are you attempting to 'seduce' me?" Seven asked suddenly. 

Janeway smiled, quirking an eyebrow at her. "What makes you say that?" she returned dryly, sitting down next to the Borg on the sofa, and picking up her coffee cup. 

"The lighting, the music, the ... ambiance," Seven noted, gesturing with her hand. "Lesson 57, the Art of Seduction. You have changed into 'something more comfortable', and have created an atmosphere designed to 'lower my defenses'." 

Janeway grinned crookedly. "Oh dear," she said. "I must have a talk with the Doctor about those lessons." 

"These preparations are unnecessary," Seven told her. 

"Indeed?" 

Seven glanced at her. "Seduction indicates a need for persuasion," she said. "An attempt to 'convince' me to be with you. I need no persuasion." She paused. "I am what is known as 'easy'." 

Janeway laughed, choking a bit on her coffee. 

"You are many things, my love," she countered warmly once she had caught her breath. "But 'easy' will never be one of them." 

Seven quirked an eyebrow. "In truth, it is you that has ... required seduction," she noted with almost scientific precision. 

Janeway swallowed another mouthful of coffee, looking at her companion covertly over the rim. "Then why haven't you?" she challenged gently. 

Seven considered that. "Lack of opportunity?" she offered tentatively. 

Janeway nodded. "Then perhaps tonight's the night," she said slyly. 

Seven regarded her evenly, possibly suspecting the captain of teasing her again. "That would be acceptable," she replied with remarkable aplomb. 

Janeway made a small sound of humor in her throat, and settled back against the cushions, enjoying the easy banter they had achieved. In a way, that was the best of all, the sense of camaraderie and friendship that had developed once they began dating. She did worry at times that making love would change it, but she was also aware that becoming physically intimate could refine it, make it even more of a partnership. She wanted it to. Every time she saw the young woman, all the nerves in her body seemed to tingle, and the sheer hormonal rush almost knocked her over. She could barely keep her mind on what she was doing at times, and frequently she had looked across the conference room or astrometrics or the bridge, to see the Borg carrying out her duties and imagined what it would be like to release that blond hair from its confinement, bury her face in it ... to completely lose herself in the touch and feel of Seven surrounding her. 

Giving into the temptation now, she reached over to Seven's head, her fingers working at the clasp holding back the blonde hair, freeing it to fall about the narrow features. Seven remained still; allowing the familiarity, then shook her head slightly so that the hair flowed fully around her face. Janeway's breath caught in her throat and she swallowed, smiling wistfully. 

"Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?" she asked huskily. 

"No," Seven noted precisely. "You have not." 

Janeway lowered her head ruefully. That was the other side of the coin to loving a Borg. She never let the captain get away with a thing. 

"Well, you are," she said softly. 

"Thank you," Seven said. She eyed the captain briefly. "You are beautiful as well." Not as a form of reciprocation, but in the sort of tone that indicated that she had weighted it carefully, and made a very educated decision about it. 

Despite herself, Janeway blushed. "You're really doing well with this seduction part," she mumbled. 

Seven raised her head slightly. "It is not something I have a great deal of experience with," she noted. "In truth, I find it somewhat inefficient." 

"I'm not much for these games of seduction either," Janeway admitted. "If I want something, generally I go after it directly." 

"We are similar in that," Seven allowed. "I find it is a far more expedient manner in which to function." 

There was a pause as they regarded each other. "Then are we in agreement that we do not need seduction?" Janeway asked delicately, suddenly finding it a bit hard to breathe. 

"We are," Seven said, seeming to move closer. 

"And if I asked you to stay the night?" 

"I would find that acceptable." 

Janeway swallowed. "Then, please," she said with careful enunciation. "Stay the night." 

Seven looked at her. 

"I will comply." 



Seven wondered what she was supposed to do now. They had come to the conclusion that approaching the issue indirectly was not what either of them wanted, but now she wasn't sure how one approached it head on. She quirked an eyebrow and studied Janeway, appreciating the way the captain looked in the t-shirt and trousers, slightly mussed, casual, far more approachable than when she had her uniform tunic on. Seven discovered she was staring at the swells rising beneath the thin material, examining how the mounds seemed to be perfectly symmetrical in their unity, and was intrigued when beneath her gaze, a small knot began to form in the center of each. She raised her eyes to meet her companion's even gaze. 

"Do you like what you see?" Janeway asked lazily. 

"Very much," Seven responded honestly. She did not add that while she wasn't entirely sure why she was responding as she was, just seeing that particular part of Janeway's body made her feel pleasantly odd. 

Suddenly, she wanted to touch the body part in question very much. 

"May I touch you?" she asked hesitantly, half raising her right hand. 

Janeway reached out and grasped Seven's wrist gently, bringing it up to her lips where she kissed the pulse point lightly, sending a tingle along the Borg's arm like an electrical current. "I thought you'd never ask," she said, her voice a husky trill as she then guided the hand to her chest, allowing Seven's palm to rest over her left breast. 

Seven was somewhat awed as she held that soft shape in her hand. She could feel the hardness in the center poke into her palm, and she squeezed ever so gently, the protuberance growing even stiffer and more pronounced. She also noted that Janeway's respiration had increased, and that she was arching slightly, pressing her breast into the Borg's hand. 

"Do you enjoy that?" she asked curiously. 

"Oh, yes," Janeway said in an odd tone. She moved Seven's hand over to the other breast, allowing her to explore that one as well. "How are you feeling?" she asked quietly as she studied Seven's face closely. 

Seven swallowed. "Apprehensive," she admitted. "The research I did seems ... inadequate to prepare me for the actual experience. It seemed so much ... clearer in the data, less clouded with ... emotional resonances." 

"Do you want to stop?" Janeway asked carefully. 

"No," Seven replied in a shocked tone. She bent her head, a definite heat touching her cheeks when she realized her response had been somewhat more emphatic than she needed it to be. "I want to touch you everywhere," she added gently. "And I want you to touch me." 

Janeway smiled faintly. "That can be arranged," she promised. 

She slid closer to Seven, holding the Borg's hand against her breast as she angled her body more toward the younger woman. "Kiss me," she requested gently. 

Seven did so and discovered that squeezing the captain's breast at the same time added an entirely new dimension to kissing her. 

"Gently," Janeway warned softly when Seven grew a little too enthusiastic. "You're much stronger than me, darling. Take your time." 

Seven eased her grip immediately, almost to the point of removing it. "I am sorry, Kathryn," she whispered. "I did not mean to hurt you." 

"You didn't," the captain assured her. "Just pay attention to my responses, and to your own. I think you can figure out what is and isn't working." 

"I shall," Seven promised. She kissed Janeway again and instead of squeezing, she began to gently rub the little knot through the shirt with her fingertips, swirling around it. Janeway made a small sound in her throat, and Seven understood that it was a pleased sound, realizing that the captain liked this much more than the full handed squeeze. 

The kisses were different as well, she noted. Janeway's lips pressed against her harder, and her mouth was more open, inviting Seven to explore it fully with her tongue. She felt Janeway's arms entwine themselves around her neck, and an odd sensation spread through her, almost a melting that seemed to center itself between her legs. 

She didn't know how long she kissed Kathryn, touching her breasts, alternating between the two bumps, only that she was having the most wonderful time she could ever remember. Finally Janeway pulled her mouth away, breathing harshly. 

"Let's go into the bedroom," she said. 

Seven was agreeable, standing up immediately and reaching down to pull Janeway off the couch and into her arms. They kissed for a few moments before Seven gradually became aware that Janeway was trying to nudge her backward, attempting to make her move ... having absolutely no luck of course because Seven massed far more than she did. Seven relaxed and allowed herself to be guided backward, trusting that Janeway would not let her trip over anything as she concentrated on kissing Janeway as thoroughly and completely as possible. 

"Oh goodness," Janeway managed between kisses once they were in the bedroom, standing next to the bed. "Why did we wait so long?" 

"'We'?" Seven muttered questioningly. 

"Oh, be quiet and kiss me again," Janeway responded with a grin. 

Seven did, finding this so wonderful, so incredibly engrossing. There was a sensation rising within her, one of anticipation, of happiness ... of desire. 

"I desire you," she said. 

"The feeling is entirely mutual," Janeway murmured in response. She reached up to the back of Seven's neck, fumbling at the clasp there, finally deactivating it. Seven's biometric outfit immediately lost cohesion, becoming loose and baggy, practically falling from the Borg to puddle about her feet. 

"Oh my," Janeway said, surprised as she helped Seven step away from the material gathered on the floor. "I didn't know it worked like that. I thought I'd have to peel it off you." 

"It is more efficient than yours," Seven noted, trying to get Janeway's shirt over her head. 

"Of course it is," Janeway smirked and shook her hair, the various strands alive with static once it was clear of the t-shirt. The captain then quickly removed her bra along with her trousers and underwear, leaving her standing completely nude before the Borg. Seven stood dry mouthed, staring at what she had been touching through the uniform. The captain tilted her head. "You still like what you see?" she asked, suddenly shy. 

"I ... you are perfect," Seven whispered. 

Janeway blushed, clearly pleased. "Thank you," she said. She stood back, looking over Seven for a moment, giving the Borg's body her complete and utter appraisal. Seven abruptly felt self-conscious, acutely aware of flesh marred by metal implants around her abdomen, around her back, down her leg, all normally hidden by her outfit. 

"You," Janeway said quietly, yet firmly, "are absolutely exquisite, my darling." 

Seven swallowed hard, feeling the unfamiliar sting of tears in her eyes. "Thank you," she said. 

Hesitantly, they moved into each other's arms again and the warm touch of the captain's skin against hers made Seven feel dizzy. Though her implants physically regulated her respiration and heart rate, they could do nothing about the psychosomatic impulses that made her pulse race and her chest feel full. Kathryn was so small, so vulnerable, the Borg noted wonderingly, as if removing the uniform took away more than just clothing. The captain's arms and legs were slender yet wiry, and there was a light dusting of freckles over Janeway's chest and shoulders that the Borg found absolutely charming. 

As they kissed, Janeway reached down and flipped the covers away, revealing crisp, Starfleet-issue sheets. She somehow got her knees onto the mattress, never losing contact with Seven's mouth though the Borg was forced to follow as Janeway guided her onto the bed. 

As they lay tangled together in warmth and anticipation, Seven found Janeway's breast again and discovered that it was so much better without the intrusion of material between her fingertips and the brownish nipple which was so soft despite its rigidity. She felt the urge to kiss it, and slowly made her way down from the captain's mouth, nuzzling over her chin and down her throat, amazed at the smoothness of skin. When she finally reached the hard little point, letting it slip between her lips, Janeway made a very odd sound, inarticulate yet clearly demanding, urging her lover on. Slowly Seven explored this sensitive bit of flesh, swirling her tongue around it as she had with her fingers earlier, prodding it carefully, then finally, instinctively, sucking on it lightly. 

Janeway's hands entangled in the Borg's hair, pulling Seven's head against her insistently. Seven enjoyed this response, appreciating that she was giving the captain great pleasure, and she moved over to the other breast, not wanting to neglect such an obvious source of delight for Janeway. Her right hand was resting on Janeway's stomach, the muscles flexing beneath her palm as she moved her head back and forth, alternating happily between the small breasts. She was intrigued when Janeway abruptly reached down and took the Borg's hand, pushing it over the softly rounded abdomen to below her navel. Guided by the captain, Seven touched the wiry brush of hair, stroking through the curling strands, then down between Janeway's legs as the captain spread them apart, allowing the Borg complete access. 

"Seven," Janeway whispered, her voice very unsteady, urgent. "I need you to touch me there now." 

"I will, Kathryn," Seven requested quietly. "Show me what you want me to do." 

Janeway rested her fingers on top of the Borg's as Seven slipped into the warmth and moisture that awaited her, the captain demonstrating how she wanted to be touched, showing the young woman how to dip into the source of the wetness and spread it over the rest of the tender flesh, how to rub her fingertips with just the right amount of pressure and speed over the hard little ridge that was there. 

Seven was amazed, her attention torn between her oral stimulation of Kathryn's nipples and her fingers which fondled and caressed this tender, warm, very moist place she had discovered. She concentrated hard on Janeway's responses to her, how the captain moved her hips to push against her hand, how her chest heaved in an effort to drawn in more air, how she made little sounds deep in her throat, moans and sighs that increased in volume and duration the longer this went on. 

Then Janeway's hand was back with the Borg's, urging Seven's fingers down to the opening which seemed to be the wellspring for all this moisture. 

"Go inside," she demanded, her breath a sob now. 

Seven did, entering the captain with wonder, probing this wet, very tight area with careful exploration. She remembered a bit of data she had absorbed, a spot supposedly inside a certain percentage of Human females that when pressed on just so.... There, she noted, feeling the wave ripple through Janeway. Intrigued, Seven circled the smooth spot inside with her fingertips, pressing on it rhythmically even as she used her thumb to rasp over that hard little ridge on the outside, pleased to know not all of her research had been futile. 

The captain's next reaction caught her off guard, however, the very loud cry ripping from Janeway as if completely involuntary, the smaller woman grabbing the Borg's head to hold it to her breasts, burying Seven's face between them and making it impossible for the young woman to breathe. Janeway's entire body surged off the bed as the smooth, slick walls surrounding Seven's fingers began to pulsate with ragged convulsions. Astonished, not quite comprehending what was happening, Seven nonetheless maintained her manipulation, the seconds dragging on until finally, weakly, Janeway grabbed the Borg's hand and drew it away from her, letting go of Seven's head at the same time, allowing the young woman to finally draw air into her lungs once more. 

Seven rose up on her elbow, looking down at the captain with dismay, her hair falling into her widened eyes. 

"Kathryn," she asked with grave concern. "Are you all right?" 

Abruptly, Janeway grabbed Seven, pulling her head down and kissing her so hard the Borg thought her lungs would be sucked up from her thoracic cavity. Breathless, shaken, Seven was somewhat relieved when Janeway finally released her. 

"God," Janeway husked, holding Seven's face in her hands. "That was incredible." 

"Oh," Seven said, mollified to know it was a good thing rather than a bad thing that had caused Janeway to react so ... well, frighteningly. 

Janeway stared at her as if only now realizing Seven did not know what was going on. Her smile gentled and she reached up, touching the Borg gently on the lips with her own. 

"You were wonderful," she murmured against them. "I loved what you did to me." 

Seven quirked an eyebrow. "Your response was ... unexpected," she admitted. 

Janeway laughed. "So was your skill, darling," she countered. 

Seven considered that. "Thank you," she said finally. 

"No," Janeway corrected. "Thank you." 

Seven opened her mouth to respond, realized there was no proper response, and only succeeded in looking confused. 

Janeway slid her hand around to the back of Seven's head, pulling her down to her again, gently this time, kissing her softly. 

"I love you," she murmured against Seven's lips. "Always." 

Seven felt warmth spread through her. "I love you," she said sincerely. This was something more understandable to her, this tender and loving touch. Still, it was curious that whatever she had been anticipating in being able to stay with Kathryn and engage in physical intimacy, this was not exactly what she had imagined. It had definitely been entertaining and enlightening, but she also wondered if there wasn't supposed to be something more. She felt uncertain, restless, not knowing what it was she was supposed to do next. 

"Roll over," Janeway said softly. 

Seven did so, reclining on her back, thinking that this must be the regeneration part, that now they would 'sleep together'. She was startled when Janeway pressed against her side and began kissing her deeply, her hand sliding gently over her stomach, tracing each metal band of her abdominal implant with insistent tenderness. 

"Mm," Seven muttered whenever she managed to free her mouth. "Are we not .. mmph ... supposed to sleep ... ump, now?" 

Janeway abruptly stopped what she was doing and drew back, looking down on Seven with bemusement. 

"Don't you want to finish making love?" she asked in an odd tone. 

"I thought we had," Seven said, completely confused. 

Janeway stared at her. "Darling, you haven't been ... uh, satisfied," she said. 

"'Satisfied'?" 

Janeway took a deep breath. "I want you to feel the same pleasure I did," she explained gently. 

Seven frowned. "You mean I am expected to cry out and go into spasms as you did?" she asked. In truth, the thought of it was not all that appealing. It seemed very uncontrolled. 

Janeway must have read what she was thinking in her eyes. 

"I appreciate that it may have appeared a lot less ... enjoyable than it was," the captain said slowly, a small smile playing about her lips. "But I assure you, it was very pleasurable." 

"You went into convulsions," the Borg said plainly. "I though I might have to contact the Doctor." 

Janeway bit her bottom lip briefly. 

"Don't you still feel ... something?" she asked tentatively. 

Seven tilted her head. "I am ... uneasy," the Borg allowed. "However, that may simply be from having seen you ... being 'satisfied'." 

"It's called an orgasm," Janeway explained patiently. 

"Also known as a climax, pinnacle, consummation, release..." Seven recited readily, then stopped, vaguely frustrated. "But what is it?" 

Janeway opened her mouth to respond, stopped, then looked befuddled. 

She took a breath. "It's a feeling," she tried. "A moment of intense, physical pleasure." 

"A moment?" Seven echoed skeptically. 

Janeway firmed her jaw, her eyes growing dark with some suppressed emotion. 

"All right," she said in a very even tone. "Perhaps that was an exaggeration, but if you're very fortunate, it can feel like it takes a lot longer than the few seconds it actually does." 

Seven was unconvinced. "It seems a great deal of effort for very little return," she said. 

"Seven, if you don't want to ... finish making love, I'm certainly not going to force you," Janeway said carefully. "However, don't you feel ... like there's something more that you want to do?" 

Seven thought about that, about how she was feeling. "Perhaps," she said finally. 

Janeway let out her breath slowly. 

"Then just lie back and relax," she instructed in a gentler voice. "Let me take care of you, darling." 

Seven eyed her uncertainly. 

"I will comply," she said. 



Janeway wasn't exactly sure what she was going to do. At no time in her experience had she ever been with a lover for whom their own orgasm appeared to be a waste of time. Their partner's on occasion ... but never their own. Then, there was the fact that Seven was a woman and probably a lot more difficult to ... satisfy ... than a man would be. 

This is not the time to be worried about that, her little voice noted. Let's just all calm down here. Remember who you're with. That's the important part, not the mechanics of it. 

Janeway felt resolve trickle through her. That was the important part, she told herself sternly. Being with the one she loved, treatings and respect. She couldn't look at it as a contest or a task set out before her and if she approached it like that, she'd only cause a disaster. No, this was going to be a time of gentleness, of love, of the absolute caring she felt for this one special person beside her. 

She gathered the Borg up in her arms, and starting kissing her; gentle, sweet kisses, intended to relax, not to arouse, yet she was careful not to be too comforting. She didn't want the young woman to fall asleep after all. 

"Seven ... Annika," Janeway said softly between the long, melting kisses, "may I call you Annika?" 

"No," Seven said. 

"Seven," Janeway tried again, undaunted. "I want to be with you. You are the most intriguing and amazing person I have ever met. From the first moment I saw you on that Borg cube, I was totally captivated by you." 

Seven's voice was surprised yet pleased. "Indeed?" 

"Oh yes, my darling," Janeway whispered, nuzzling her gently. "Do you think I sever every Borg I meet from the Collective?" 

"Commander Chakotay says that you like picking up strays," Seven said casually. "That I am merely another one." 

Abruptly the mood fled as Janeway sat up, looking down at Seven with dismay. "Did he say that to you," she said, her voice shaking. She was amazed at the fury which swept through her. 

"No," Seven said. "I overheard him speaking with Lt. Torres." 

Janeway drew her knees up, wrapping her arms around them, taking a moment to calm herself. She wondered how many casually cruel things Seven had heard since she had come on board, how many things that the captain herself had said without thinking. Sometimes she wondered if Humanity was something Seven should be aspiring to after all. 

She took a deep breath. "You are not a stray, my darling," she said softly. "You are the person I love." 

Seven regarded her, tilting her head slightly. "I was not offended, if that is what disturbs you," she said. "It is irrelevant to me what your reasoning was for severing me from the Collective ... it is merely enough to know that you did and now we are together." 

Janeway sighed, then lay back down next to Seven, carefully fitting herself to her side, resting her head on the Borg's shoulder and feeling very weary. Suddenly, making love was the last thing on her mind, and  Seven did not object, not having been all that enthusiastic about it in the first place. The Borg lay staring up at the ceiling, her left arm wrapped around the captain's shoulders, her right idly stroking Janeway's forearm which was laying on Seven's stomach. 

"Seven, I'm sorry," Janeway whispered. 

"For what?" Seven asked. 

"For tonight ... it didn't turn out the way I wanted," the captain admitted. 

Seven shook her head slightly. "Being with you is all that matters," she said quietly. "I am so happy that now I do not have to leave you. I can stay." 

"Yes," Janeway said, hugging her. "Seven, you can stay with me for as long as you want." 

Seven smiled faintly, and kissed the captain on the forehead. "I love you," she said. 

Janeway snuggled closer. "I love you too, my darling," she said. 

They settled into a comfortable silence, Janeway beginning to nod off, the warmth of the body next to her a soothing presence she hadn't felt in far too long. She jerked herself awake, shifting position a bit, yawning as she glanced at Seven. 

"Are you all right," she asked. "Can you sleep?" 

"I shall ... try," Seven said. "In the meantime, I will watch you sleep. Will that disturb you?" 

"No," Janeway murmured, her eyes sliding shut as the insistent lure of slumber pulled her down once more. "It will be good to know someone is watching over me." 

"I will always watch over you, Kathryn," Seven whispered. 

Janeway promptly surrendered to what was probably the deepest, most tranquil sleep she had experienced in the entire five years her ship had been lost, not stirring until an hour before morning watch. At first, she was confused, surprised by the body next to hers, then the memories of the night before returned, and she smiled happily. She carefully rose up onto her elbow, looking down at Seven who, wonder of wonders, was slumbering peacefully, her narrow features smoothed out into a youth and innocence that spoke of the woman she might have been had she never fallen into the hands of the Borg. 

Janeway felt incredible tenderness rush through her, the sheer warmth of her love wrapping around her with a sense of contentment that resonated through her to her very bones. Carefully, she leaned down and pressed her mouth over Seven's lips, feeling the woman exhale into her, the warm breath like a healing elixir. She tried not to wake Seven, wanting her return to consciousness to be one of slow ascent ... into pleasure. She used her fingertips lightly, stroking over the Borg's body, finding the soft nipples that were indeed, the most delectable shade of rosy pink. They hardened beneath her touch, standing out from the areolas which pebbled even as the captain watched. 

So far, so good, her little voice noted. Gently, Katie, make love to her, don't lose yourself in your own desire. 

Seven made a sound, soft and sweet, a gentle moan and Janeway stopped, waited until the Borg eased back into her sleep before resuming her caresses. She used her lips to gently brush over the full breasts, flicking the tips gently with her tongue, then trailed down over the flat stomach intersected with fine, grey metal bands. The scarred navel she kissed gently, sorrowfully, then down further, to the thin thatch of wry blond hair, nuzzling into it, breathing in the mild fragrance of the woman. She felt a little uncertain ... this was unexplored territory to her after all, not only in terms of Seven, but in terms of being with a woman ... but she was determined to satisfy her lover, to accord her the same sort of pleasure Seven had granted her. 

Cautiously, she eased apart the Borg's legs, positioning herself between them, moving slowly so as not to wake her.  Studying the tender flesh revealed to her, she was mesmerized by this vulnerable area, and suddenly, she wanted nothing more than to taste it, to immerse herself in the warmth of Seven completely. She leaned forward and drew her tongue lightly up the crease which, to her gratification, was glistening with moisture, letting her know that Seven was not as detached as she might have thought. The captain parted the puffy lips, thick with desire, sipped from Seven that salt sweet flavor, mild, light, absolute quicksilver on her taste buds. 

Seven issued another sound, one of pleasure and her head lolled on the pillow, her hand reached down to touch Janeway's hair. 

"Kathryn." A whisper, a breathless cry. 

"I'm here, darling," Janeway soothed and returned to her lover, her oral caress stronger now, feeling Seven's hand stroke through her hair, along her cheek, and she increased her exploration, finding the little nodule that was so achingly sensitive, the Borg jerking as Janeway drew it from its pocket, swirled around it, pulled it between her lips as she began to suck on it gently. 

Seven responded instantly, undulating, operating purely on instinct, not yet completely awake, a soft keening from her as the sensation began to overcome her, and she tried to pull away. Janeway did not release her, having to pin the Borg's hips down, but continuing her gentle feasting until finally, unmistakably, the young woman was there, every muscle going taut in that perfect instant, the captain driving her through it with loving intensity. 

Janeway relaxed along with her lover, and kissed her way back up the lean, lanky body, finally finding Seven's mouth which welcomed her like a homecoming. 

Seven shivered in her arms. "It was not a 'little return'," she said wonderingly, once she had caught her breath. 

Janeway smiled. "Worth the expenditure of energy?" she teased lightly. 

"Yes," Seven said. "I understand now." 

"I'm glad," Janeway said, pulling her close, nuzzling the young woman's cheek. "The more we get to know each other physically, the better it will become." 

"I look forward to it," Seven noted. 

Janeway brushed her lips over the Borg's forehead. "I noticed you slept a little," she said quietly. "Did you ... um, appreciate it?" 

"Not as much as I do the concept of waking up," Seven replied immediately. 

Janeway laughed, finding it hard to believe that she had once thought that Seven had no sense of humor. The truth was, the Borg was very Vulcan-like, just as dry and pointed in her commentary as Tuvok. 

Seven glanced over at her. "Did you watch me sleep?" she asked, her voice suddenly wistful, as if unsure that Janeway would have liked it. 

Janeway nodded briefly. "Yes," she said. She dipped her head, rubbing her cheek against Seven's temple. "You know, I used to watch you regenerate all the time," she confided. "For months. Every time you came out of your cycle to find me waiting for you, I had already been standing there for ten or twenty minutes, just observing you. It made me feel ... like we were close in some strange way." 

"So even before we were together, you were watching over me?" Seven asked curiously. 

"Everyone needs someone to watch over them," Janeway said softly. "I'm glad that I have you to watch over me. I know I want to be the one for you for the rest of our lives." 

"You are," Seven murmured. She rolled over a bit, reaching up for a kiss that Janeway was more than glad to bestow. "You always have been." 

They held each other tightly as the lights came up to signify morning watch and the start of a new day. 



Epilogue
The Doctor sat alone in the holodeck, touching the keys of the grand piano idly. A check of the computer at 0300 hours revealed that Seven could be found in the Captain's Quarters ... and a second check had her still there at 0600. He had been living on hope, the thin chance that perhaps it wouldn't work out, that perhaps the Captain and Seven would be not be able to find a way to accommodate each other. However, it hadn't happened and now, apparently, the relationship had been consummated. 

He supposed that one day he would be over Seven of Nine, just as he had gotten over Kes, but still he wondered. 

Would there ever come a time when someone would watch over him? 

The End 
Back to Home
· I have no real idea why I wrote this, other than the fact that I had the urge on Saturday to get it out of my system as I watched the Jacksonville Jaguars slaughter the Miami Dolphins (which was almost as painful as the Trek ep the night before).  I'm not sure this story has a point or is, in fact, even a story, other than a personal exercise in trying to write the next three or four scenes that I didn't see at the end of Fair Haven, but really wished I had. 



Unfair Haven 
G. L. Dartt
Seven of Nine, late of the Borg Collective and now astrometrics officer for the Federation starship, USS Voyager, sat quietly in her chair at the large conference table, her hands linked neatly on the flat surface in front of her. The staff meeting was a weekly protocol on the starship, the senior crewmembers discussing what was happening on their vessel as it made its laborious way home to Earth from the Delta Quadrant ... a trip which, by last reckoning, still had approximately twenty-five years to go. 

Seven, of course, was not really a senior staff member, having joined Voyager only two and a half years earlier, but she was usually included in these meetings, though she rarely commented much beyond technical offerings. The statuesque blonde's history of growing up in the Collective, after being assimilated as a six-year-old child and spending eighteen years as a drone, meant that her experience in the day-to-day administration of a Federation starship was fairly limited. However, she was always adding to her store of knowledge, particularly when it came to these puzzling, and sometimes frustrating, Federation individuals, and for some reason, these meetings were particularly interesting to her. She suspected however, that she was the only one that felt that way. 

Across the table, the ship's only Delta Quadrant native, Neelix, waved his padd occasionally in emphases as he recited the list of supplies that the mess hall required, apparently unaware that people were not really paying him the attention that the meeting ... and innate politeness ... demanded. Short, stocky, with golden eyes and spotted skin, the Talaxian resembled a Terran animal known as a 'warthog', but his outgoing and affable personality was as far away from that as possible. Next to him, the Emergency Medical Hologram which served as the ship's Chief Medical Officer slouched in his chair, his trim, sparse frame seeming boneless in his black and green uniform. Balding, with keen dark eyes, he had affected an air of interest, but Seven could tell by the distance in his gaze that he was actually thinking of something else ... that he, in fact, was 'daydreaming'. 

Farther down the table, the ship's chief engineer, B'Elanna Torres, the Klingon/Human hybrid, looked far more alert, but Seven knew she was not listening to Neelix either, and suspected that if she glanced under the table, she would see the feisty, dark haired woman playing 'footsie' with the young man across from her. The fair-haired Tom Paris was the ship's helmsman, and from the way he was grinning slightly, the Borg decided that he was probably returning the engineer's surreptitious caress. If Paris's best friend, the handsome, dark-haired Harry Kim was aware of what was going on right next to him, he didn't let on, his eyes fixed firmly in Neelix's direction, though Seven thought he might be 'daydreaming' a bit himself, judging from his glazed expression. 

The only one paying close attention to the Talaxian, was the dark-skinned Vulcan, Tuvok, who was seated next to Seven. Of course, that was only because the security chief was not the sort to be distracted with extraneous thoughts, nor was he subject to the same wandering attention that the lower ranked officers were. Lt. Commander Tuvok attended every meeting with the exact same manner, regardless of whether the news was absolutely crucial, or merely the rambling of the ship's cook who mercifully, finally completed his report and sat down. 

At the captain's right hand, Commander Chakotay, the ship's first officer, straightened as if he had been caught by surprise by the abrupt ending to Neelix's recitation, and touched the small padd in front of him. Darkly handsome, with a tribal tattoo arching over his left eye, the burly man cleared his throat and went on to the next order of business. 

"Thanks, Neelix," he said. "It's obvious that we need more attention to those ... uh, areas." He glanced at the head of the table. "Captain?" 

Seven's pale eyes shifted, along with everyone else's, to the compact figure in the chair beneath the large, bulkhead windows. They loomed over the captain, granting a backdrop of passing stars to highlight the classic features of the elegantly composed woman. Kathryn Janeway shot Chakotay a glance from greyish blue eyes and quirked the fine line of her right eyebrow. 

"Agreed," she said calmly, and Seven had a distinct impression that the captain had not necessarily been paying the strictest of attention to her morale officer either. Janeway looked down the table and raised a single, long finger to punctuate her point. 

"In fact," she continued, "we could all use a little time to recover further from that wave front, not just the ship and its supplies. I've noticed a distinct tendency for distraction among the crew lately. We'll continue to monitor the surrounding area of space for any suitable planets that might grant the opportunity for a little R&R in the near future." The corner of her mouth turned up slightly at the wide smiles and sounds of approval this remark generated, then raked them all with another indulgent glance. "Now, if no one has anything further to add, you're dismissed." 

There was a shuffle of chairs and bodies as the staff rose to their feet in preparation of returning to duty. Through the noise, the quiet, commanding "Seven, a moment, please," from the captain stopped the young Borg in her intent to leave, and Seven waited obediently as the rest of the people vacated the room, leaving her alone with Janeway. 

"Captain?" she responded politely, linking her hands behind her back as she regarded the smaller woman who got out of her chair and came around the table to lean casually against the edge next to Seven. 

"I was wondering if you'd be interested in a Velocity match," Janeway asked, crossing her arms over her chest. "Now that Tom's Fair Haven program is undergoing repairs and restoration, both holodecks are free again." 

"I am unable to comply," Seven responded. "I will be occupied." 

Janeway's eyes narrowed slightly. "I didn't give you a time," she said with deceptive mildness, her laser gaze searching Seven's face. "How do you know you'll be occupied when you don't know when I wish to play?" 

Caught, Seven felt heat dust lightly over her cheeks and she knew that the resulting rosiness had to further tip off the captain that she was not being entirely truthful. Suddenly, she wished to be anywhere, but in this conference room right now ... particularly with this woman. 

"Nonetheless," Seven offered lamely, "I shall be occupied." 

Janeway inhaled and looked down briefly, her expression slightly exasperated, before she once again raised her eyes to meet the Borg's pale blue gaze. "Seven, this is the fourth request from me that you've either refused or avoided in the past couple of days," she said. "I just wanted to catch up with you, but obviously, I've done something to offend you somehow. Would you mind telling me what?" 

"You have not offended me, Captain," Seven replied honestly. 

"Then what is this about?" Janeway asked gently. "Why don't you want to spend time with me? I thought we were friends." 

"We are not friends, Captain," Seven said. 

That startled the captain, the young woman saw, as well as dismayed her.  A trace of what Seven thought might be 'hurt' actually ghosted across the classic features, and Seven regretted that profoundly. She had honestly not intended to offend the older woman, who had been directly responsible for Seven being severed from the Collective, and had acted as both her mentor and guide during her time on Voyager. 

Janeway hesitated, seeming to search for words. "I'm ... surprised, Seven," she said. "I've always considered us to be friends." 

Seven stifled a sigh, not really wanting to get into this conversation at the moment, but realizing that it could no longer be avoided, either. She organized her thoughts, wanting to say this correctly the first time so it would not have to go on any longer than necessary. 

"Captain, I agree that you and I are 'amiable acquaintances'," the Borg explained. "However, as I have continued to evolve toward Humanity, I have come to define certain terms more precisely than I did when I was first severed from the Collective. 'Friend', is one of them." 

Janeway looked vaguely confused. "I see," she allowed. "Perhaps you should define what you think a 'friend' is, just so I'm clear on it as well." 

"A friend is an individual with whom one has a definite emotional attachment to," Seven said, feeling somewhat uncomfortable to have to be explaining what should be evident to Janeway. "A friend is someone a person enjoys spending a lot of time with and is appreciated for being who they are. A friend is someone who can be confided in. A friend is someone with whom one can share one's thoughts and be there no matter what is required." 

Janeway nodded slowly. "I think we fit that definition, Seven," she said, regarding the tall blonde uncertainly. 

Seven felt sadness nibble away at her Borg composure. "No, Captain," she said gently. "We do not." She paused. "Perhaps if I further define it as to what a friend is not." 

"Proceed," Janeway said, and it seemed that she had become very focused on Seven, as if trying to decipher her meaning from something more than words. But words, Seven thought, was all she had. 

"Captain, a friend does not cancel appointments to meet just because one is otherwise occupied, particularly long after the original time of the appointment, as has happened on two occasions," she said. "A friend does not ignore someone for a significant period of time, then suddenly decide that she is ready to be friends again, at her convenience." 

Janeway closed her eyes briefly, looking regretful. "So that's what this is all about," she said, ruefully. "I suppose I deserve the reprimand. You're right, Seven, those are not the actions of a 'friend' and certainly I've be guilty of them several times over the past couple of weeks." She paused, and altered her tone. "However, a friend also understands when certain priorities have to be met, and that one can't always do everything they want at any given time." 

"I fully understand what your priorities have been, Captain," Seven said, and this time, more than sadness drifted through her heart. There was a certain amount of grief there as well. She faltered, then forced herself to go on. "I was present when the holo-character of Michael Sullivan instigated a physical altercation with the members of the crew, and I am fully cognizant of why that occurred. I am aware of what exactly has been occupying your complete attention for the past few weeks, after your duty to the ship and the crew have been met. I am ... obviously an unnecessary part of your social existence, of far less importance than the entertainment provided by a holoprogram." 

She glanced at Janeway and saw that the older woman was flushing furiously, unable to meet the Borg's gaze. Seven did not want to prolong this any longer than it needed to be, so she continued before she lost her nerve. 

"I appreciate that the social time you have spent with me in the past is not as enjoyable as the social time you spend with ... a device," she said, with a certain amount of difficulty. "I have concluded that such interaction was possibly a form of obligation on your part, that you perhaps even had some lingering sense of responsibility about my joining your crew and wanted to help me 'fit in'." She swallowed, finding it suddenly painful for some reason. "However I have decided that while I may have found that reasoning acceptable in the beginning, the thought that you only spend social time with me because of 'obligation' or 'responsibility' is no longer acceptable. In fact, I believe it is ... distasteful, and would rather not engage in such interaction any longer." 

"Seven," Janeway started, then stopped, looking distinctly unhappy and distressed. "I guess that I can understand how you might reach such a conclusion, based on the data you've received lately. Certainly, it seems that I owe you an apology." 

Seven bent her head. "Captain, you are not required to justify your actions to me," she said. "I am your crewmember, your subordinate ... not your peer." 

"You are my friend," Janeway insisted, then seemed to need a moment to compose herself. "We have a bond that I simply don't share with anyone else in my crew." 

"A bond which runs only one way, however," Seven remarked evenly. "You offer me friendship, but I am not accepted as your friend and from my observation, I do not believe that you truly have any friends at all, despite how you refer to the various people around you. Indeed, only Chakotay is allowed to call you by your given designation, but that seems more a privilege of his rank as first officer, rather than because you have allowed him that out of friendship." She paused. "It is ironic. Since I have come on board Voyager, 'being Human' has been held up to me as the ideal I must ascribe to, and I have looked to you to be my guide in this. As I develop further along this path, however, I discover that all the elements which are purportedly to be included in 'being Human' are not anything that you allow for yourself. You keep yourself apart from any true emotional ties to the people around you, and perhaps only with a holo-character that you have programmed to love you, can you truly 'be Human'." 

Janeway held up a hand, obviously requiring a bit of time to assimilate this one, walking away from Seven for a moment. It was obvious that the young Borg had rocked the woman considerably with her words and the captain refused to look back at her, coming to a stop before the windows where she stared out at the stars with an incredibly bleak look on her face. 

"Captain," Seven ventured finally, after a several long moments of awkward silence. "I must report to astrometrics." 

Janeway inhaled slowly. 

"Of course," she agreed in an oddly dead tone. "You're dismissed, Seven." 

Feeling more wretched than she had ever felt before, Seven left the conference room, knowing she had hurt the captain deeply, despite the fact, that it was absolutely the last thing she had wanted to do with this woman for whom she had developed such complicated feelings. But what else could she have done, but offer her honest opinion when Janeway had asked for it? 

Lying was simply not a Borg trait. 




Janeway strolled briskly across the bridge from the conference room and headed for the sanctuary waiting for her on the other side. 

"I'll be in my ready room," she said in what she hoped was a perfectly even tone, passing quickly through the command level and descending the short flight of stairs leading into her private sanctum. She skirted the desk and took a seat, discovering only after she had sat down, that Chakotay had followed her and was now standing before her with an inquiring expression on his face. 

"I thought I gave you the bridge," she said shortly, in a tone that would warn off a hungry grizzly bear fresh from hibernation. 

"No, you just said you'd be in your ready room," he replied glibly, ignoring the tone and lowering his bulk into the chair opposite her. "Tuvok has the bridge. Are you going to tell me what Seven's done now?" 

Janeway flinched. "What makes you think she's done anything," she responded icily. 

"The fact that you just flinched," he pointed out calmly. "The fact that you had her stay behind after the staff meeting. Ten minutes ago, she came out of the conference room, looking like someone had just killed her puppy. Now you come out of there, looking like the puppy in question. What's going on?" 

Janeway tried to work herself up into a flaming bout of outrage, but it sputtered and died quickly and all she was left with was this very tired, very sick feeling. She took several deep breaths, acutely aware of her first officer's compassionate eyes observing her quietly. 

"Are we friends?" she asked finally. 

He started to answer, almost as if in automatic response, then took time to think about it seriously, sensing somehow that it was not an idle question. 

"I'd prefer to think that we are," he said cautiously, after a moment. 

She offered him a pained expression. "So it's not a yes or no question?" she said wryly. 

He returned the bitter grin with a much gentler smile. "I guess it depends on one's definition of a friend," he said. 

"Yes," she said flatly. "I just had that discussion with Seven regarding the proper definition of the term. Apparently, I am found considerably lacking." 

"She's upset about something you did?" he prompted helpfully. 

Janeway hesitated, reluctant to discuss it, but he was here and he was supposed to be her friend. Hadn't she called him that countless times? Was she really not prepared to acknowledge what that meant? 

"When I participated ... in Fair Haven, particularly the three days when I was constantly ... indisposed, I had to cancel a couple of previously scheduled Velocity matches with Seven," the captain admitted finally. "Honestly, I really didn't think it mattered, especially since both holodecks were in use, and well ... frankly, I had other things on my mind. Then a few days after the fact, I remembered that we also had plans to discuss certain things that were probably pretty important to her. I didn't even give her the courtesy of calling to cancel them." 

"This hurt her feelings," he guessed. 

She hesitated, searching herself for the truth. "Not at the time," she admitted. "I don't think it bothered her to have something else come up ... it does quite often with us, because I'm the captain and she knows that. Then, she discovered exactly what the 'something else' was, however, and decided that she deserved better than to be shoved aside for such a reason, which honestly, she does." 

Chakotay hesitated, then offered a tentative smile. "Your holo ... uh, involvment, you mean." 

Janeway covered her face with her hands. "God, we can't even say it, can we?" she said. "I had a romantic liaison with a holo-character." 

"You're hardly the first person to get involved with the holodeck," he noted. "Frankly, that is what the things were truly designed for in the first place." 

"Tension relievers," Janeway stated flatly. 

"For lack of a better term," Chakotay agreed. "Certainly, neglecting other things in the first throes of ... uh," he faltered briefly. 

"Passion," she said. "Lust?" She removed her hands and regarded her first officer. "I've never been impressed with women ... with girls ... who neglect their friends whenever a new male enters their life," she said flatly. "As if raging hormones are supposedly more important than a good, solid friendship and worse, 'friends' are just supposed to understand when those things happen, no matter how advanced we like to claim we've become. Yet, here I am. I suppose the saddest thing about it is that I can't even claim that I was blowing Seven off because of an actual love affair. I was occupied with a damned holo-character!" 

"You felt what you felt, Kathryn," he offered. "You can't help that, and I don't think anyone blames you for it. Not even Seven once she understands what prompted it." 

"What I feel," Janeway corrected without thinking, then was absolutely horrified by what had slipped out of her mouth before she could stop it. 

Chakotay's eyebrow raised a little and the tattoo crinkled accordingly. "I ... see," he said slowly. He paused. "I'm sorry, Captain, I was under the impression that this was a little more ... casual than that." 

"I know," she said. "Everyone thinks that. Only the Doctor is aware that it became more serious than I intended." She groaned. "God, even I can't believe it. It's insane." 

He searched for the proper words. "Well, maybe it's to be expected," he allowed reasonably. "You've been ... restraining certain natural impulses for a long time. Once you decided to give into them, it's not surprising that they were a bit ... stronger than anticipated." 

Janeway inhaled sharply. She was humiliated, yet, she was unable to keep from talking about it. "The Doctor thinks that I should pursue the relationship," she said. "That it's my only option in the Delta Quadrant other than passing encounters with aliens. I can't involve myself with anyone on the ship. It would go against every established protocol." 

He looked surprised, then thoughtful, but he didn't say anything. 

"Funny, I thought you'd disagree with him," Janeway remarked dryly. 

Chakotay sighed. "I do, but maybe not the way you might think," he said. He paused. "You should pursue it." 

She stared at him, honestly surprised by his response. "Why?" she said. She swallowed, hard. "It's a holo-romance. I know it has no future, no matter how much I change the program or him, or even if I don't change it ... Michael is a perfect match for me, but that's because I've made him that way. Hell, he only loves me because that's what I've modified him to do. Every time I think about this, I'm appalled." 

"I know," he said compassionately. "That's the thing with holo-romances. In the end, no matter how hard you try, no matter how much you delude yourself, the futility always becomes apparent." 

"Then why..." she began. 

"Because, while your head knows this," Chakotay pointed out easily, "Your heart doesn't. All the common sense in the universe can't convince it ... it needs a purely emotional resolution to it. Somehow, the Doctor knows that. If you force yourself away without letting the relationship run its natural course, without allowing it to reach its eventual and inevitable conclusion, then you're just going to make yourself crazy obsessing over it. At least, with the Doctor's prescription, you'll get over it a lot quicker and have a little bit of fun in the process." 

"Why does that make sense?" she said uneasily. "Or do I just want it to?" 

Chakotay grinned, relaxing back in his seat. "Kathryn, follow your heart for a change," he said. "Eventually, it will figure out what your head already knows, and they won't be in conflict with each other ... as I suspect that they are right now." 

Janeway shook her head. "I would like to believe you're right," she said. "But what if ..." She trailed off, unable to finish the thought. 

"The emotion doesn't go away?" he suggested. 

"Yes." 

"Do you consider yourself to be the sort of person who could settle for something like a holo-character for very long?" he responded quietly and logically. "No matter how advanced you make it? No matter how much you let yourself believe?" 

She shook her head. "Put that way, no, I don't," she said. She sighed. "However, in the meantime, I'm making a complete fool of myself ... and inadvertently hurting others." 

"Which brings us back to Seven," Chakotay guessed, and a bit of an odd expression crossed his face. "It always seems to come back to her." 

"She's right," Janeway said painfully. "We're not friends. I don't have any real friends ... not even you, Chakotay, as close as we are. We can't be, because of who I am and the rank I uphold." 

"Ah, now there's the part where I don't agree with you or the Doctor at all," Chakotay said easily. "This whole idea of not being able to get emotionally involved with a member of the crew. That's just a flat out stupid idea here in the Delta Quadrant." 

Janeway was shocked. "But..." she began. 

"No, hear me out, Kathryn," he said, holding up his hand. "First off, I've always thought that the whole concept was nothing more than a handy excuse for various captains not to tackle the inconvenience of a ship-board romance, or more importantly, conduct themselves maturely in their relationships. Ultimately, I think it's the coward's way out, hiding behind rank just because sometimes emotional ties get a bit complicated." 

"But the problems inherent in a shipboard relationship..." Janeway began hotly. 

"Are no different than any relationship off the ship," Chakotay interrupted rudely. "Unless there is an ulterior motive on someone's part, which would exist regardless of rank. The only real difference from any romantic relationship is that when you're both on the same ship, you can't run away when the going gets tough. I mean, let's face it, most captains ... most single Starfleet officers ... aren't married because they can't be bothered, not because they don't have the opportunity. If they do marry, they leave the spouse behind in their home port or on another vessel so they don't have to deal with the day-to-day demands that a really solid and mature relationship requires. It's just easier and anything else, all the talk of protocols and potential problems with the rest of the crew, are just avoiding the real issue. Of course, considering our situation, you might as well just throw the whole concept out anyway, because who really cares who's involved with whom as long as the person is happy?" 

Janeway was at a loss for words. "I never knew you felt like that," she managed finally. 

"I always have," he said, shrugging. "I never brought it up because ... well, it might have sounded a little self-serving on my part." He flashed a grin so she'd have no confusion about what he really meant. "After all we've been through however; I don't think it's a problem for me to bring it up anymore. After all, I don't think it's me who's suddenly made you so lonely that you ended up in the holodeck of all places." 

Janeway couldn't stop her reaction at that, flinching involuntarily. 

"What?" she said, her tone lowering by several degrees. 

He paused, as if thinking that he had revealed a little more than he had intended, then he exhaled audibly, shrugging lightly. 

"Kathryn, I've known you for six years," he said, his eyes honest and intent as he sought out her gaze. "You just don't suddenly 'fall in love at first sight'." He took another deep breath. "That's not you. You're much more under control than that. What I do think is that you were already feeling things that you didn't want to recognize consciously, and have been feeling them for some time. Now, suddenly, here was this harmless, easy way to indulge in them with a good-looking Irish bartender who just happened to fit your 'type' of past attractions. You seized upon it as something you could comfortably do without any real complications beyond a little mild embarrassment." 

"What?" Janeway knew she was repeating herself. She just couldn't come up with anything that sounded more intelligent. 

He linked his fingers over his stomach. "You have every right to tell me to shut up, Kathryn," he said calmly. "If I'm right, however, the feelings aren't going to go away, because the real person ... the real attraction ... is still going to be here after you've exhausted every possibility with Michael." 

"You're wrong," she said, staring at him as if he were an unexploded, but primed photon torpedo which had just landed on her desk. "You're just absolutely wrong." 

"Maybe I am," he agreed. He eyed her narrowly. "Somehow, I don't think so." 

She glared at him. "Just who is this unidentified someone?" she said scornfully. "So unidentified that even I don't know who it is?" 

He was not cowed, keeping his eyes pinned on hers. "I suspect you know ... if you'd only let yourself think about it," he said, then paused, his face firming with determination. "I'll tell you something else, Kathryn. It would be really easy for you to use this Michael as an excuse not to try. The same way you used Mark for the first four years we were out here in the Delta Quadrant. The perfect, absent lover who can't be with you, but creates a nice buffer between you and any real relationship that might be offered, a neat little reason to keep you from discovering what really might be possible. That's your choice, of course, but always be aware that it's your doing ... not Starfleet protocol, not some doomed affair ...but you who's too afraid to take a real chance on something that might be messy and confusing and frightening and far from perfect, but also might be everything you could have ever wanted or needed in your life." 

He got up and without waiting to be dismissed, left the ready room, leaving Janeway speechless with fury and the burgeoning fear that maybe ... just maybe ... he might be right. 




Seven of Nine worked quietly in cargo bay two where her Borg alcoves were maintained, feeling the need for regeneration but refusing to step onto the dais. She was not normally subject to aberrant mental visions as she regenerated, but lately, the 'dreams' as they were called, had been disturbing her greatly with both intensity and duration. She hoped that if she could delay the onset of her regeneration for as long as possible, perhaps she would require such a deep level of restoration, it would not be possible to remember the dreams once she had completed the cycle. 

The large doors to the cargo bay slid open and Seven looked up, surprised and uneasy when she saw the captain enter. Janeway seemed to hesitate when she saw Seven, then straightened her shoulders and moved toward the young woman. 

"It's late, Seven," she said quietly when she reached the work console. "You should be regenerating." 

"Yes, Captain," Seven said obligingly and wondered why, if Janeway had expected her to be regenerating, she had bothered to come down to the cargo bay in the first place? "Can I assist you?" 

Janeway didn't respond right away, watching Seven quietly. 

"I'm sorry," she said finally. 

Seven frowned. "Captain?" 

Janeway inhaled deeply and glanced around the dimly lit, cavernous area as if unable to look directly at Seven for too long and the Borg was suitably confused. 

"You were right about my not letting you close enough to truly be my friend," the captain said finally, and there was a certain huskiness in her voice that made Seven feel odd. "I haven't let anyone get close enough to me in the past six years to be a real friend, but your company was never an obligation to me, Seven, nor did my wanting to spend time with you ever spring from some sense of responsibility. I've truly enjoyed every moment we've spent together in the past two and a half years." Finally, the stormy grey eyes met Seven's and the Borg was surprised to see moisture glistening in them. "I just wanted you to know that." 

Seven felt an unnatural ache in her chest. "Captain," she said, and ironically, it seemed her voice was slightly unsteady as well. "I ... do want to be your friend. In the beginning, I actually felt that I was on some level. It is only in recent times that I have felt that I was ... inadequate." 

Janeway took a step closer. "Seven, you were never inadequate," she said. She swallowed and regret made her expression vulnerable. "If someone refuses to accept what you give so generously, that does not lessen the preciousness of what you offered ... it just means the person refusing it is ... or was ... a damned fool." 

"I appreciate why you could not accept it," Seven argued mildly. "Being captain creates a certain distance between you and everyone else on the ship." She paused. "Everyone but..." she trailed off uncertainly. 

"But those who don't really exist," Janeway finished for her, bitterness coloring her tone. She sighed and raked her fingers through her rich, auburn hair. "Damn." 

She moved over to the dais and sat down wearily, staring blankly into the darkness. Seven hesitated, then moved over and carefully sat down next to the captain. For several moments, they both simply sat there, not speaking. 

Finally, Seven dared to interrupt that silence. "I have been considering ... everything, since this morning and our conversation," she said tentatively. "I have concluded that I was unfair in my assessment of your relationship with me. After comparing it with others in the crew, I have determined that I am actually one of the few people on board that you socialize with. So perhaps you were accurate within whatever definition you have, when you said we were friends." 

Janeway smiled faintly. "You always attempt to grant me some sort of absolution," she said quietly. "Even when I don't deserve it ... even when you were the one who pointed out the error of my ways in the first place." She paused. "Why did my spending time in Fair Haven cause you to question what we share?" 

Seven considered it, finding her thoughts progressing along most uncomfortable lines, but unable to deny where they were taking her, or what they might mean. She also knew she could not lie about it. 

"I was ... disturbed by Michael Sullivan," she admitted. She bent her head, staring at the floor. "He seemed unworthy of you, but I did not feel I had the right to tell you. That led me to understand how I could not really be considered your friend. A true friend could tell you when you are making an error in settling for less than perfection." 

Janeway laughed, a small bark that did not seem particularly amused. 

"But he was perfect for me, Seven," she said dryly. "I modified his programming myself." 

Seven raised an eyebrow. "Then your definition of 'perfect' is in error," she stated. She glanced over at the captain, looking at her surreptitiously through her lashes. 

Janeway turned her head and met the gaze, her eyebrow quirked inquiringly. "Then, by all means, give me your definition of 'perfect'." 

Seven examined the mesh on her left hand idly. "It would be a person who you would love in addition to any flaws," she said. "Someone who would love you with all of yours, and accept who you were from the beginning as you would accept them. Appearance, similar interests, and shared goals before the fact would be irrelevant because you would create your own common ground together, with both beings contributing to the dynamic. You would not love this person because you could change them, but because this individual would refuse to change who they essentially were, which is what attracted you initially. You and this person would occasionally disagree, but never lose respect for the other's right to their opinion. You both would find a way to be entertained by things one would never expect to be entertained by. It would be someone you could work with, live with, socialize with, and yet, still be independent from." 

Janeway considered it. "That's quite a list," she said. "A contradictory and illogical list, as a matter of fact." 

Seven nodded. "As a real Human is," she said. She looked at her again. "As you are. As I am becoming." 

Janeway's smile widened. "I guess I deserved that one," she said. She scuffed her feet on the metal mesh which made up the deck. "The Doctor believes that I should pursue this relationship with Michael until I get it out of my system." 

Seven nodded, not wanting to admit to herself how discomforted that made her.  Nor did she want to risk speaking in the event she revealed more than she was ready to. 

"Chakotay," the captain continued, "on the other hand, believes that I am actually interested in someone in the crew, and that I'm trying to divert that interest in a futile relationship with a holo-character." 

Seven was startled by this revelation, and even more so as she realized what was happening. Janeway was confiding in her in a way that she had never confided in her before. Exactly as a close, intimate friend would. It made Seven feel somewhat odd,  happy yet apprehensive at being accorded such a trust. She wondered if she was prepared to uphold such an honor. 

"What do you believe?" Seven asked. 

Janeway leaned back on her elbows, her chin resting on her chest. "I think it has become far more complicated than what I intended when I started the whole thing," she said ruefully. 

Seven smiled briefly. "As I turned out to be," she said. She glanced back at Janeway, noting that she looked startled. "A small joke, Captain," she said. "Friends tell jokes to each other, correct?" 

Janeway's face suddenly became soft and vulnerable again. "They do," she said. "Do you tell jokes to anyone else?" 

"The Doctor," Seven admitted. "He does not always find them amusing, particularly when he is attempting to tutor me in Human behavior. It distracts him." 

Janeway smiled. "His taste in humor is somewhat lacking," she said. "His taste in pupils is excellent, however." 

Seven wasn't entirely sure what that meant, but she did know it made her feel very warm inside at such a response. 

"Captain, what do you want to do?" she asked. 

Janeway was silent for a few moments. "A part of me wants to play it out to its conclusion," she admitted finally. "For my own peace of mind. The other part of me, however, just wants to forget the whole thing ever happened." 

"Curious," Seven remarked. 

"Well, that's one word for it," Janeway agreed. She nudged Seven with her booted foot. "What would you do?" 

"I cannot imagine finding myself in such a position," Seven noted honestly, and from the captain's pained laugh, realized she had somehow inadvertently 'teased' Janeway again so she attempted to elaborate. "Do you remember when I explored the concept of 'dating'?" 

"I do," Janeway said, and there was a bit of an odd inflection in her tone, as if she considered the reference unpleasant in some way. Seven didn't know why since the captain had not even been on the ship for most of the Borg's exploration. Perhaps something had happened on the planet she had visited, and it cast a negative connotation to remembering that time period. 

"At one point, I found that I was ... considering the Doctor as a viable option for a romantic relationship," she said. 

Janeway raised an eyebrow. "Indeed?" she said. "I didn't know that." 

She didn't sound pleased by it either. 

"But then, there was the incident with Mr. Paris and I discovered that the Doctor was 'flawed' in a way that I could not accept," Seven said. "It did not change my feelings toward him as my friend and mentor, but it did when it came to the possibility of dating him." She paused. "I believe that if my romantic interest in him had been sincere rather than superficial, the flaw would not have deterred me. Obviously it was not sincere." She took a deep breath and said the hardest thing that she had ever said in her life. "Perhaps you should attempt the scenario again, restoring all the characters flaws you modified out of the character over time. If your feelings persist, then they are real. If not, then perhaps that would be enough for you to be comfortable with leaving it behind." 

Janeway didn't answer right away, and the pause seemed to stretch on interminably. Then she sat up again and rested her hand on Seven's shoulder. 

"That's good advice," she said in a gentle voice. "Probably the best I've received in all this." She smiled warmly at the young Borg. "You know, I think people underestimate you, myself included." 

"Will you run the scenario again?" Seven asked. 

Janeway inhaled slowly. "I don't know," she said. She flashed her a glance with eyes more blue than grey. "Maybe I should try real life for a while, see how that goes." She raised her head. "Would you like to get together for Velocity tomorrow?" 

Seven lifted a corner of her mouth. "I believe ... I will not be occupied," she said. 

Janeway nodded. "I'll schedule the holodeck time," she said. 

Another pause, time passing unnoticed as the two women stared at each other and Seven thought the captain was becoming a little pale. She wondered what was crossing the captain's mind at that moment? "Captain?" she queried. 

"You ... ah, should probably regenerate," Janeway said. "We both have duty tomorrow." 

"I think so as well," Seven said. She dipped her head. "You should sleep." 

"Probably some good advice, too," Janeway admitted. She leaned forward, attempting to get to her feet and Seven assisted her, putting a hand under the captain's elbow to help boost her off the dais into an upright position. "Thanks." 

Seven hesitated. "You are welcome," she said. 

She waited and still the captain lingered. 

"Did you want to 'tuck me in'?" Seven asked innocently. 

Janeway's face went a faint pink, and Seven wondered what she had said to embarrass the captain, because that was usually what such coloration indicated. 

"Tuck you in?" Janeway repeated, her voice rising a bit oddly. 

"As you did after we escaped from the Borg Queen," Seven explained. "When you activated the regeneration cycle for me." 

"Oh, of course," Janeway said. "Yes, I'd like that." 

Seven obediently stepped back up onto the dais and positioned herself between the braces, setting herself against the energy plate. Janeway stepped up beside her and rested her hands on the controls. 

"Pleasant dreams, Seven," she said softly. 

"Thank you, Captain," the Borg responded. "Good night." 

Janeway tilted her head, her face soft and vulnerable. "Seven, when we're off duty like this?" she instructed quietly. "Call me Kathryn." 

Seven felt a smile spread across her face, unfamiliar to the muscles there, but making her feel warm and happy all the way through, then Janeway's fingers were moving over the controls and the regeneration cycle began. 

There were no aberrant mental images at all for Seven that night, or if there were, they were pleasant indeed. 




Epilogue
Janeway didn't know how long she stood and watched the young woman regenerate. All she knew was that it certainly wasn't the first time she had done it, nor, she suspected, would it be the last. It had been the encounter with the Borg Queen, she thought uneasily. That was when it had all started and after that, the feelings inside her had just grown stronger with each, passing day. Attempting to divert them into something else hadn't worked at all, and there was now a part of her that regretted bitterly that she had given herself to the hologram, though at the time, it had seemed like a reasonable, and even a pleasant idea. 

She shook her head and forced herself to leave the cargo bay. What had possessed her to think that what she was feeling had actually been love for a hologram instead of what it truly had been? Was she really capable of that much self-delusion? Apparently so, but she had believed in her heart that she could not pursue Seven because of their respective roles on the ship, and maybe subconsciously, she had hoped that by pursuing another futile relationship in the holodeck, the truly desired affair would be purged from her system. Had she really been talking about Michael when she had been telling the Doctor how impossible it was for her to be in love? She had believed so at the time. Now she had the uncomfortable feeling that she wouldn't be able to deceive herself any longer. Now, she knew where the feelings were really being generated, and a purely physical attraction to a holo-character had only managed to confuse the issue. 

The worst part, she decided, was that Chakotay had turned out to be absolutely right about what she had been going through. The thought was insufferable and she wondered how she would go about keeping the information from him. He would never let her live it down ... particularly once she started taking the chance on a very real relationship, just as he had suggested. 

She entered the turbolift, and spent the trip to deck three and her quarters gently banging her head against the bulkhead until it felt good enough to stop. 

The End 
Back to Home
· I have no real idea why I wrote this, other than the fact that I had the urge on Saturday to get it out of my system as I watched the Jacksonville Jaguars slaughter the Miami Dolphins (which was almost as painful as the Trek ep the night before).  I'm not sure this story has a point or is, in fact, even a story, other than a personal exercise in trying to write the next three or four scenes that I didn't see at the end of Fair Haven, but really wished I had. 

· Well, I had to write this. I don't know what use it will be, but like a great many stories, it was a matter of 'fixing' what I didn't like about the final episode. 

· It was posted on June 1st, 2001. 



Timeless Passages 
G. L. Dartt
Prologue 

The bridge of the time ship Relativity was quiet, the soft sounds of the monitoring systems and navigational array a constant assurance that things were fine and progressing smoothly. When the discordant noise of the alarm suddenly sounded, Captain Ducane actually started in his command chair, jolted by a sound the ship hadn't heard in some time ... that in fact, Ducane had not heard since taking over as captain. He gulped as he realized what it implied for their immediate future. 

Hastily, he rose from his seat and crossed the bridge in several brisk strides, peering anxiously over the shoulder of the temporal officer. "Report," the new captain said, hoping he sounded as confident and authoritative as his own commanding officers had over the years. 

"A disruption in the timeline," the officer, a young Bolian, said rather predictably. His blue-skinned hands moved quickly to his touch pad, connecting to the neural command system of the ship. Information transmitted instantly through the contact between his fingertips and the sensitive sensors as he returned commands to the ship's computer with a thought. "The ripple effect is extreme." 

A major breech in the space/time continuum. That could only mean a temporal incursion of some sort, a deliberate attempt at interference by person or persons unknown to change what was. Ducane knew all the reasons people had for doing such things. Some were major grabs for power. Others were merely minor attempts to make right what they believed once went wrong. Once the basic technology behind temporal access was developed, there were many who thought they knew how it should have been, rather than how it was, and they came up with a variety of imaginative and innovative ways to make it so. Because of that, the Federation Department of Temporal Investigations ... or FTI ... had been formed in the early 24th century, and had evolved in the 600 years since into what it was at the moment, an entire fleet of time ships dedicated to protecting the galaxy. 

Minute disruptions were ignored because so many, both natural and deliberate, occurred.  To try to repair every single one would actually cause more damage than did the initial disruption. What was one small thread in the mosaic of time, regardless that it was a bright color in one pattern, or muted in another, or cut off abruptly in still another? Individuals were, after all, rather insignificant when it came to the expanse of the space/time continuum. Relativity existed to repair the other types of incursion, just like the one they were observing at the moment. It was a ripple in the stream of time which didn't merely disrupt a single pebble, or even a few, but instead, sent damaging tsunamis throughout the future, impacting on billions of lives, changing the course of civilizations, and generally creating so much havoc that the flow of time itself was jolted off course. 

"Time and Place?" Ducane said somberly, straightening unconsciously as he realized that direct intervention was required. 

"Stardate 54973.4, Grid 986," the officer responded. "The Delta Quadrant." 

Ducane immediately felt a sense of anxiousness steal over him, a sort of foreboding as he recognized instinctively what might be causing the breech. 

"Don't tell me it's her," he mumbled under his breath. "Please don't tell me it's her." 

"Captain?" 

Ducane inhaled deeply, getting a grip on himself. "Specify." 

The Bolian was silent for a few seconds, running probabilities telepathically with the ship's neural interface. 

"The Federation starship Voyager," he said finally. 

Ducane groaned. "I knew it," he said, holding his head in his hands, feeling a great deal of empathy for his former captain at that moment. "I just knew it." 

"Why does it always have to be Janeway?" 




The sun was warm on her shoulders as she walked the groomed paths of Starfleet Command Headquarters, crossing the emerald green lawns and passing beneath lush trees which provided temporary relief from the bright glare. On her uniformed chest, four golden pips glinted in the sunshine, the tunic light and designed to either warm or cool the body as required. However, the San Francisco climate was a bit much for it this brilliant summer day, and she suspected she should have gone without the full sweater underneath, utilizing only the collar insert instead. 

It had been so much easier when such things as body temperature had been regulated for her. 

As she entered the cool halls of the administrative center for Starfleet, she paused before the mural depicting Starfleet history, all the important ships that had made an impact on the Federation and the Alpha Quadrant over the years displayed in a montage of space exploration. In the corner, a small, Intrepid-class vessel winged its way through an unfamiliar quadrant, backlit by a Borg cube that dwarfed and threatened the brave little ship, but could never quite catch it. The visitors to this facility viewed that image, heard the pre-recorded historical insert with it, and considered that to be Voyager's ultimate legacy, the utter destruction of the Borg threat to the Federation. 

The Starfleet captain was greatly concerned that the starship Voyager's true legacy had yet to be written. 

The turbolift carried her to the floor containing the admiral's office, and she entered without knocking, because after all these years, she could. For a brief instant, the thought of how she once presumed to intrude on a certain ready room at will crossed her mind, and a smile touched her full lips. 

"Admiral?" she said, standing just inside the doorway. 

Kathryn Janeway was standing at the windows, hands on her hips, staring out the window at the shimmering blue waters of San Francisco harbor. The once compact body had softened and expanded with age, and the glorious auburn hair was now snow white, though equally as striking in its own way. 

"Is it true?" she said, her voice grating. 

Captain Annika Hansen, formerly Seven of Nine, Tertiary Adjunct to Unimatrix 01, linked her hands behind her back and dipped her head. 

"Apparently so," she said. "The Fen Domar are spreading through the Delta Quadrant in a most alarming display of colonization. They won't reach the Alpha Quadrant for several decades at the current rate of expansion, but it's clear that they are the power that has moved in to fill the void left by the Collective, and their methods are somewhat more ... permanent and devastating than the Borg's were." 

"Is this the consequence of my actions?" the admiral asked harshly, her face bleak. 

Since making far reaching decisions, and regretting them profoundly in the aftermath, was the captain's most prevalent personality trait, Annika didn't become unduly alarmed. However, it was a trait the younger woman had vowed never to emulate. Captain Hansen wasn't afraid to make a decision, and unlike the woman who no longer commanded a starship, she chose not to regret any of the unfortunate ones. Things didn't always work out the way she had hoped, or even intended, but in the end, Annika stood by her decisions, for better or worse, thankful for the good, doing her best to fix the bad, and simply living with the ones that couldn't be altered. 

So did Kathryn, Annika supposed. She just preferred to agonize over them at length at times, almost finding a kind of twisted pleasure and comfort in her self castigation. No one ... not the Starfleet Board of Inquiry, nor the people who got past the public relations image to the true story beneath, nor those family of those who didn't make it back ... could possibly be as harsh on Janeway as she was capable of being on herself. In the end, like everything, it was irrelevant. The only thing that mattered lay in the present. 

"You put the decision to a vote," Annika reminded her, thinking of that moment in Voyager's conference room all those years ago. "We all chose to try to destroy the transwarp hub rather than take the opportunity to return to the Federation. When you and the Admiral came up with an alternative plan where we could do both, we all agreed to that as well." 

Janeway glanced at her, the classic features haunted. "We didn't really consider the consequences, did we?" she said in a hushed tone. "We let our own selfish concerns rule our decision. I knew it was wrong at the time ... but god help me, I wasn't strong enough to hold my position. I let my older self sway me, make me believe that it was possible to have my cake and eat it, too. Or did I convince her? I'm not even sure anymore." 

Captain Hansen exhaled slowly, growing bored with this futile self recrimination on the admiral's part. "You did what you thought best for your ship and the crew," she said with forced patience. "We all did." 

"Now the entire Delta Quadrant has to suffer the consequences," Janeway said. "Eventually, so will we." 

"Yes," Annika agreed. Again, she didn't like it, but it wasn't as if they could change it. What was done was done. She tilted her head. "They will undoubtedly be giving me a new vessel." 

Janeway's face altered, the shot striking home painfully though in all honesty, Annika had not intended it that way. She had only wanted to bring the conversation back to the here and now, not dwell on what had happened twenty-six years earlier. Yet the fact remained that Janeway's triumphant return with her ship and crew to the Federation hadn't been the fairy tale ending most believed. Certainly, it had left Starfleet Command with a bit of a political hot potato. On one hand, the crew of Voyager were heroes, particularly their captain, for not only surviving seven years in the Delta Quadrant ... as lovingly detailed in the tell-all book by the Doctor which had gone a long way in swaying the public over to their side ... but for demolishing the Borg Collective once and for all. 

Yet, by the same token, there had been decisions made by Janeway over that time ... difficult decisions, decisions that perhaps no starship commander should ever be forced to make ... which had consequences, many of which her compatriots in Starfleet Command couldn't ignore. The very idea of utilizing a pathogen to commit what was essentially genocide on the Borg was condemned by the more idealistic of Janeway's fellow commanding officers, including Jean Luc Picard, captain of Starfleet's flagship at the time. Meanwhile, utilizing futuristic technology to return home absolutely horrified the members of the Federation Department of Temporal Investigations, and Starfleet Intelligence had wasted little time in seizing everything that even faintly resembled Borg technology. By the time both departments had finished stripping the ship of anything they deemed classified, the only thing Voyager was good for was to be turned into a museum. Currently, it rested near the bay, clearly visible from the admiral's window, gleaming white in the surrounding emerald of parkland. Annika wondered if that was deliberate on someone's part, for Janeway always to be able to see what she had ... and what she had lost ... or if it were merely coincidence. Perhaps it was even the admiral who had arranged for her office to be on that side of the building, to remind her of her past. It would certainly be just like her. 

However, it was the very nasty civil suit brought against Janeway by Crewman Lessing, late of the Equinox, which had been the final straw. Accused of criminal acts, not the least of which was torture, Janeway's trial had lasted weeks. Ultimately, she was exonerated by the jury, but certain details had come out that did the captain little good in the eyes of her superiors. In the end, Starfleet did the only thing they could do with such a controversial officer. They promoted her and gave her an administrative position. On the surface, it was a reward for all her determination and dedication to her crew. In reality, they had gutted her, moved her out of the way and kept her out of any sensitive areas. While Janeway had first accepted it, wearied by her years of authority in the Delta Quadrant and ready for a rest, it hadn't taken long before she realized what type of punishment Starfleet had truly placed upon her. 

She was never the same, Annika thought. The fire, the vibrancy, that will of steel, were dampened and tarnished, placed in confinement with no opportunity to unleash them. Over the past two decades, the passion continued to disappear until the starship captain who would stand toe to toe with a Borg queen and spit in her eyes was gone, and all that was left was an administrator who did her job efficiently, but had surrendered to her personal, private demons ... just as she had so briefly in the Void. Little remained of the woman Seven of Nine first encountered after stepping out of a Borg alcove thirty years earlier. She most certainly did not evolve into the passionate and arrogant individual who had risked everything in order to alter the past. 

Annika missed that former captain with a deep and heartfelt passion. 

"I just meant that the Federation is not taking this lightly," she said gently. "Preparations are already being made." 

"I'm sure they are," Janeway responded, looking away from her. There was a pause, pregnant with implications. "Was I such a fool, Annika?" she asked in a small voice. 

"Not at all," Annika said reasonably. "You had a mission. You carried it out." 

She watched the movement of the older woman's throat, seeing the ripple along her neck as she swallowed convulsively. 

"I traded the admiral's future for this one," she said. She turned and looked back at the captain, the blue in her eyes dull and pale. "Is it really better? You're alive. Chakotay didn't spend a lifetime of regrets and emptiness." 

He certainly didn't, Annika thought wryly of the man she hadn't seen sociably in decades. 

"I am alive," she said evenly. "Tuvok was cured. The Federation was never again threatened by the Borg, yet we still have the advanced technology which fighting them created ... technology which may prove useful against Species 8472. As for better? Who can truly say, Admiral? This is our present, and I suspect you would not be nearly as agitated as you are, were this not the anniversary of our homecoming." 

Janeway exhaled, her head going back, her hair catching the sunlight and looking golden instead of white. Annika missed the fiery auburn tresses. When they finally faded, so had Janeway in some odd manner. 

"The reunion party is tomorrow night," the admiral repeated softly. "It will be good to see everyone again." 

"Yes," Annika said. 

"Thank you for coming over in person to tell me the news," Janeway added. "I suppose you're headed back to your ship?" 

Annika lifted a brow. "The Enterprise will remain in orbit for several days," she allowed. "I have briefings with Starfleet Command, but I intend to make time to attend the party." 

Janeway nodded. "Can I treat you to lunch before you go?" she asked. It was casually asked, but for a brief second, the husky trill was back, sending a shiver down Annika's spine. "The commissary still serves a passable pasta salad." 

"I have a ground shuttle coming," the captain said, her face unchanging despite the sudden twinge in the general vicinity of her heart. One could never go back, she thought fiercely, conscious, as always, of what might have been. 

If not for Janeway's choices. 

They were friends, of course, with Annika being one of the very few that the admiral still had after two decades of self-imposed isolation, and friends they would undoubtedly always remain. Yet sometimes, it was all Annika could do to remain in the older woman's presence. Today was particularly difficult, not only for the memories it had aroused, but for the missed opportunities it pointed out. 

"Next time," Janeway said, her voice lifeless once more. 

"I promise," Annika said. 

Janeway glanced at her, and suddenly, it was that look, the same one Annika had seen countless times, the one that promised everything, and as the younger woman had come to realize over time, offered absolutely nothing. 

"Good day, Admiral," Annika said hastily, before she had to absorb it much longer. She dipped her head and left the office. 

If there was a stinging at the back of her eyes, she ignored it. If there was one thing that the starship captain had learned in her time in the Alpha Quadrant, it was that tears solved nothing. 

And that most wounds healed with time. 




"Do we have contact yet?" Ducane demanded, pacing uneasily about the bridge. It had turned out to be a very complicated breech, and it was decided that someone was going to have to go in and actually deal one-on-one with the problem. The trouble was, they didn't have any agents who were in a good position to intervene, so that meant they would have to recruit someone from the corrupted timeline and send him in to stop Admiral Janeway. 

Or her. 

Ducane knew whom he wanted to have on this mission. He had worked with her before, and certainly she had been more than efficient in her effort, including giving her life, in her attempt to stop Braxton from destroying Voyager. Unfortunately, they couldn't access the Seven of Nine they initially wanted because of the disruption, and it took some time to trace the new and altered timestream to find a suitable incarnation. It wasn't until twenty-six years into the timeline's future that they were finally able to take her in such a way that no further damage was done, preventing a temporal tear that would prevent them from being able to fix anything. 

"Lt. Ducane," were the woman's first words when she materialized on the transporter platform, flanked by the two temporal officers who had retrieved her. She had been quite beautiful when he last encountered her. Well into the fullness of lush maturity, she was simply magnificent. The body was still curvaceous, the blonde hair, streaked with grey, piled on her head to reveal that elegant neck, the brilliant blue eyes sharp and intimidating. The facial implants were gone, but the narrow features, though lined, were still as attractive. His appreciation was purely aesthetic, however. The Seven of Nine in his history had only truly loved one person with her whole heart and soul. Anything else that might have occurred was a pale shadow, a weak substitution for the Borg. 

"Captain now," he said, raising his arm to display the insignia. "Like you, I'm a little older and hopefully, a little wiser than our last encounter." 

Seven of Nine, now Captain Annika Hansen, stepped gracefully off the dais and regarded the temporal commander as she would a particularly uninteresting scientific specimen. 

"Why am I here?" she demanded. 

"I think you can probably figure that out," he said. "I doubt you're unaware of the damage an altered timeline can do ... particularly since you're existing within one." 

Hansen lifted her chin, her face growing thoughtful. "You intend to send me back to stop Admiral Janeway from sending Voyager home early," she said. She tilted her head. "Isn't that merely a matter of salvaging your own timeline so that Voyager can return when you remember?" 

"Were it only that," he said regretfully. "Believe me, Seven if it were just been a matter of Voyager returning home at a different time, it's possible it wouldn't have attracted our notice, or required our intervention. However, a lot more occurred as a result of the admiral's tampering, affecting billions of individuals and countless civilizations." 

"The Borg," she guessed. 

"The Borg," he confirmed. "Destroying the transwarp hub, dealing a fatal blow to the Collective, bringing back technology that shouldn't exist for another thirty years, that's only the catalyst. The Federation Department of Temporal Investigations tried to put a clamp on the latter, but it's impossible to suppress completely the knowledge gained. By the time the repercussions have exhausted themselves, there's no more Federation." He paused. "I realize that does mean we're trying to salvage our civilization, but more importantly, we're trying to limit the impact of temporal interference, and allow events to develop as naturally as possible. That's the whole point of the Temporal Prime Directive." 

He gestured at her to follow him, leading her into the next room where the various timelines were spread over the large viewscreen. It was easy to identify the damaged areas. It was spreading even as they watched. Captain Hansen's eyes narrowed as she gazed at it, a shadow of dismay shading them. It was obvious that while she had guessed the reasons for her abduction from the lawns of Starfleet Command Headquarters as she passed behind a pavilion, she had no idea of the true scope of the crisis. 

"It's the experimental device Janeway used to travel back in time," he said grimly. "Not only has she created a new timeline ... your timeline ... where the Federation will be overrun in a hundred years, but the incursion created disruptions along the continuum itself, with the damage spilling over into others, disrupting the stream for centuries in both directions. It's possible that all of Humanity itself could be wiped out." 

"You are correct," Annika said, falling back on Borg analytical assessment. "This must be stopped." She turned to face him, her keen blue eyes studying him intently. "Will this be a subtle incursion?" 

"I don't think we can afford that," he admitted. "Not at this point. You must go back and stop Admiral Janeway any way you can." 

"I rather hope to use logic and persuasion," she said dryly, at his intensity. 

Handing her a communicator, a device that protected her from tachyon radiation, and another odd device, a computer interlink of some sort, he did not alter his serious expression. "The interface will mark the futuristic technology that Voyager has incorporated into it's systems," he explained. "Connect it with the ship's main computer, and it will target anything not from that time, allowing us to transport it out of there without damaging the ship." 

He exhaled and handed her another device, a weapon of some kind. 

"If all else fails, use this," he said grimly. 

She lifted an eyebrow. "It is that desperate?" she asked. 

"It is," he said seriously. "We only have a small window of opportunity to drop you in there." He glanced back at the viewscreen, frowning. "You're not our last and only hope, Seven, but you may be our only option at a peaceable solution." 

"Meaning?" 

"Meaning I don't want to have to take Relativity back to the 24th century and destroy Voyager before Admiral Janeway ever shows up, but I'll do it if it brings the timestream back online." 

She hesitated, then glanced down at the weapon. "Doing this will mean I will die in three years rather than return with Voyager," she said. "Everything I've done as a Starfleet officer, as a starship captain, will never have happened." It was not an objection, or even an attempt to solicit sympathy, but rather an observation, an assessment of the risk involved. 

"Perhaps," he said. "It did matter, Seven, but sometimes, an individual doesn't mean as much in the larger picture. It's when billions are involved that we have to step in, regardless of the cost." 

"I understand," she said. She smiled faintly. "It's very Borg." 

He liked the fact that she wasn't wasting time with involved explanations and arguments. She absorbed the facts, accepted the necessity, and acknowledged the stakes. Professional and neat. His admiration for her, which was already considerable, went up a notch, and he determined that depending on her fixing the timeline, as well as how strongly she repaired it, he would make an effort to recruit her full time to his ship. After all, just because she died centuries before he was born didn't mean she couldn't be a valuable addition to his crew. 

He didn't tell her that, however. It was better she go with the consequences of the moment. That's all the temporal fleet really dealt with after all ... the consequences of temporal tampering. 

She stared at the devices in her hands for a few more minutes, then lifted her eyes to meet Ducane's squarely. "I am ready," she said. 

He dipped his head. "This way," he instructed. 



She materialized on Voyager's bridge, much to the surprise of those junior officers who were covering the stations for the senior officers who were ensconced in the conference room with the captain and the admiral. At this particular moment in history, Annika knew the alpha crew would be discussing the new plan which would see the elder Janeway confronting the Borg queen while Voyager entered the hub, launched transphasic torpedoes, and made the daring trip home. This wasn't at all like her last attempt to repair a damaged timeline. There was no need for subterfuge, no requirement for her to play a role in order to infiltrate the ship. There was no secret why she was here, and little time to correct it before it would be too late. Such was the damage which was rippling out from this eddy. 

Two officers reached for their phasers, while the third went for the comm system to announce an intruder alert, before they realized who it was they were looking at. There was a frozen moment of amazement, jaws dropping, complete astonishment crossing their faces. She offered them a quelling glance, one of command authority, then strode purposely toward the conference room, not announcing herself as she entered. 

"The admiral will take her shuttle near the queen's cube..." Janeway trailed off, staring at the newcomer. 

Annika faltered a bit, finding the sight of the captain standing at the head of the conference table a bit more powerful than she had anticipated, feeling it reverberate to the very depths of her soul. Fortunately, she recovered before her lapse was noticed, and she turned her gaze to Admiral Janeway who appeared equally stunned. She was exactly as Annika remembered her, with the same fire in her eyes, though physically, she was very much as her own admiral looked, with the fuller form and snowy hair. 

The stunned silence stretched on, and Annika glanced around at the other faces, Chakotay and Tuvok, Harry and Tom, B'Elanna, the Doctor ... and her younger self looking at her with wide, frightened eyes. For a wild second, Annika thought about opening up with a joke, something to the effect of "you must be wondering why I called you all here..." 

From the corner of her eye, she saw the admiral twitch, and she reacted without thinking, drawing her weapon smoothly and aiming it at the Admiral who had barely started to bring her phaser up into position. 

"I always was faster than you," Annika said, a half smile curling her lips. "I am Borg, after all." 

"You're here to stop this," Admiral Janeway said flatly, though her eyes were sparking angrily as she held her phaser steadily on the Borg captain. "I can't let you do that." 

On the other side of the table, Tuvok rose and had drawn his own phaser, but he seemed uncertain as to who exactly he should aim it at. 

"Did you really think a temporal disruption of such magnitude would not draw the attention of those who discourage this sort of thing?" Annika asked coolly. 

The captain, glancing back and forth between the two older versions of herself and her crewmember, frowned mightily. "Put down your weapons," she said in the sort of tone that made it clear who exactly was in command here. Annika hesitated, then smiled as she heard it and looked at the captain as she lowered her futuristic phaser. Janeway lifted a brow. "Who are you?" she demanded, then hesitated, appearing briefly disconcerted before adding, "I mean, I know who you are. When are you?" 

Annika appreciated the distinction. The grammar in dealing with temporal incursions could be so difficult at times. 

"I'm the Seven of Nine from the timeline you and the admiral are about to create," she said. "While the admiral confronts the queen, sacrificing her own life, you will take your ship through the transwarp hub, launch torpedoes which will strike a fatal blow to the structure, and return with Voyager to Earth. As the admiral has stated, I'm here to stop you from doing that." 

Janeway blinked. "Why?" she asked, more annoyed than outraged. It was obvious that she was no more willing to take Annika at face value than she had been the admiral. 

"You mean, besides the fact that you're knowingly altering the timeline and using technology you shouldn't have to do so?" Annika countered, eyeing her narrowly. "There's the fact that the pathogen the admiral wants to use on the queen will destroy the Borg." 

"That's a bad thing?" the admiral snapped. 

Annika lifted a brow. "Is getting your ship home a few years early really worth committing genocide?" she replied, making both Janeways flinch. 

"That pathogen will kill the queen and bring temporary chaos to the order of the Collective long enough to destroy the hub," the admiral objected. "But..." 

"Moral objections aside, because obviously they've all been thrown out in this little escapade," Annika interrupted coldly, "The pathogen doesn't just disrupt the queen and the cubes near her, it spreads throughout the Collective like a plague. It actually destroys the Borg before their time. A void will be created with their passing, and since nature abhors a vacuum, something else moves in to take its place." 

"What?" Chakotay asked, his eyes dark as he regarded the captain. 

"That's irrelevant," Annika said, not looking at him. "Suffice to say, it's worse. It's always worse. That's why it's such a bad idea to tamper with the natural progression of things. At present ... my present ... it is believed that the Federation will be overrun in less than a century. The Delta Quadrant is already lost. Trillions of lives and countless civilizations have been not assimilated, but wiped out as if they had never existed." 

There was a sort of collective exhalation from the others in the room, one of dismay and uncertainty, but perhaps there was a little relief there as well. Obviously, though they had tried to hide it, many of the other officers had been harboring their own doubts about attempting this mission, though they had been willing to follow where their captain led. 

Annika glanced at the captain. "You can't do this," she told Janeway in a gentler tone. "The futuristic adaptations must be removed from your vessel as soon as possible. I realize that not all will be retrievable. You can never entirely place the genie back into the bottle once it's been freed, but the key components that the admiral brought back with her can be transported away. Then, I will take her into custody and return with her to the timeship, Relativity." She tilted her head. "You do remember Relativity, don't you?" 

"Captain Braxton?" Janeway said with distaste. 

"Actually, it's Captain Ducane," Annika explained, then paused. "Time changes everything.." 

"You're not honestly considering this?" the admiral said, staring at her younger self in horror. "We have the perfect opportunity to destroy the Borg and get this vessel home." 

Janeway looked torn. "If doing so only makes the future worse..." 

"She could be making that up to convince you not to tamper," the Admiral snapped, shooting a look at the Captain. "I would." 

She would, too, Annika thought with a wry sense of amusement. 

"I am not deceiving you," she said evenly. 

"You're condemning this ship to sixteen more years out here," the admiral said, turning to face the blonde captain fully. 

"Perhaps," Annika allowed diffidently. "If that's how it must be." 

"Who are you to decide that?" 

"Who are you to decide it shouldn't be?" 

"You'll die in three years," the admiral blurted, and obviously, that was news to most of the others in the room with the exception of Seven and the captain. Chakotay frowned, and Seven looked very uncomfortable that it had been revealed. 

"That's also a possibility," Annika said, absolutely furious as she leaned across the table, bracing her hands on the surface, shoving her face into that of the admiral who, challenged, leaned toward her with equal aggression. "But how and if I lose my life is not nearly as important as how I lived it! How dare you presume to decide that fate for me. How dare you use my life or death as an excuse to violate every ideal you've ever taught me. What arrogant, selfish..." 

"Selfish? What about the people who love you? Who will love you?" the admiral shouted. The two women were barely inches apart now, literally shaking in their passionate stances as the others looked on in mingled awe, disconcertion and astonishment. "What about Chakotay? He's lost after you die." 

"Yes, I bought into that foolishness the first time you handed me that line," Annika said furiously. It was as if they were the only two people in the room, these grande dames going toe to toe, neither giving an inch. It rivaled their best moments in the fiery beginning of their relationship. Sarcasm crept heavily into her voice. "The grand romance that ended prematurely, leaving me dead and him devastated for the rest of his life. I was too naive at the time to understand what a simplistic notion that had to be. Tell me, admiral, what was the state of the marriage at the time of my death?" 

The admiral faltered. "There were problems," she began uncertainly, then straightened. "That's why Chakotay never forgave himself. You wouldn't have gone on that away mission if it hadn't been for the fight you two had. He never had the chance to make things right with you. The guilt was tremendous." 

"Too bad for Chakotay!" Annika snapped. "Obviously, once we returned to the Alpha Quadrant in the timeline you create, it will never become a problem because the brief relationship we did have was hardly as perfect as you would prefer it to be. In either case, you have to realize that your attempt to disrupt the timeline for such a reason ... for any reason ... on the off chance that it might make things better, is ultimately futile!" 

"What of Tuvok?" the admiral argued fiercely. "His condition..." 

"Will eventually kill him if he doesn't return quickly enough, I know," Annika said coldly. "Undoubtedly, my counterpart will mourn that, just as I mourned his death at the hands of a Romulan agent during one of his security missions eight years after he did return and was cured of the disease. The point is, there are no perfect endings, Kathryn. Life just isn't like that!" 

"Enough!" 

Startled, both Annika and the admiral glanced at the captain who was regarding them both with annoyance. 

"We're hearing far too much about what might happen," the captain said gratingly. "The rest of us, however, have to deal with the present. In my ready room. NOW!" She glanced at Tom. "Mr. Paris, plot a course away from the nebula and increase speed to warp eight. I want to be far away from here before the Borg notice our newest arrival." 

The helmsman dipped his head and rose from his chair, heading out of the conference room. The rest all hesitated, then realizing the show was over for the moment, began to vacate the room through one door as Janeway headed for the other. Annika was aware of Seven glancing over her shoulder at her, confusion and apprehension coloring her gaze before she was out of sight. 

Janeway's strides were brisk as she crossed the bridge, the admiral and Borg captain in tow as if guilty children on their way to be punished. "I really hate time travel," she said through clenched teeth as they entered the room, the door sliding shut behind them. 

"Then why are you willingly participating in a temporal incursion?" Annika asked sharply. "Just how fluid are your ideals, Kathryn?" 

Startled, perhaps, at the sharpness of the other captain's tone, perhaps at the use of her first name, the young Janeway turned to her. "I suppose you think you now have a right to talk to me that way," she said, eyeing the four pips on Annika's chest. 

"I, too, command a starship," the Borg said, moving within her personal space. "I know the responsibilities. I know the burdens. I also know how one can be tempted to lay it down and walk away from it, no matter what the cost. However, this is neither the time nor the place. It's wrong. You knew it in the beginning. You know it now." 

"Please don't tell me you learned that tripe from me," the admiral burst out. 

Annika looked at her. "Of course not," she said icily. "I learned it from her, before she had the chance to become as cynical and bitter as you. However, I think I would still prefer you in all your misguided irrationality to whom the captain will eventually become in my timeline. She's still going to have the guilt, Admiral, but it will be far deeper than yours. It defeats her. It's one thing to lose people under one's command, including people one cares for. It's quite another, however, to be responsible for the extermination of entire civilizations." She looked back at the other Janeway. "Some lines must not be crossed, Kathryn. Not just for the sake of the many it will impact, but for yourself." 

"Think of your crew," the Admiral said. 

"Think of your duty as a Starfleet officer," Annika snapped. 

Janeway exhaled, looking frazzled as she walked away from both older women, reaching out to the replicator. "Coffee, black," she said in a harsh tone. She took a long swallow, peering into the dark depths, drawing out the silence, the pause pregnant in its implications as the other two waited, aware that she was about to make a decision. The struggle was evident on her face, the muscle jumping in her jaw, the way her mouth moved, as if she were tasting something unpleasant. 

"16 more years, huh," she said finally, with forced lighteness. 

The admiral closed her eyes, and Annika lifted her chin. "Just being here, we have altered what might have occurred," the Borg offered awkwardly, a sort of consolation prize. "Who can say how long it shall take now, knowing what you do." 

"What about the hub?" Janeway asked, glancing at the Borg captain. 

"Without the Admiral to kill the queen and disrupt the central plexus, you must abort your mission," Annika said sharply, in her best command tones, afraid that Janeway might just try it in any event. "Even if you were allowed to maintain the advanced technology ... which I assure you, Captain Ducane will not authorize ... the shielding on the interspatial manifolds remain too powerful for the transphasic torpedoes." She paused, searching for words, then added brutally, "If you wish to kill yourself and your crew in a blaze of glory, Captain Janeway, you might as well just order Voyager into the nearest star. It will be quicker, less painful, and accomplish just as much. Your crew deserves better. Starfleet expects better of you." She exhaled slowly. "I know you expect better of yourself." 

Janeway blinked and looked at her. "I did teach you well, didn't I?" she said wistfully, the corner of her mouth curling up crookedly. 

"Perhaps too well," Annika said, thinking of her life. After all, she too, was alone and it wasn't entirely due to her responsibilities as a starship captain. 

The Admiral slumped into a nearby chair, defeated, clearly able to see where this was going. "I should have known," she said ruefully, regarding Captain Hansen with reluctant respect. "You always could convince me to do things even when I couldn't convince myself." 

Annika knew that. That was why she was the one chosen to undertake this mission. It didn't really give her any pleasure, however. 

Janeway looked at them both, her eyes bleak, but her face determined. "We'll all have to work quickly to remove the advanced technology," she said. "Let's do it." 




"Captain?" 

Annika looked up, somehow unsurprised to see Chakotay standing next to her, an uncertain look in his face, but clearly needing to speak with her. She stifled her smile. He had always been so self-assured and confident with her ... but then, he had possessed a great deal more life experience than she had. Captain Hansen, however, was a lot closer to his current age, a contemporary, rather than the young woman pursuing an infatuation she had believed to be love. 

"Yes, Commander?" 

"Can I ... assist?" It was an excuse to join her and perhaps talk, she realized, but she decided she wasn't that adverse to it. 

She dipped her head. "Please," she invited. She was aware of her younger self glancing across at them from where she stood near Harry as they all worked in engineering. B'Elanna, of course, was in sickbay where she was beginning her labor. Annika thought about B'Elanna's daughter, a young woman she had come to know very well over time ... and wouldn't both parents be outraged to know how well during a very unusual weekend in Hawaii, Annika thought dryly ... humbled at the thought of the new life that insisted on being brought into the universe, despite all the time/space continuum turmoil surrounding it. 

"What you said about ... well, you and my ... future counterpart," Chakotay asked in a low tone he worked on the console beside her. "Are you implying that any relationship between me and ... your present counterpart ... is futile?" 

Annika glanced at him. "Didn't you ever wonder why someone who had never experienced truly intimate emotions before would pursue you so relentlessly?" she asked in an ironic tone. 

He looked offended. "What's that supposed to mean?" 

Annika resisted the urge to roll her eyes. "Ah yes, I had forgotten that ego of yours," she said dryly, noting the flush that came to his face at her tone. "It's been awhile since I've had to deal with it. Maybe the question should be, why were you so willing to indulge yourself with someone who was basically still in the formation stages of her development. Surely you realize that Seven is basing all her current actions regarding her romantic pursuit of you on 'research' done in the holodeck ... rather as a teenager would do." 

Chakotay looked uncomfortable. "I understand that," he said. "However, she has to start somewhere. I'd like to believe I would treat her better than most men would for her first ... uh, romantic involvement." 

Annika hesitated, then nodded. "You did, Chakotay," she admitted, her voice gentling as she allowed that much. "No matter what else happened, you're a good man. However, few people are still with the object of their first romance." 

"It doesn't have to be that way," he argued. "Apparently we get ... married?" 

"In the admiral's timeline, and let's not forget what she also said about the state of the marriage after only a couple of years," Annika said. She thought about it. "I guess with the isolation of being here for sixteen more years, we were somehow limited in our choices, and we made decisions based on that. Certainly, we didn't choose such a path when we returned to Earth. There, our options were greatly expanded and you wasted no time taking advantage of that." She sighed. "Not that it did you any good," she added. 

Chakotay frowned, a little mystified by what she was saying. "It can't be like that," he said uncertainly. 

"It was exactly like that," she responded. "You're using her to feel young and attractive again, Chakotay. That's fair; I was using you, too ... to learn what I needed to become more human." She inhaled at the look on his face. "That doesn't mean I didn't honestly care for you, Chakotay. I did. I believe you honestly cared for me. It wasn't enough, however, and it's never going to be enough. You loved someone else ... far more than you ever loved me." 

"How can you say that?" Chakotay demanded, anger darkening his eyes. 

"Easily," Annika said flatly. "I was there. I know what happened. What I really was to you..." She hesitated before finishing, softening what she had been about to say. "Was no less than what you were to me. You deserved better than that. Frankly, so did I." 

"So you're telling me not to bother," he said bleakly. "For us not to even try." 

"I'm saying that the same thing that probably damaged your marriage in the Admiral's timeline before Seven's death ... that ultimately destroyed our relationship in my own ... probably exists right now for you and Seven, at this very moment," Annika said patiently. "You're both just refusing to acknowledge it. However, knowing what you know now, Chakotay, anything is possible. The future is not set in stone. Perhaps, if you both work at it, and get past that very large stumbling block, then you and Seven can have a relationship that succeeds ... but it requires honesty with yourselves and each other, along with the acknowledgment of whom you'd really rather be with. Then, you can take it from there. If not, you're only doomed to repeat what's gone before, and it's only a matter of how long you're going to make each other miserable before it ends. I moved on in my timeline. My counterpart in the admiral's timeline didn't have that opportunity. Either way, the truth remains." 

She fixed her icy blue gaze on him. 

"Who do you really love, Chakotay?" she asked brutally. "Who do you think she really loves? Why are you both pursuing something as a substitute for what you really want? Just because you believe you can't have it, doesn't mean you should settle for something less. You have to try for what truly matters." 

He looked shaken. "I don't know what you're talking about," he said. 

Annika assessed him coolly. "Yes, you do," she said. "No matter how much you and my younger self want to deny it. The trouble is, neither you nor Seven will be able to deny it forever, and when it comes out, and how it comes out, will destroy any relationship you have." 

"Why?" he demanded. 

She stood up to carry the component she had removed over to the replicator for disposal. "Because," she said over her shoulder. "On some twisted level, it won't be a romance anymore, it'll be a rivalry. Unfortunately, the object of that will be just as stubborn in the Alpha Quadrant as she is here in the Delta." 




"So what happens now?" Janeway asked, as she stood with the travelers in her ready room, waiting for Relativity to transport the Borg and the admiral out of the timeline. "I mean, how will things change for you?" 

"From what I understand, with the timeline back to within 94% of initial continuity, the admiral will be returned almost at the same moment as she left," Annika said. 

"I had Klingons on my tail," the admiral said grimly. She didn't seem to mind entirely. Perhaps she was envisioning an 'honorable death'. 

"The reparation is not perfect," Annika reminded her. "Hopefully, you will find yourself back on Earth. Initially, there'll be two sets of memories, but what is will inexorably replace what was, and that will be what you ultimately remember." She paused. "Do not attempt to alter the timeline again, Admiral. The FTI will be seizing the Klingon device that brought you here. It's far too dangerous to use, particularly in the experimental stage." The admiral stared angrily at her for a moment, eyes sparking, then looked away, unable to maintain the defiance. 

Janeway peered anxiously at the blonde. "What about you?" she asked. 

Annika inhaled slowly, knowing what she was being asked, but unable to answer. She shrugged. "Who knows, Captain?" she said. "Perhaps I won't die three years from now." 

"But what if you ... she ... does?" Janeway insisted, and there was a harshness to her tone. 

"Captain, avoid the Ekrunda Expanse at all costs," the admiral said urgently, then she relaxed, blinking. "If all else fails, don't let her marry Chakotay." 

"It must be Seven's decision," Annika said sternly, glancing at the admiral in mingled disgust and amusement at her last ditch effort to change history. Honestly, Janeway really was the most incorrigible being she had ever met ... in any timeline. "Certainly, things have changed because of what we did here. 6% is quite a large margin in which to operate for individuals. Nothing is certain for you, Captain, and everything is still possible." 

"That still doesn't answer my question," Janeway said, her gaze steady on Annika. 

The Borg captain sobered. "If I am dead in the repaired timeline, there will be no place to return me," she finally admitted. "Perhaps Captain Ducane can use an astrometrics officer." She abruptly took a step closer to Janeway, looking down from her greater height, feeling that she might never get another chance to say this and taking her opportunity now. She wouldn't regret saying it either. 

"However, if I do not die prematurely in this timeline, do not waste the opportunity," Annika said soberly, staring into the blue-grey eyes, feeling heartache and a soul deep weariness permeate her soul. "I don't know what your feelings were all those years ago, and for whom you might have felt them. I'm not even certain you possess the feelings I believe you do, but keeping your heart so isolated, spending your life alone without someone to love and care for you, is not wise, Captain Janeway. As you can see, it causes you to make imprudent decisions, formulate judgment calls that are flawed in their inherent content. Of all the lessons I learned from you, loving and being loved is the essence of Humanity." 

Janeway was mesmerized, eyes trapped fully by the intent gaze of the Borg. 

"Chakotay now knows what he knows," Annika continued, encouraged by the way the captain was listening.  "Seven now knows what she knows. Finally, you know what you know. If you, Kathryn Janeway, choose to live your life alone, whether here or in the Alpha Quadrant, then that is your choice as an individual, not the fault of your rank or your situation. Just remember, you can't always save others, Kathryn, but you can always save yourself." 

She didn't know if her words made a difference to the captain. She wouldn't until she returned to the future and saw what resulted, assuming she even recognized the distinction. It was entirely possible that if she did live, she wouldn't remember any of this from her current perspective, only from the perspective of her younger self. As for Admiral Janeway, who was staring at her, shame and a decades old regret in her eyes, Annika could only imagine what awaited her. Perhaps, in that 6% difference remaining in the current timeline which Captain Janeway was now facing, all the crew of Voyager would find the happiness they deserved. 

Including their captain. 



Epilogue
Annika Hansen slowly opened her eyes. The last thing she remembered was stepping onto the transporter dais of the timeship, directed there by Captain Ducane who smiled at her in farewell before she was transported. He hadn't given her any details, but she knew if he was sending her away, that she was still alive in the reconstructed timeline. What that meant to her life, how her past had been altered, remained to be seen. She did know that she had been returned to the exact moment she had left, only where she was supposed to be within the new reality rather than where she had been, crossing the grounds of Starfleet Headquarters. It was very confusing, and as she lay there, the memories of her mission, the excursion to the past and the initial timeline before that, were growing foggy, as if they were fading from her neural synapses. The harder she tried to remember, the more they slipped away. Despite that, however, the memories of the new timeline, of the life she had actually led once the temporal stream had been repaired, did not yet seem to be in focus. 

She sat up uncertainly, looking around. The bedroom was unfamiliar, even as it felt like someplace she had been many times before. She supposed such juxtaposition of what was and what might have been would remain for awhile, until her mind had sorted things out in their proper pattern. Taking it one moment at a time, she determined she was in a large double bed, the blankets tangled around her, wearing nothing but a thin necklace that surrounded her neck. She reached up and touched it, fingering the pendant curiously. It had been a gift, of that, she was certain. Who had given it to her, however, danced tantalizingly beyond her reach. 

She inhaled slowly, establishing that she was alone, yet there were indications that someone else had been there only moments before, the pillow beside her containing a dip in the center, a certain warmth still lingering on the sheets. Since the last thing Annika could remember was that she was between intimate relationships, the last few rather transitory because of her duties as a starship captain, she couldn't even begin to guess who's bed she was sharing. 

Carefully, she rose from the tangle of linens and retrieved a robe that was tossed casually over a nearby lounger. She pulled it on, not even thinking about it, or how comfortable it felt, the fit perfect. She inhaled slowly, listening for some noise to indicate she wasn't alone in the dwelling that she recognized as a house of some sort. In San Francisco, she thought, though she wasn't sure why she was so certain of that. From beyond the bedroom door, there came the soft sound of another being within the structure, not unfamiliar necessarily, but rather, somewhat comforting, as if a part of her recognized those sounds as belonging there. Still feeling confused and fragile, she exited the bedroom, discovering it entered onto a loft that overlooked a living area. Leaning over the railing, she spotted another person within what was clearly a kitchen. All Annika could see clearly through the opening of the breakfast nook, were bared legs peeking beneath the hem of a fluffy robe, the structure of walls obscuring anything further. 

However, Annika could tell from the smoothness and trim of the calf muscles that the legs belonged to a female. 

Suddenly, unable to bear not knowing, she descended the stairs to the main floor in a rush and pushed through the half doors which swung both ways, entering the kitchen. Hungrily her eyes took in the compact form standing in front of the replicator, and the scent that reached her nostrils was the pungent fragrance of coffee. Without thinking, she reached out and put hands on the person's shoulders, urging her around. 

"Annika?"  The eyes, a soft blue-grey, were confused, but clearing as she regarded the taller woman. "I was standing here suddenly ... it was so strange and familiar at the same time. I'm trying to figure out ... what I did, and what I didn't do ... who I really am now." 

Annika stared at the beloved features, knowing every line and plane intimately, her mind beginning to put the pieces together as a whole, fragments of memory fitting itself into how she had lived until this point. Of things that had happened differently, but did happen, pushing out what she had once considered her existence and replacing it with what her life had really been over the last two and a half decades ... what their life had been together. 

The admiral swallowed. "You didn't die," she whispered, almost as if she didn't dare believe it, reaching up to touch Annika's cheek fleetingly with her fingertips. 

"You took a chance," the Borg said in an equally hushed tone, and she wasn't referring to the wormhole which had brought Voyager home only six months after the temporal incursion. She smiled brightly, even as she felt tears sting her eyes. 

"It's real ... isn't it?" Janeway asked quietly. 

"Oh, yes, my love, it's very real," Seven said fervently, finding it difficult not to cry as she wrapped her arms around the older woman ... her friend, her lover, her partner ... burying her face into the snowy hair. "We're exactly where and when we should be, Kathryn." 

"Finally." 

The End 


· This is a story I wrote to get myself back into the swing of writing after a long layoff.  I'm not sure why I felt the need to write it, or why it took so long to get to it, but it makes me feel better about Voyager. Timeless Passages was a sort of contradiction of Endgame.  This picks up a couple of years after the show's finale left off. 

· Posted on September 2, 2002. 



Adrift 
G. L. Dartt
The night was hot and humid, the air settling over the land like a wet blanket. She stood on the front porch of her family's ancestral homestead, perched on the railing as she stared out over the darkened cornfields without actually seeing them. Idly, she fingered the insignia on her collar, fingertips bumping over the unfamiliar rectangle of a flag officer rather than the four pips that she instinctively felt should have been there. 

At some point during that blur of briefings, conferences, hearings and meetings in the immediate aftermath of Voyager's return, she had received an increase in rank, numbly accepting the duties and responsibilities of being an admiral. Now, however, she couldn't quite remember exactly how her promotion had come about. Or perhaps it had really been a demotion of sorts, because where once she had captained a starship, now she spent her days behind a desk in San Francisco, dealing with the memos and reports her superiors passed down to her, performing repetitive tasks that had little to do with the complicated but rewarding onus of starship command, and everything to do with the tedious, administrative matters that kept an organization the size of Starfleet operational. 

How long has it been? Kathryn Janeway asked herself wonderingly. 

How long since Voyager made its triumphant descent to Earth amid the cheering crowds, settling onto its landing struts in the waterside park near Command Headquarters, never to lift off again? The tiny Intrepid-class vessel, finally finished with its valiant and courageous journey, had subsequently been converted into a museum dedicated to all the various discoveries it made while in the Delta Quadrant. It had seemed an honor at the time, as did her becoming a flag officer. Now, she recognized the honors for what they really were: a permanent grounding for both her and the ship she had once commanded so proudly. 

She exhaled softly and closed her eyes, tilting her head back as she felt the stiffness in her neck, scarcely believing it had come to this. It was as if she were finally wakening from a long sleep, as if the past three years had been nothing more than a dream. Certainly, the weeks and months had passed in a deadening sort of haze, with so many of her actions carried out automatically, requiring little thought. It had felt so good not to have to think, she allowed with a touch of shame, to no longer bear any real sense of responsibility after spending so long with the burden of too much nearly crushing her. 

She wasn't sure what made today so different. All she knew was that when her adjunct, Clive Rainscott, had brought her mid-afternoon coffee into her office, she had looked up at him from her computer, and for a few seconds, she didn't have a clue who he was, though she had worked with him every day since accepting her promotion. It was as if he hadn't been real to her until that point. It was as if all of it had been an illusion, and only then had she snapped back into reality. 

Flustered, she had managed to cover up her momentary lapse, finally remembering his name and thanking him politely for the coffee. Since that moment, however, she had started looking around with new eyes. To her horror, she discovered that she didn't much like what she was seeing. 

"Kathryn?" 

The admiral looked back at the house, unsurprised when she was joined by her sister, who handed her a steaming mug of coffee before taking up a spot next to her on the porch. Behind Phoebe, the screen door closed with a snap, shutting out the insects that danced and darted around the small, old style electric light illuminating the entrance. The farmhouse was located on a small rise, granting the two women a picturesque moonlit view of the land stretching out before them, pockmarked with lights from the other farms residing in the Indiana Agricultural Park. Kathryn Janeway had dreamed of this view many times during those interminable, lonely days in the Delta Quadrant, uncertain that she would ever see it again, and longing for it with an intensity that had left her aching. Now it was unpalatable to her in a way she didn't completely understand, leaving her with a sick feeling deep inside. 

"Are you all right?" 

Kathryn glanced over at Phoebe, lifting a thin, elegant brow. "Why do you ask?" 

The younger woman shook her head. "You seemed so distracted over dinner," she said, taking a sip from her coffee. "Even Mom noticed." 

Kathryn laughed without humor, aware of the bitterness underlying it. "Funny, I was thinking that for the first time in too long, I was finally able to focus on what's been going on." She stared down into the dark liquid filling her mug, as if she could find some kind of answers there. 

The two women shared little besides their genetic markers. Where Kathryn was wiry and compact, Phoebe was tall and willowy. Hair, dark and curly, cascaded nearly halfway down the younger woman's back in a glorious wave, while Kathryn's rich auburn locks were cut short, falling neatly about her classic features and doing little to soften the firm jaw. Phoebe was an artist, possessing a languid demeanor that was occasionally punctuated with the most astonishing bursts of creative vigor. Kathryn, meanwhile, was seething power, held in restraint by an iron will and formidable determination. Yet for all that, the sisters were exceptionally close, having survived their childhood skirmishes to develop a true friendship as adults; one that had not missed a beat during Kathryn's seven years of wandering about the Delta Quadrant. 

Phoebe looked at her curiously. "How do you mean?" 

Kathryn shook her head. "I really don't know," she admitted. She was silent for a moment. "How did I get here?" 

"The transporter from San Francisco, then a land speeder from Bloomington?" Phoebe offered facetiously, before subsiding when she saw her sister was completely serious. "What's going on, Kathryn?" 

"I guess I'm evaluating my life," Kathryn said slowly. 

"And?" 

"I'm not very impressed with it." 

Phoebe absorbed that, eyeing her sister calmly. She did not look surprised at the bitter words, merely patient, as if she had been expecting this for some time. 

"How so?" 

Kathryn exhaled abruptly. "Where do I start?" 

Phoebe nodded briefly and moved over to the porch swing, settling back against the cushions as she regarded her sister. "At the beginning," she prompted. 

Kathryn didn't answer right away, considering the question. "I don't even know who I am anymore," she admitted. "It's as if I've suddenly awakened and nothing seems familiar to me. What made me accept an administrative position?" 

Phoebe eyed her measuringly. "It kept you out of space, Kathryn." 

The admiral was horrified at the comment, mostly because of its truth. 

"Dear god, what have I done?" 

Phoebe studied her for a moment longer, then made a motion with her head, inviting her sister to join her on the swing. Kathryn hesitated, suspecting a lecture was forthcoming, before finally relenting and taking a seat on the dusty cushions. Phoebe pushed off with her foot, causing the seat to sway with a soothing rhythm. When she spoke, it was not with the preaching tone Kathryn expected. Instead, she was quietly thoughtful, apparently sincere in wanting to get to the bottom of the admiral's sudden dissatisfaction with her life. 

"What are you really missing, Kathryn? Are you so sure it has to do with your position at Starfleet?" 

Unbidden, an image of Voyager's astrometrics officer popped into Kathryn's head. It startled her because she hadn't thought of Seven of Nine for months...or perhaps she hadn't wanted to think of her. The tall, cool blonde, late of the Borg Collective, had gone off with Commander Chakotay, Voyager's first officer, eight months after their return to Earth. The couple had traveled to Chakotay's home planet, Trebus, which was located along the border between the Federation and the old Cardassian Empire. Janeway had received a wedding invitation a little over a year and a half ago and had instructed Rainscott to send a gift while tendering her regrets at not being able to attend. The admiral suspected the acknowledgment of that marriage would have been a constant hurt...if she had allowed herself to feel much of anything the past few years. Even now, the thought of it made her stomach cramp and a pain radiate from her temples like nails being driven into her brain. 

That's why she tried so hard to avoid thinking about Seven, she thought unhappily, and immediately put the Borg out of her mind, accomplishing the task with the ease of long practice as she rubbed her right brow lightly with her fingertips. 

"I should never have walked away from my starship command," she said. "These administrative duties just aren't for me. I know an admiralship is supposed to be what every Starfleet officer strives for, but now I wonder if it wasn't a huge mistake to accept that promotion." 

Phoebe shook her head. "Maybe," she said. She paused and sipped her coffee. "But I think you're avoiding the real cause of your unhappiness, Kathryn. Until you face it head on, you're not going to be able to help yourself regardless of what your duties are." 

The admiral nodded, unable to argue with the statement, but not entirely sure that it meant what she thought it did. It seemed to her that Phoebe was speaking of something other than how much her new rank was chaffing her. 

"And when I do figure out what I want?" 

"I guess you'll be better able to live with your choices. That, or you'll discover you completely hate where you are," Phoebe pointed out in a reasonable tone. "What happens then, Kathryn? Would you leave Starfleet?" 

Kathryn blinked. She couldn't imagine it ever coming to that. Of course, she couldn't imagine how she had ever let herself get to the place where she was. 

"I doubt it," she said, but there was a note of uncertainty in her tone that she hoped Phoebe didn't hear. 

"It's an option you might consider," Phoebe pressed. 

Kathryn shot her a sharp look. "No," she said with more surety this time. "I don't believe it will ever come to that." 

Phoebe regarded her, and then shrugged, as if it wasn't worth arguing over. 

"In the meantime..." Phoebe began. 

"In the meantime," Kathryn interrupted her sister, "I'll continue to do what I'm doing. It's just that now, hopefully, I'll be able to do a better job." 

"And what has Starfleet decided your job is now?" 

"I'm actually about to leave on a six month mission," Kathryn admitted. She hadn't particularly been looking forward to it, but in light of her lassitude over the past couple of years, perhaps it was just the thing she needed. An assessment tour of the various planetary bases in the sector was a tedious task, but at least, it would get her out of the office and into space again. 

"Necheyev wants to know that our bases have fully recovered after the deprivation of the Dominion War. Some of them were in the thick of the supply routes and were well maintained, but many others away from the war zone were stripped and running on skeleton crews. Then there are those that were actually destroyed by enemy attack and are still in the process of rebuilding. Starfleet wants to be sure that all the installations we had prior to the war are back in full operation before the end of the year. That means conducting a complete investigation of personnel, supplies, and ship traffic patterns for each installation to determine what, if anything, is needed to be done to facilitate that goal." 

Phoebe had developed a bit of a glazed expression in her eyes, clearly bored, just as Kathryn had intended. She recognized that it was her own behavior during dinner which raised the topic in the first place, but she didn't want to discuss it any further. 

Whatever might be uncovered if the conversation were continued was not something the admiral was quite ready for. 



"Admiral?" 

Janeway started slightly. She had been so involved in the last minute paperwork that needed to be done before she left on her tour, she hadn't heard the hiss of the door. She blinked as she regarded her adjunct standing in the doorway. Rainscott wasn't a particularly impressive figure, but he was extremely organized and had an amazing knack for knowing what Janeway needed almost before she did. It wasn't his fault that his sparse frame, thinning brown hair and mousey eyes set in a narrow, pinched face made him somewhat easy to overlook as a Starfleet officer. He was a brilliant administrator, however, despite his fussy manner. Secretly, Janeway suspected that he was the one who really ran the admiral's office, and she was just the figurehead who signed the padds and memos so he had the necessary authorization to do what he wanted. 

"Yes, Ensign?" 

"You have a visitor." 

Janeway raised an eyebrow. For Rainscott not to identify the person, or even give her a little more warning beforehand, indicated the visitor was someone unusual in addition to being unexpected. It had to be one of the senior admirals dropping by unannounced, she decided as she rose to her feet and inclined her head, indicating she was ready to receive whomever it was. 

The bulky figure who appeared next was a jolt, almost as if her recent uneasiness had predicted his arrival. Rainscott finished showing him in, then quietly exited, leaving the two alone. 

"Commander?" she said with a broad smile, stretching out her hand in welcome. 

"Just Chakotay now," her former first officer responded, grinning affably as he accepted her hand and wrung it warmly. "I returned to civilian life as soon as Voyager returned, remember?" 

"Actually, I did," Janeway admitted with a small laugh as she settled back in her chair. "It's just that old habits die hard." 

She regarded him with honest pleasure, taking in the broad shoulders and expansive torso covered by a simple, yet flattering tunic. The blue fabric of the shirt, open at the collar, had some kind of designs embroidered on the chest, and she wondered if they were symbolic, in the same manner as the tattoo arching over his left eye. Dark haired, with brooding good looks, Chakotay seemed to have aged little since their leave-taking two years earlier. His midsection had softened and spread, however, she noted glumly. Marriage must agree with him. She discovered she was searching the area behind him as he took a seat opposite her desk, and it actually took a few seconds for her to realize for whom she was looking. 

"Seven isn't with you?" 

The words were out before she could stop them, and she regretted how eager they sounded. 

Chakotay looked briefly puzzled. "Should she be?" he asked. 

Janeway felt the heat in her cheeks. "I suppose not," she said. She met Chakotay's dark eyes. "I'm not entirely sure what prompted this visit, old friend, but I'm certainly glad to see you. Is this purely a social call?" 

"Not entirely social, Kathryn," he allowed, leaning back against the leather cushions of his chair. "I decided to stop by and catch up on a few things." He paused. "I'll start by telling you that Starfleet Academy has offered me a professorship in anthropology if I take up my commission again, so I guess you'll be seeing a lot more of me." 

"That's wonderful," Janeway said, though she was conscious of an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of her stomach. 

She knew where it originated. While she would be glad to have some old comrades around San Francisco, particularly now that she was starting to focus on her life once more, the thought of seeing Seven with Chakotay made her ill. She knew she'd have to get over it. After all, it was the Chakotay/Seven future relationship that provided the impetus for her elder self to make the dangerous journey back in time. Janeway thought that perhaps the admiral had even found a kind of peace by doing so, after a life where regret had been the primary focus of her existence. 

Janeway was conscious of a sour taste in the back of her throat. Whatever peace her elder self might have found before sacrificing herself to the Borg queen, the current admiral was no where close to discovering it. 

"I'm sure Seven will enjoy being back on Earth once more," she offered lamely, though privately she remembered that Seven couldn't wait to leave two years earlier. Earth had been nothing but debriefings and interrogations for the young Borg. As hard as it was on her personally, Janeway truly hoped that Seven had found a better life during her years away. 

Chakotay blinked and looked confused. 

"Is she back on Earth?" he asked. 

Now it was Janeway's turn to appear confused. "She didn't accompany you?" she asked. 

Chakotay regarded her, then lifted a brow as his expression cleared, almost as if suddenly realizing something. "I'm sorry, Kathryn, I thought you knew," he said. "Seven and I haven't been together for..." he trailed off as he did the math. "It must be well over a year now." He shook his head. "I guess time just seems to slip away when you're not paying attention." 

Janeway felt her jaw loosen, but with an effort, she prevented it from dropping open. "You're divorced? So quickly?" 

Chakotay looked at her oddly. "We were never married, Kathryn," he said. 

"But..." Janeway began, and then shut her mouth as she tried to gather her thoughts. "I know I sent a wedding present..." 

"You did," Chakotay said, and looked vaguely bemused. "All the gifts were returned, Kathryn. Perhaps yours was lost in transit?" 

Janeway held up a finger, feeling as if the conversation had careened completely out of control. "I'm sorry, Chakotay," she said, trying to regain some composure. "Let me see if I have this straight. You and Seven were going to be married, weren't you?" 

"That was the plan," he admitted. "However, she decided two days before the event that she wasn't prepared for such a commitment. We had to cancel all the preparations." He paused, his face twisting slightly. "She left on a transport the very day of the wedding, and I haven't seen her since." 

"Oh." Janeway inhaled slowly. "I'm...sorry, Chakotay," she admitted. "I honestly didn't know." She suspected that the sudden surge of elation in her chest was a completely inappropriate response to such news. 

He shrugged, attempting a casualness that he obviously did not yet feel. " I guess it's hard to keep track of every little thing going on with your former crew," he said. "We've drifted apart the past few years. Still, I thought you would have known about it, for no other reason than because it involved Seven." 

Janeway wasn't completely sure what that meant. There had been a tiny little inflection there, a sort of edge that crept into his tone at the last, that made her look closely at him. 

"You don't know where she is now?" 

He lifted his chin. "She didn't leave a forwarding address," he said shortly. He paused. "You really haven't heard from her for the past year?" He sounded somewhat skeptical, as if suspecting that Janeway was playing some sort of word game with him. The admiral had no idea why. 

Frowning, she shook her head. "No," she said. "Not directly since the two of you left for Trebus. The last communication was the wedding invitation." 

She wondered why just saying it hurt so much. 

He stared at her, then shrugged again. "I guess she really did want to make her own way in the Alpha Quadrant," he said, almost to himself. 

"Is that what she told you?" Janeway asked sharply. 

He eyed the admiral uncertainly. "She told me a lot of things before she left," he said slowly. He hesitated, and then dipped his head. "It wasn't the most amiable of partings, Kathryn." 

Janeway blinked, surprised again. 

"What happened?" 

He looked very uncomfortable. 

"It was just one of those things, Kathryn." 

"What things?" She knew it wasn't really any of her business, but she couldn't seem to stop herself from pursuing it. 

Chakotay took a breath. It sounded vaguely exasperated. 

"I was an experiment, all right?" 

"A what?" 

"Something she needed to do to become more Human," he said, his tone unusually flat. 

"She told you this?" 

"I read between the lines." 

Janeway considered that. "What exactly did she say?" 

He shifted uneasily in his chair. "She said that pursuing a romantic relationship with me had been the most appropriate course her life required up until then," he said, and Janeway could almost hear the Borg's chill tones echoing his. "But, at that point, she considered her options and decided that she simply was not prepared to escalate the romantic interaction into a permanent mating unification, either socially or legally." 

Janeway crossed her arms over her chest, staring at him. "Go on." 

"Well, I said a whole lot of things about why she had waited so long to make that decision, and she said some things regarding her experience with Humanity, or the lack thereof, and finally we decided that it would be best for all concerned if we moved on with our lives...separately." His olive skin had darkened considerably, and the admiral wasn't sure if it was anger or from a lingering amount of embarrassment. "I'll spare you any further details." 

"All right," Janeway said, after a moment, though she dearly wanted such details. She spread out her hands. "I'm sorry I've been so out of touch with things." 

Janeway didn't want to admit, not even to herself, that she had preferred it that way. She hadn't wanted to know what was going on outside the little world she had made for herself in this administrative office. Now it sickened her to know how much she had isolated herself, how much she had walked away from things with which she didn't want to deal. It reminded her painfully of her behavior in the void at the beginning of Voyager's fifth year. She had blamed that on the accumulated guilt of stranding her ship and crew in the Delta Quadrant. She didn't have an excuse for this insular behavior...at least, not one she cared to acknowledge consciously. 

"I've been busy," she added lamely. 

Chakotay didn't look entirely convinced, but he nodded soberly. "I guess you haven't heard from the rest of the crew lately, either," he said. 

She shook her head. " Tom and B'Elanna are posted to the Liberty," she said, trying to remember the bits and pieces Rainscott had brought to her attention every so often. "She's expecting again." 

"It's a boy," Chakotay said dryly. "Thomas Junior. He's six months old now." 

"Oh." Janeway said, embarrassed. 

"Harry's still on the Hood," Chakotay added, obviously realizing he was up on current events far more than his former captain. "He's a senior lieutenant now. Tuvok just completed a mission for Starfleet involving the Orion Syndicate. The Doctor is currently on a book tour with his third novel." 

Janeway lifted an eyebrow. "I did see the Doctor the last time he was on Earth," she admitted. "He's become quite the celebrity, however, and we didn't have much of a chance to speak." 

"The rest seem to be doing all right in their various postings and positions," Chakotay concluded, spreading out his hands. "I haven't heard anything else of particular note." He suddenly seemed tired and sad. "People move on." 

"Yes," Janeway said softly. "They do." 

There was a silence then, the two former starship officers staring at the desktop between them, lost in thought. It was Chakotay who shook himself out of it first, leaning across the desk and covering Janeway's hand with his own, looking at her with an odd intentness. 

"In any event, I hope that we'll be able to spend some time together, Kathryn, particularly now that I'll be living in San Francisco," he said. "I certainly intend to entice you out to dinner once in awhile." 

She smiled. "I'd like that," she said quite honestly. 

"How about tomorrow night?" he said, his tone suddenly inviting. His eyes turned dark, as if he were looking at her in some new way. Or perhaps it was in the same old way, dusted off again now that they were in close proximity and he no longer had any restrictions, either professional or personal, holding him back. 

"I'm sorry, Chakotay," she said ruefully, though for some odd reason, she didn't feel the least bit regretful. "I'm leaving first thing tomorrow morning for an assessment tour of the planetary bases in this sector. I won't be back on Earth for at least six months. May I take a rain check?" 

"Of course," he said, obviously trying to be gracious about it, but showing the disappointment in his face. "It was really good to see you again, Kathryn. I don't want to lose touch like this ever again." 

"I agree," she said as she tried to disengage her hand without making it obvious. "I've clearly missed...a lot of things the past few years. I think it's time I made some changes in my life." 

Before straightening and turning to leave the office, he dared to lean over and kiss her cheek, something he never would have done when she was a starship captain. Janeway watched him go, but her bluish-grey eyes were not focused on his retreating bulk, or on what his farewell gestures might have meant. Only one thought dominated her thoughts. 

Where the hell was Seven of Nine? 



Sunshine flooded the shoreline of the broad river flowing through the capital of Betazed. Still recovering from the deprivations it had experienced during the recent Dominion War when an occupying force of Jem'Hadar, Cardassians, and Breen had run rampant through the peaceful world, the planet's scars were brutally evident in various places in the city. However, things were inextricably returning to normal through the willingness and hard work of a people anxious to move on. 

Standing before the large, ceiling-to-floor-length windows that defined the lobby and overlooked the grounds which sloped to the graveled shore, Seven of Nine took a moment to study the view. The city skyline across the broad expanse of water was an elegantly designed pattern of silver towers and spires set against the azure sky and reflected in the shimmering surface of the river. Betazed architecture was light and airy, designed to compliment its natural surroundings rather than the other way around. It utilized transparencies in liberal amounts, and simulated natural products such as wood and stone in the framing. The landscaping around the buildings was extensive and deemed as important to the site as the structure itself. All types of vegetation were encouraged in the urban flow, from the towering penta trees that offered shades of soothing emerald, to the lush flowering bushes and hedges that bordered the brilliant white walkways and streets. Seven allowed herself to absorb the picturesque whole, savoring the nearby flowerbeds that filled the air with delicate perfume, basking in the beauty of their colors. 

Taking a pause for aesthetic appreciation was not something the young woman would have done during her eighteen years as a drone in the Borg Collective. It wasn't even necessarily something she would have done as astrometrics officer on the starship Voyager. However, since returning to the Alpha Quadrant and experiencing many things, including an affair with an older man who had a deep appreciation of nature, Seven was far from being the person she had been in either previous position. 

"Seven of Nine?" 

Seven blinked and immediately refocused her attention on the job at hand. She had selected Betazed as her destination after leaving Trebus over a year ago because of its proximity to the Federation's central systems. It was to be only a temporary stopover until she decided what to do and where to go. However, the planet was hungry for skilled workers, and when Seven inadvertently found herself assisting in one of the smaller reconstruction projects, she discovered it was greatly satisfying to her on a personal level. Before long, she was offering her talents to the largest reconstruction company on the planet, and, shortly thereafter, her abilities caught the attention of the government's Minister of Restoration. He quickly snatched up the Borg, offering her a position of respectable remuneration and prestige to work for the ministry as an efficiency expert. Seven didn't require either credit or glory, but she did appreciate the chance to work in different parts of the capital city, interacting with a variety of beings, both native and alien. 

"Do you have the specs for the computer network?" she asked the young man who had requested her attention. Shorter than she, stocky and solid, with the dark hair and black eyes typical of the planet's inhabitants, he took no offense of her abrupt nature as he handed her the requested padds and blueprints. 

Betazoids tended to behave with a candid straightforwardness that Seven found quite refreshing after the confused and muddled social deportment utilized by other species. Though they rarely delved deeply into the minds of others, they did utilize their natural telepathic ability to scan the surface thoughts of those they encountered as effortlessly as they used their eyes to see and their ears to hear. While the average Betazoid was not prepared to decipher the chaotic soup, liberally laced with subconscious fears and neuroses, that made up the minds of most aliens, Seven's linear and precise thought processes did not cause the usual psychic headaches. Plus, she was perfectly capable of exhibiting the type of brutal honesty that was the social norm on the planet. By this time, her co-workers tended to look on her as one of their own, even if she couldn't read their minds as they could read hers. 

Spreading the specs over the partially constructed desks that would eventually become the reception area of the lobby, Seven studied them intently, trying to determine if they would be acceptable as a final draft or if they required further alteration. She was currently functioning as a sort of troubleshooter, she and her team dispatched to various reconstruction projects around the city to streamline and reorganize their operations, particularly those involving offworld elements. Not afraid to do immediately what was required of her, from terminating the employment of the construction foreman's second cousin who had been hired through nepotism, to assessing thoroughly the standards of the various suppliers right down to the quality of their paperclips, Seven was scrupulously fair and impartial, and the people she encountered recognized that, even if they didn't always like the results. 

Seven knew she did her job as she did everything else; with great efficiency and little passion. Passion, apparently, was something that she was denied, no matter how hard she strived to acquire the trait. She supposed it had been the real motivation behind her futile pursuit of a relationship with Chakotay. Romantic passion was purportedly the strongest of all, and Voyager's first officer had best fit the parameters of what she was supposed to be looking for in a potential mate. 

She paused in her assessment of the specs, wondering why his name and face had suddenly entered her mind. She had not thought of Chakotay for months, not since she had left Trebus. She repressed a minor shiver of mingled shame and apprehension as she remembered how close she had been to marrying him. How could she have allowed herself to take it so far? It was one thing to have doggedly pursued a quest of emotion and sensualism in the hopes of one day achieving total 'Humanity'. It was something else to involve another person in that pursuit, oblivious to his needs and requirements for a happy existence. It had almost been too late before she realized that it was not merely her feelings...or lack of them...that should be the primary consideration while making her way through life. 

If nothing else, her relationship with Chakotay had been invaluable in teaching her what was truly needed to achieve perfection for herself. Ironically, it had been the various ceremonies and events leading up to the wedding that granted her the necessary insight. All the discussion of love and commitment, the advice offered so freely and unsolicited by others around her, the constant bombardment of what a marriage was purported to be and what it actually was when the romance was stripped away, made her realize that she did not possess nearly enough of an emotional tie with Chakotay to make it succeed. 

In that failure, perhaps she did discover how to love in some small way. Love, she understood, meant placing the well-being of the other ahead of herself, not to the detriment of her own self worth, but in the enhancement of it. She realized that she would never feel for Chakotay what he apparently did for her, and he deserved better than that. A marriage between them, although she was readily prepared to endure it for however long it took to meet the social demands of her Human Collective, would ultimately cause pain and dissatisfaction for him, particularly once he had moved past the hormonal-induced passions motivating his desire to marry her. Her withdrawal from the proceedings caused no little consternation for all involved, but she knew it was the proper decision. Her analytical dissection of the relationship in subsequent discussions had done little to ease the volatile parting from Chakotay, however, and it was with considerable relief that she acquired passage offworld. 

Time served to prove the validity of her conclusions. Once she departed Trebus, she found it easy to resume an existence that did not include Voyager's former first officer. She suspected that would not have been the case had her feelings been spontaneously generated, rather than carefully and meticulously formulated through a desire to become more like the others in her new Collective. There was only one lingering uncertainty from that time, a comment flung at her amid the bitter recriminations and impassioned pleading for her to reconsider, an accusation put forth by an increasingly upset Chakotay that still confused Seven. 

"This is really about Janeway, isn't it?" 

The comment had seemed so out of context that the young woman couldn't even respond. She had merely stared blankly at his angry face before the conversation resumed along other, more heated lines that were easily dissected by her unwavering logic. 

Every now and again, however, usually at the most unexpected times, the charge popped up like a nagging ache in her head, raising more questions than answers, and making her feel as if she had left something undone. Of course, then she would start to think about Kathryn Janeway, and that disturbed her in a way that she could scarcely bear. Seven had not liked what she had seen in the admiral prior to her departure from Earth, and wasn't sure why Janeway had become so different ... only that little was left of the dynamic and passionate captain who had rescued a drone from the Collective in defiance of all common sense. 

"Seven of Nine is the civilian liaison to our project. She was once part of the Borg Collective." 

Seven easily heard the words from the group which was stepping off the turbolift at the far end of the lobby, though she didn't look up from her task. Starfleet was constantly giving tours to one official entourage or another, and while she was expected to be polite to them, she didn't go out of her way to greet them. Hopefully, they would pass her by without requiring that she indulge in useless small talk. 

"Seven?" 

The sound of that voice was totally unmistakable even as it was completely unexpected, despite the young woman's thought processes only moments earlier. Stunned, Seven straightened so quickly that the blood drained from her head, leaving her feeling faint. A jumble of emotions and thoughts cascaded through her mind, a myriad of concepts that made her brain patterns muddled and confused. The sudden rush of mental chaos caused the rest of the Betazoids in the area to turn in alarm, staring pointedly at the Borg before turning their attention to the compact form of the person inspiring such a huge burst of emotional static. Seven ignored the scrutiny as best she could as she turned to face the woman behind her. 

"Admiral Janeway," she said coolly. 

The former starship captain offered Seven that typical half smile, a crooked curve of her mouth that combined humor and wry self-deprecation in one expression. Seven suddenly found it difficult to see, her vision blurring, and it took an effort to realize it was because she had ceased respiration. Carefully, she resumed that biological function, drawing in the warm, scented Betazed air in slow, measured inhalations until the dizziness receded. 

"It's so good to see you again," Janeway said, reaching out her hand. 

Seven accepted the handshake, feeling the warmth of those long fingers in her own, and she grasped them carefully, as if she were holding the most delicate of flowers, before finally releasing them as was socially dictated. It occurred to the Borg that she was literally out of control, doing little to stem the overpowering feelings and sensations that were threatening to shut down her cortical implant and knock out her co-workers with excruciating migraines. With an effort, she damped down the surging tide of emotion, though she did note in a small corner of her brain that while she had always been required to construct such emotions through conscious effort when dealing with Chakotay, they generated with overpowering strength while in the proximity of Janeway. The Borg supposed she would learn something very important about herself if she cared to examine just why that was, but another part of her feared what she would discover. 

She certainly hadn't been ready for such discoveries on Voyager where this woman had been her mentor, her captain, and her friend. 

"It is good to see you," Seven responded. She paused. "Why are you here?" 

The Starfleet personnel accompanying the admiral, two junior officers who were clearly trying to impress the flag officer while giving her the tour, bristled at the question that had been uttered in the Borg's typical flat tone of inquiry. Janeway merely smiled brightly, revealing the flash of white teeth framed by wine-colored lips. 

"I've missed that Borg bluntness," she said. 

Seven tilted her head. "You have not answered the question." 

Janeway actually laughed then, that throaty, wonderfully familiar laugh, and lifted her hand in a gesture to indicate the structure around her. "I'm here to assess the reconstruction of Starfleet's planetary base," she said. "Part of my duties as an admiral." 

"Ah," Seven said, feeling oddly disappointed. She wasn't sure what else she thought might have brought the admiral to Betazed, only that Janeway's response had been strangely dissatisfying, as if Seven had hoped and expected to hear something else. Perhaps that the admiral had come looking for her, though even as Seven thought it, she dismissed it as being entirely foolish. 

Janeway looked at her, and her classic features suddenly developed that oddly vulnerable expression, the one that Seven had occasionally been privy to in the Delta Quadrant. It usually occurred when the two of them were alone, and the captain was trying very hard to convey something about humanity to her. Seven didn't know what the lesson was, in this case, but she was eager to find out. 

"I can't tell you how pleased I am to hear that you're the civilian liaison to this project," the admiral added. "How long have you been working on Betazed?" 

"I have lived on the planet for more than a year," Seven explained. 

"Ever since you left Trebus?" Janeway asked, and while her gaze was sympathetic, there was a subtle sense of evaluation at the same time. Seven wasn't sure what Janeway was trying to discover from the young woman, but she realized she wasn't adverse to sharing all the details of her life since she had last encountered the admiral. 

"Yes. This was my first stopover after leaving the Federation border." 

Janeway seemed about to say something more before she checked herself and looked up into the sky. "It's late," she said casually. "Will you be off duty soon? Would you care to have dinner with me?" 

Seven lifted her left brow. "I would enjoy that immensely," she said. "Allow me to complete a few details here, then I shall meet you." 

"Any recommendations? After a year, you must know all the best places to eat in the city." 

Seven felt her lips twitch. "Langoli's," she said. "If not the best, then they are certainly the most efficient in their service." 

To her surprise, Janeway recognized that Seven was joking, and smiled broadly. 

"Langoli's it is," she said. "I'll meet you there at 1900 hours." 

"I look forward to it," Seven admitted honestly. 



"Betazed...candor...takes some getting used to," Janeway admitted as the waiter finished depositing their meals on the table. "You know, my original helm officer on Voyager was Betazed, and Stadi was the most polite person I have ever met. Most of the others I've encountered have also been extremely tactful. I had no idea those individuals were the exception rather than the rule." 

Seven looked vaguely amused. "Betazoids who choose to work off-world, particularly those in Starfleet, or those assigned to projects with alien involvement, undergo extensive diplomatic training before accepting their position," she explained. "The average Betazoid, however, find little purpose in tempering their responses to those they encounter. Why say something that is lacking accuracy, particularly when the truth is easily read in another's thoughts?" 

"Good point," Janeway said, poking at her food and wondering why she had ordered the fish rather than the lamb. "I guess I never thought of it that way." 

As she took a surreptitious glance across the table at the young Borg, the admiral was struck by how much Seven had altered in her deportment since she had last seen her. The young woman was absolutely exquisite, having changed from the bland, one-piece tan work outfit she had been wearing at the job site, to a simple, yet elegant red dress that displayed a tantalizing amount of cleavage along with a good portion of those long, golden legs. Janeway had actually been grateful that she was already sitting down when Seven entered the restaurant because her knees had gone decidedly weak as the Borg strode regally over to join the admiral in a corner booth. The low illumination, enhanced by the candles on the table, softened the fine planes and shadows of the narrow features, glinting off the implant framing the Borg's left eye and the starburst at the hinge of her jaw. With her long, blonde hair falling casually about her shoulders, Seven was light-years from the austere, icy perfection she had displayed during her years on Voyager. 

Janeway wondered how much of Seven's new demeanor sprang from her relationship with Chakotay, and how much she had developed on her own while living here. Betazed maintained its reputation for being a fashion leader in the quadrant, even as it recovered from the deprivations of war. 

"The food here is very good," she offered after a moment, unsure why she was attempting small talk with someone she knew disdained it. 

"I am very glad you like it, Admiral," Seven responded evenly. 

"Please, call me 'Kathryn'," Janeway said, lifting her eyes to meet Seven's. "I think we've moved beyond rank, and anyway, it's not applicable anymore. I'm no longer your superior officer." 

"No," Seven agreed, meeting Janeway's stare with equal intensity in the brilliant, blue eyes. "You are not." She paused. "I miss being under your command, however," she added in a much softer tone. 

Janeway hesitated, then dipped her head. "I miss it, too," she said. "But only because I've not had a chance to see you in such a long time. I certainly don't miss the barriers that being your captain placed between us." 

She couldn't believe what she had just blurted out. Perhaps the Betazed penchant for brutal honesty was rubbing off on her, even in the brief time she had been on the planet. Or perhaps she just felt so freed of the fog that had dogged her mind for so long, she couldn't keep from revealing what was in her heart. However, she really did need to get it under control. The next thing out of her mouth might be a confession that the day's earlier encounter had not been as coincidental as it seemed. In truth, the admiral had put out feelers immediately after her former first officer left her office, and wasted little time in rearranging her tour schedule to make port on Betazed once she discovered Seven was living there. 

Seven absorbed Janeway's comment, her eyes keen on the other woman. "Barriers," she repeated quietly, as if she were tasting the word in an effort to discover all its meanings. "Is that what came between us, Kathryn?" Seven stumbled only slightly over the name. 

Janeway wasn't quite ready to answer that one. 

"May I ask..." she began, stopped and swallowed hard. "What happened?" 

"Kathryn?" 

"With Chakotay," Janeway elucidated. "I saw him not long before I departed Earth. He told me that you had broken off the engagement, but he didn't explain why." At least, not to the admiral's satisfaction. "I was surprised. The last I heard, you had set a date and were all set to be married. I even sent a gift." She didn't know what had become of it since to her knowledge, it had never made it back to Earth. If it had, she wouldn't have been so surprised at Chakotay's news. She wondered briefly what Rainscott had picked out for the couple and where it might be now. 

Seven lifted a brow, gazing at Janeway in slight bemusement as she considered her answer. "I discovered I had been...playing a role devised from my research into Human behavior," she said finally. "It was one I believed would become natural over time, one that I thought I could..." She paused, her narrow features thoughtful. "Eventually grow into. However, as time passed and my self-awareness increased, I came to the understanding that the role was not one which would ever reach a satisfying level of acceptability. It was best for both of us that I terminate the interaction before it went any further." 

"I see." Janeway lifted her glass and took a sip of wine as she contemplated the unspoken levels beneath Seven's words. "If it's any consolation," she added after a moment or so, "I think we've all found ourselves playing inappropriate roles at one time or another, whether we intended to or not. It takes a certain amount of courage to recognize it and make the necessary changes." She tilted her glass at the young woman in a small salute. 

Seven inclined her head briefly, accepting the implied compliment. "You have often tried to find the best interpretation of my actions," she said quietly. "I have missed that." 

Janeway felt a flush rise in her cheeks. "Not always," she said with a touch of shame. "I wish I had. Maybe things would have been different." 

Seven looked intrigued. 

"How so?" 

Janeway decided it was time to change the subject again. "I want to apologize to you," she said. "I know that after our return, I distanced myself from you. In fact, I distanced myself from all those I'd commanded on Voyager." 

"You had distanced yourself from me before that." 

Janeway blinked. "I had?" 

"The last year we were in the Delta Quadrant," Seven said coolly, "you were not the same with me as you had been previously." She tilted her head slightly. "What happened?" 

"I don't know," the admiral told her. 

That was a lie. She knew exactly what had occurred to make her put distance between herself and Seven, and when it had happened. During an incident with the Borg, Janeway had allowed herself to be assimilated, and even if it had been a carefully planned tactical maneuver, it had left a lasting impression on the captain. Discovering the reality of what it meant to be a drone, as well as encountering the life that Seven had led in the covert consciousness of Unimatrix Zero, had shaken the starship captain to the core. She realized that she had never truly known the young woman, had never really recognized the depths that had been there all along. She could no longer look at Seven as an emotionally immature being who required her guidance, could no longer mistake her for a child in a woman's body. Instead, she was faced with someone whose behavioral patterns were a result of growing up within a completely alien environment, experiencing everything from interacting with others, to eventually falling in love with another of the Unimatrix refugees. The captain suddenly didn't know how to deal with an adult Seven ... or her increasing attraction to her. It made her pull back from the Borg, afraid of her feelings, needing time to deal with them. She missed what was happening between Seven and her first officer until it was too late. 

Until Admiral Janeway had abruptly appeared, unveiling terrible predictions while at the same time offering a way home in order to avoid them. It was a violation of the temporal prime directive, and to a greater extent, a betrayal of her own moral and ethical codes, but the thought of Seven not surviving the next few years was too much for the younger Janeway, just as it had been for her elder self. Even if it meant she would have to give her up to Chakotay, would have to live with Seven eventually marrying the man, Janeway could not let the Borg die so soon if there were any way around it. 

"Kathryn?" Seven prodded. 

Abruptly reminded of Seven's persistence in pursuing uncomfortable subjects, Janeway took a deep gulp of wine, more to steady herself than because she was thirsty. She realized her meal was mostly untouched and the alcohol would quickly be absorbed into her system, so she belatedly picked up her fork and speared a chunk of vegetable. 

"Is that why you went after Chakotay?" Janeway asked, wondering if she was trying to turn it around on the young woman because being on the offensive was better than feeling so vulnerably defensive. "I was no longer there for you so you turned to someone else?" 

The sharpness of the tone made Seven blink, and she leaned back in her chair, regarding the admiral in mild surprise. 

"Perhaps," she allowed after a moment. "However, if you felt it was wrong for me to engage in a relationship with him, why did you not attempt to prevent it? " 

"Did I say I thought it was wrong?" 

Seven frowned and stared at her, setting her jaw stubbornly. "You are being deliberately obtuse," she said. 

Janeway tried to avoid her stare but Seven would not let it go. When the admiral ventured to break the silence that fell between them, it was in such a low voice that Seven had to strain to hear her. 

"I didn't try to stop it because I didn't know what my reasons would be for doing so. I wasn't sure if I disliked the whole idea because I thought Chakotay was wrong for you...or because I was jealous and wanted you for myself. In any event, who was I to tell you what to do with your life at that time? I was barely able to figure out what to do with my own." 

Seven did not appear surprised at the revelation, only that Janeway would finally admit to it. She leaned forward in her chair, dipping her head to catch the admiral's eye. "And now?" 

Janeway flicked an eyebrow at her. "Now I find myself bitterly regretting missed opportunities," she said softly. 

Seven thought about that. "Perhaps not all opportunities are lost," she said finally. 

Janeway eyed her briefly, before offering a smile. "Perhaps not," she said. She took another bite of her Cataria swordfish. "How's your pasta?" 

"Adequate," Seven responded shortly, which Janeway supposed was a compliment of some kind, considering from whom it came. She was acutely aware of a sudden change in the atmosphere around them, as if the air between them had become charged with electricity. It made the admiral's stomach contract, and her fingers were tingling so much, it was difficult to manipulate her eating utensils. She wasn't sure if Seven was conscious of it, but the young woman did appear slightly bemused, as if finding her food a little more spicy than she had anticipated. 

"Kathryn?" 

Janeway was forced to clear her throat. "Yes, Seven?" 

"How long..." The Borg paused, apparently having a bit of difficulty with her own verbal acuity. "How long will you be on Betazed?" 

Janeway exhaled, almost a sigh. "Only a few days," she admitted as the reality of her position imposed itself. It had been difficult enough to convince Rainscott that they needed to stop by Betazed before any of the other planets on the tour. There was no way she could justify lengthening her stay to evaluate a base that was still under construction. "I'm scheduled to assess the base on Benzar next." She was oddly cheered when she saw how the young woman's face fell. "I'd like to spend whatever time I can with you, Seven, if that's agreeable." 

Seven hesitated. "I am not sure it would be wise." 

Janeway felt a sharp stab of disappointment. "Why not?" 

Suddenly it was Seven who was having trouble looking the admiral in the eye. "I think it will be hard enough to say good-bye to you after dinner," she admitted in a low voice. 

Janeway felt her mouth twitch. "Who said we had to say good-bye after dinner?" 

She waited breathlessly for the response to that. 

Seven raised her chin, frowning as if she were unsure what Janeway was implying. After studying the admiral's face for a moment, she looked even more bemused. "I am ... uncertain that I understand, Kathryn." 

Janeway toyed with her food. "I think you understand perfectly," she said, managing to force the words past the obstruction in her throat, keeping them deliberately light in tone. "Unless you've learned nothing about romantic interaction while you were with Chakotay." 

"I learned a great deal while I was with Chakotay," Seven said flatly. 

Janeway winced, deciding she really hadn't needed to hear that, and desperately sorry that she had ever injected his name into what had been a perfectly good discussion until now. Seven must have recognized how her words had been interpreted, however, because she immediately reached across the table, covering Janeway's hand with her own. 

"I meant, I am better at knowing what it is I am pursuing," the Borg offered in a softer tone, her blue eyes intent on the admiral. "I am more cognizant of what I truly want rather than what society expects me to want." She paused, squeezing Janeway's fingers lightly. "I want you, Kathryn." 

Janeway felt the import of those words sizzle along her spine and settle in her lower abdominal region. 

"I, ah, want you, too," the admiral said, and was embarrassed when her voice cracked. She wondered how she had moved so quickly from the pursuer to being the pursued. 

Seven didn't seem to notice the quaver, but she did smile at Janeway in a way that made the admiral wonder if she would be able to rise from her seat. Her legs felt like jelly. 

"Will you return with me to my living quarters?" Seven asked gently. "They are located nearby." 

"Now?" 

"After we have finished our meal," Seven said. She lifted her brow, and her expression became positively provocative. "I believe that I can offer a better form of dessert than Langoli's can provide." 

Janeway swallowed. It seemed that Seven had learned a little bit about romantic interaction after all. 

Perhaps even more than the admiral was prepared to handle. 



Seven disengaged the lock on the door leading to her apartment, stepping aside to allow the admiral to enter before her. Janeway stepped into the luxurious living area and turned back to Seven, her eyebrows raised. 

"This is your place?" Her tone was disbelieving. 

Seven inclined her head. "It is adequate for my needs," she said. 

She watched as Janeway's eyes traced over the low slung sofas and chairs set within a spacious conversation pit located in front of the large transparencies that looked out onto a rooftop patio. It boasted a pool, its placid surface gleaming in lights from the city skyline, and a lush garden, lit by subdued lights dotting the graveled paths. Inside the penthouse, artwork from a variety of cultures adorned the cream-colored walls, and in one nook, a small wood dining set glowed warmly golden in the low illumination. There was a small kitchenette, decorated in stark black and silver, a work area lined with bookcases filled with old-style bound books, and a full bath on the main floor. Spiral stairs led to a loft where her sleeping area and an ensuite were located. 

"I would hope so," Janeway muttered. "It's a hell of a long way from your alcove in cargo bay two, Seven." 

Seven, aware that the penthouse had been furnished and decorated by her predecessor in the ministry long before she moved in, looked around with new eyes and was forced to agree. "Yes," she said. She moved over to the kitchenette where dusty green bottles rested in a rack on the counter. "Would you care for a glass of wine?" 

"I would," Janeway said, taking off her uniform tunic and tossing it on the sofa before sinking down on the cushions beside it. She looked up at Seven as the Borg delivered the crystal glass filled with Bajoran spring wine. "Tell me, do you still regenerate?" 

"Yes," Seven said. Adapting one of the alcoves from Voyager to become a mobile unit had taken her most of a year and had probably delayed Chakotay's and her departure from Earth beyond what had been comfortable for either of them. It had also forced her to witness Janeway's increasing isolation into her position as admiral. The woman sitting in her apartment was a far cry from that person, and Seven wondered what had caused the change ... what had caused Janeway to become more like the woman Seven used to know. "It is installed in the loft. I am only required to regenerate for two hours out of the day. Otherwise, I am capable of sleeping normally." 

"Perhaps there'll come a time when you won't need to regenerate at all." 

"Perhaps," Seven allowed, though she was familiar with the demands of her implants and thought it unlikely. She sat down in the chair opposite Janeway. A part of her wanted desperately to sit next to her, but another part decided to wait, to allow the anticipation to build even further than it already had. "Would you explain something to me, Kathryn?" 

Janeway lounged on the cushions, making the place her own as she was wont to do, resting her glass on her abdomen as she regarded Seven with lidded eyes. "If I can," she said softly. 

"You are no longer as you were when I left Earth," Seven said. "What has altered for you?" 

Janeway pursed her lips. "Nothing in particular," she said thoughtfully. "Nothing that I can put a finger on, anyway. It's possible that just enough time passed that I was able to find myself again." She paused and looked somewhat shame-faced. "Maybe I'm still in the process. Heaven knows, I'm still trying to figure out where I go from here." 

"I thought you were traveling to Benzar." 

Janeway laughed, a small bark of humor. "In terms of my life, Seven," she said, explaining further. "I don't know that I like being an admiral." 

Seven lifted an eyebrow. "You would leave Starfleet?" 

"Well, before I do that, I'd want to try to find something a little more fulfilling than performing assessment tours of planetary bases," Janeway said. "There must be an available position for me in operations rather than administration. Assuming I can fight my way into one after all this time." She looked suddenly weary, peering down at her glass as if she could find answers there. Concerned, Seven moved over to the sofa beside her, reaching over to take Janeway's free hand in her own. 

"Has it been so difficult, Kathryn?" 

"Mostly because of my own doing," the admiral admitted. She shook her head. "I think I just needed to heal, Seven, and now that I have, it's time to take on some new challenges." 

"Such as?" 

Janeway smiled. "Perhaps you should tell me," she said softly. She looked down at their entwined hands, and her grip tightened on Seven's fingers, though she didn't try to escalate the physical contact beyond that. Instead, she peered sideways at Seven from the corner of her eyes, as if wondering what the Borg would do next. 

In truth, Seven wasn't entirely sure. On Betazed, the young woman had been free to experiment with her sexual nature in a way she wouldn't in a less honest and sensually inclined culture. Chakotay had been a gentle and patient lover, if lacking a certain amount of stamina. Other dalliances had offered greater endurance with varying degrees of skill. Yet, Seven suspected that Janeway would be superior in every regard, and it made her uncertain as to how to proceed. 

Janeway tilted her head. "What are you thinking?" she asked playfully. 

Conditioned by her time with telepaths for whom such a question was vitally important, Seven responded without hesitation. "That you will be a far better lover than any of the others." 

Janeway blinked, obviously torn between being complimented by the assessment and being shocked at the Borg's candor. Or perhaps it was the revelation that Seven had shared physical intimacy with more than one person since they had last seen each other. 

"Am I going to be your lover?" Janeway's voice was very husky. 

Seven raised the admiral's hand to her mouth, kissing the knuckles lightly before turning it over to press her lips against the pulse point of her wrist which throbbed with significant speed. "Was that not your intention in coming here?" she asked softly. 

"How did you..." Janeway began and then stopped. 

Seven lifted a brow. She had been referring to the admiral's agreement to accompany her back to the apartment, but now she wondered if perhaps the Starfleet officer's arrival on Betazed was not as fortuitous as initially thought. Had Janeway made a special effort to arrange her assessment tour, already knowing Seven was on the planet? The Borg was amused and flattered by the thought, which was partially verified by the sudden blush dusting Janeway's fair cheekbones. 

"I wish I had known that you had left Chakotay rather than married him," the admiral murmured. "I'd have found you a hell of a lot sooner." 

Seven considered that. "It is possible I would not have been ready for you," she said thoughtfully. "I have learned much about who I am, and who I wish to become, during these past years." 

Janeway carefully reached over to set her glass on the end table before turning back to Seven, looking her full in the face, her lips parted, glistening slightly in the low illumination. Her eyes were a soft shade of blue, with little grey apparent in the irises. 

"Does that mean that you're ready for me now?" 

Seven tilted her head. "Oh, yes," she said with absolute certainty. "I am." 

Janeway leaned forward, and Seven hesitated only briefly before covering that expressive mouth with her own, kissing her intently. The admiral's lips parted beneath hers, a soft yielding that invited the Borg to press closer, to take her in her arms and drink deeply of her softness. Both women were shaking when they finally parted for air. 

"I've thought about this moment a lot," Janeway admitted, resting her forehead against Seven's. Her face was flushed, her breathing erratic. "Particularly since leaving Earth." 

"I did not know you were coming," Seven told her, pulling her closer. "I would not fantasize about something I did not believe was possible." 

Janeway reached up and cupped her cheek, her palm warm against Seven's skin, and her face was so vulnerable and so young that the Borg wanted to pick her up immediately and carry her to the loft. With an effort, Seven controlled herself, controlled her feelings...so many feelings. How could she have ever imagined that the pallid, weak emotions she experienced with Chakotay would ever begin to match the tempestuous, complicated way she felt for this woman. 

"Take me to bed, Seven," Janeway said throatily. 

The Borg thought she had never heard a more perfect command, nor wanted to obey any order as much as she did that one. 

The couple managed to rise from the sofa, not releasing each other until they reached the spiral stairs where sheer logistics forced them to separate briefly. In the upper loft, a low, king-sized bed took up most of the floor space, and at its head was an arched window that allowed reflected light from the city to fall soft over the blankets. Janeway radiated approval when she saw it. 

"This is lovely, Seven," she said. "I like lots of room when I make love." 

Seven was temporarily struck dumb by the sheer wantonness of the tone, staring at the admiral who had turned to look at her with a sensual gaze that seared her to the bone. It was a typical force ten Janeway look, but liberally spiced with desire for the Borg. Seven had never been intimidated by that imperious expression before, had never backed down before that molten glare. She quivered under it now, feeling the heat rush through her body, her nipples hardening beneath her dress, a rush of moisture dampening the juncture between her legs. She wondered how she could ever have thought herself worthy of this woman. 

Janeway seemed to sense that she had made the young woman uncertain, and her features softened into a smile as she held out her hands in clear invitation. 

"Come here," she said quietly. "Please." 

Seven reached out, grasping those fingers and allowing the admiral's wiry strength to pull her close. Janeway snuggled into her arms, suddenly petite and fragile, and Seven was astonished at how easily the smaller woman could switch from her aggressive command persona to the vulnerable woman beneath. She wondered which was the true Kathryn, and then realized they both were, and that she adored each side with equal fervor. It occurred to her that she was one of the very few who were privy to Janeway's hidden depths, and always had been from the time they first met on that Borg cube so long ago. As she held Janeway, she felt incredibly protective of her, prepared to take on the entire universe to keep her from harm. 

"Kathryn," she whispered. 

Janeway's response was a kiss so intense, Seven wondered how she maintained consciousness. It seemed to go on and on, drawing her in so deeply she didn't think it would ever stop ... not that she wanted it to. In the meantime, she was distantly aware that Janeway was undressing her, removing Seven's garment with an ease that spoke of experience and skill in equal measure. The Borg decided that she needed to be doing the same, and while the admiral's uniform required a little more effort to remove than did Seven's simple dress, she figured it out quickly enough. It wasn't long before the last impediment was removed and they were sinking to the bed, their bodies pressed gloriously together. 

Seven had never been with someone so much smaller than herself. It made her clumsy and afraid to move in case she inadvertently hurt her. Janeway laughed softly in understanding and soothed her, running her fingers lightly over the Borg's skin, leaving it ablaze even as it tempered Seven's ardor. 

"Easy, love," she murmured. "We have all the time in the world." 

Seven sighed and settled closer, allowing the admiral to set the pace of their lovemaking. Janeway was so tender, seeming to know just where to touch the Borg without requiring instruction or guidance. She was incredibly soft, as well, rounded curves and gentle slopes, yet possessing a wiry strength in her slender arms and legs as she clasped her young lover tightly. What Seven noticed most, however, was that Janeway smelled wonderful, a warm, musky fragrance tinged with a delicate perfume. In truth, she was a feast for all the young Borg's senses. Her taste was salty-sweet, her low cries and moans melodious to the ear, and the sensation of moisture and smooth skin against Seven was like being stroked over her entire body with silk. 

Seven had never felt so much, had never needed to touch and be touched as she did with Janeway. What she had experienced with her previous lovers had been mere diversion. This was freedom and captivity all in one, able to express exactly who she was without fear, yet knowing that she was becoming irrevocably beguiled by the woman, her heart secured with no visible escape. She surrendered utterly to what the admiral was doing to her, shuddering helplessly beneath the sensitive fingertips that delved deep within her, then stroked lightly, fondling with increasing tempo until she could not control her spasms, an explosion of pleasure that swept her up and left her weak, overwhelmed by the fierceness of her release. 

Afterward, holding Janeway close with her left arm as she touched her intimately with her right hand, Seven was awed by the intensity of the pleasure she was able to provide a woman so normally controlled. She looked deep into the bluish-grey eyes, watching closely as they became unfocused. Janeway's head was thrown back ardently as she cried out in a deep, guttural voice, her fingernails digging deeply into the Borg's shoulders. As the Borg's fingers were gripped with flutters of silken wetness, Seven was at once humbled and elated, feeling completely unified with Janeway who pulled her close, muttering endearments and promises that Seven accepted without question. The ensuing afterglow was no precursor to sleep, but instead, a precious pause to recover before starting all over again, this time with less heat but more tenderness. 

Passion? 

Seven had possessed it all along. She simply hadn't been given leave to unleash it before now. 



Epilogue
"What happens now?" 

Janeway, dozing with her head on the Borg's shoulder in the early morning light, roused herself with an effort at the question. Seven sounded so unsure of herself, perhaps even a little afraid. 

"What do you mean?" Janeway asked softly, lifting up in order to look at the young woman in the dawn's rosy illumination. 

"Us." Seven's dark pupils were so wide, there was little of the blue left, only dark pools of uncertainty. "What happens with us?" 

"I don't know," Janeway said quietly. She reached up and placed the fingertip of her forefinger on Seven's full bottom lip, feeling it tremble slightly beneath her touch. "Does that frighten you?" 

Seven swallowed visibly, the muscles of her long neck rippling. "Yes," she whispered. 

"It frightens me, too," Janeway admitted, smiling faintly. "However, it also exhilarates me." She paused, tracing the contours of Seven's mouth carefully. "There aren't any clearly defined roles, here, my darling. No obvious path to a final goal, not even an ultimate goal itself. We're adrift on a sea of possibilities." She stopped herself before she became too carried away by her rhetoric which was far more poetic than she thought herself capable. 

"It's like being in the Delta Quadrant," she continued after a few seconds. "It's not so much the destination as the journey. I didn't realize it at the time, being too caught up in my own obsession to return to the Federation at all costs, but I do realize it now. I don't know where you and I should go from here, Seven. I don't know where we'll end up on this journey of discovery between us. I only know that being with you feels so very right after so very long." 

Seven's breath was a whisper of sensation on Janeway's finger. "It does," she said, wonder and joy in her gaze as if what Janeway had said had made perfect sense. "It does 'feel right'. Not what I am expected to feel or am required to feel... it is just what I feel." She paused. "I have never felt so much before." 

Janeway smiled crookedly, dipping her head to kiss Seven with a tenderness that was a surprise even to herself. 

"Neither have I," she murmured against the soft lips. 

Seven's arms tightened about Janeway, and she returned the kiss with increasing interest and no little desire. Her body was taut against the admiral's, the couple rolling over as Seven covered her possessively ... passionately. For just a second, she lifted her head, looking down at the smaller woman with amazement. 

"I love you," she said breathlessly. "I always have." 

Janeway's heart caught at the intensity of the words. They were not said lightly or as if they had been thought out ahead of time. They were Truth, with a capital 'T', mirroring her own emotion, driving away fear and apprehension, tearing away the last of the barriers, both personal and professional, that had restricted Janeway for so long. 

"Oh Seven of Mine, I love you, too." 

They kissed delicately, a slow melting into each other before drawing back to look into each other's eyes. 

"So," Janeway said with a grin. "Ever been to Benzar?" 

Seven lifted a brow. "No," she said. "Why?" 

"I'm going that way. Maybe I could give you a lift." 

"It has a methane atmosphere, does it not?" 

"We'd only be there a few days. I have a lot of bases I have to assess in the next six months." 

Seven sobered, looking very young suddenly. "Are you asking me to accompany you when you leave?" 

Janeway sobered as well, staring up into those deep blue eyes. 

"Would you?" 

"All the way back to Earth?" 

"I never did show you Bloomington, Indiana, as I once promised, did I?" 

"No, you did not," Seven agreed. She paused. "Will you really take me home, Kathryn?" 

Janeway kissed her softly. 

"Yes, my darling," she said. "I'll take you home." 

"It's what I should have done in the first place." 

The End 


 Okay, this is the last bit I needed to get out of my system for Fair Haven.  I'm done now. 



Night Shift 
G. L. Dartt
Gamma shift on the Federation starship Voyager was a quiet time, the lights usually lowered although it really wasn't required other than an attempt to simulate night and day. The officers on that shift preferred the dimmer illumination, however, including on the bridge as they went quietly about their business. This group of officers rarely saw any action of significance first hand ... even if something did occur while they were on duty, they were expected to immediately call in the alpha shift and make themselves scarce so that the first team could do their job. 

This night, the tactical station was covered by Ensign Jim Wallace, a tall, wickedly handsome man, one whom many females on the ship had taken one look at and were immediately interested ... until they discovered that the one important thing they had in common was the same taste in men. At the helm, Ensign White, a young blonde woman with a perpetually cheerful expression was doing her part to navigate the ship on its seemingly endless journey back to the Alpha Quadrant and Earth. At ops, Lt. Davis, a lanky, tow-headed young man with eyes the color of jade kept an attentive perusal of his board, rarely looking up as he worked. 

In truth, all three junior officers were keenly alert this night. Normally, their shift was supervised by either Ensign Harry Kim, or at worse, Commander Chakotay. The trio liked both men, Kim considered very much one of them despite his position on the alpha shift, and Chakotay, because of the first officer's easy going nature. Neither were above a little laughing and joking when things were quiet like this, but there was no laughing and joking tonight. Captain Janeway herself, had taken the conn because Harry had come down with an illness ... rumor claimed food poisoning from Neelix's latest creation in the messhall ... and the senior officers were alternating in covering his extra duty shift. 

Kathryn Janeway was an imposing personality in a compact form, with rich, auburn hair and bluish eyes which could become grey cold steel in an instant. Despite the small size of the Intrepid-class vessel, the three junior officers did not have much opportunity to interact with the ship's commanding officer and this was a very unfamiliar experience for them. It made for an uncomfortable shift and Ensign White figured that if she could just get through it without doing anything stupid, she'd be forever grateful to whatever supreme deity might notice. 

For most of the evening, Janeway had maintained an aura of distance and aloofness, but as the hours passed, perhaps due to a bit of weariness, she had grown a little more relaxed in her chair. Still, White was surprised when the captain suddenly rose to her feet and the ensign tensed a little, trying not to show it as the captain did a circuit of the bridge, stopping for a few words with each crewmember. White swallowed hard as Janeway finally made her way to her, leaning a hand casually on the back of the helmsman's chair. 

"I'm curious, Ensign," Janeway said in that wonderful husky voice that always made White tremble a bit. "When I worked the gamma shift as a lieutenant on the science station, things seemed a little more ... relaxed." 

White turned her head, forcing her eyes to meet the amused gaze of the captain. 

"Uh, yes ma'am," she responded. She paused, then, without knowing where the daring came from, added politely; "I suspect however, that the captain was not holding the conn." 

That actually generated a bit of a laugh from the captain and White relaxed enough to venture a tiny smile as Janeway walked around the helm so that she was no longer behind the ensign, but in front of her. 

"Fair enough," Janeway said, her eyes a bright blue. "But I suspect that normally there's a bit more conversation than this. I appreciate that you've all been very attentive to your duties tonight, but part of the reason I offered to cover this shift rather than have Chakotay do it, was the hope that I would get to know more of my crew a little better, particularly those that I don't work with very often. Yet, the shift is almost over and no one's said a word except for what is absolutely required for their duties." 

"Uh, yes ma'am," White said and darted a look over her shoulder. Wallace offered a sympathetic expression but he wasn't about to jump in with any help, either. "What would like us to ... discuss, Captain?" 

Janeway looked a trifle wistful. "Anything that you would care to," she said. "Obviously, the amount of interesting and new information is fairly limited in a situation that we find ourselves in. I guess I would just like to know a little more about you personally, Ensign." 

White resisted the urge to roll her eyes. "Yes, ma'am," she said. "What exactly would you like to know?" 

"What do you do off-duty?" Janeway prompted gently. 

White tried not to squirm in her chair. "I enjoy Velocity, painting and tennis, Captain," she said, reciting off the three hobbies listed in her personnel file. She felt extremely uncomfortable and wished she knew what the captain wanted. From the expression in Janeway's eyes, this wasn't it, and the ensign searched frantically for something to add. "I, uh, like the holodeck," she noted lamely, then brightened. "Actually, that's where I was before I came on duty. Were you aware that Ensign Paris has his Fair Haven program up and running again?" 

That seemed to hit the mark, Janeway greeting this bit of news with extreme interest. "No, I hadn't known that," the captain remarked and it seemed that her eyes had lit up a little, almost with anticipation. 

White heaved a silent sigh of relief that she had struck on a harmless topic that might get her and the rest of the gamma crew through the rest of the shift and off the bridge. 

"Yes, ma'am," she continued. "I rather enjoy it. The village is quite peaceful and it's nice to walk along the cliffs by the ocean." 

Davis, seeing an opportunity to add to the topic, jumped in. "Yes, Captain," he said. "I think we all enjoy it. It's really given the crew something to do while off-duty." 

Janeway nodded, obviously pleased to have the junior officers speaking to her with a little more friendliness than the stiff, achingly correct, brief responses they had been giving her earlier in the shift. 

"I find it very relaxing myself," she admitted. She glanced up at Wallace. "Do you enjoy it, Ensign?" 

White spoke without thinking. "Oh, he enjoys it most of all," she said, then bit her lip. 

But Janeway only glanced at her and must have seen something because she actually offered a bit of conspiratorial grin, quirking an eyebrow. "He likes the scenery, as well, no doubt," the captain ventured, smiling warmly at the young man and there was a bit of a question in her voice, modulating her tone to invite the young man to confide in her. 

White recognized the inflection instantly as the captain trying to be 'one of the crew'. The ensign had always hated it when senior officers did that, because they could change back so quickly and when one least expected it. As a Starfleet officer, White had enough experience in the chain of command to be wary of that little trick, but the other two, originally from the Maquis, were not so familiar with the method used by command officers of getting the lower ranks to lower their guard and open up. 

Wallace blushed. "Yes, Captain," he replied in his soft voice. "I have a pretty good time in the program." 

"Particularly in the pub," Davis added playfully, emboldened by the captain's positive response to the casual conversation. "Or rather, with who's behind the bar." 

White knew instantly that something changed with the captain in that moment though the two men didn't seem to pick up on it. Janeway's body language altered slightly, her eyes grew darker and the young woman wondered what had happened. She also prayed that the other two would figure it out and leave the conversation where it was, because she suddenly had the sense that a gaping chasm had abruptly opened up before them. 

"Indeed?" Janeway invited, in what seemed like a curious tone. White picked up a note of warning in it, however, though she had no idea where it was springing from. 

"I have to admit, Mr. Paris did a really fine job with the Sullivan character," Wallace responded shyly, completely oblivious to the captain's rising tension. "I really liked him the one encounter I had with him the first night Paris ran the program." He frowned. "But it was odd. When it was run this time, I noticed that his matrix had completely changed. Suddenly he was spouting poetry, moping around, mooning over some woman he had met..." 

"Oh, you must have loved that," Davis laughed. "What did you do?" 

Shut up, shut up, shut up, White thought anxiously, covertly watching Janeway who was staring back at the two junior officers. The ensign didn't know why she had this sense of imminent danger, but she had always trusted her instincts before and right now, they were telling her to change the subject or fall down in a faint or crash the ship ... or something! 

"Well, it wasn't all bad," Wallace admitted. "There were some good changes that had been made to him. He was a little smarter and bigger." 

"Taller, you mean," Davis prompted, with a hint of mischief and White closed her eyes, resisting the urge to thump her head against her touch pad. 

"Uh, that too," Wallace said, obviously not remembering who they were talking to, though he did blush again. "But Mike was a lot more fun to be with when he talked about his life as a sailor, than he is talking about his time at some 'university'." He shrugged. "I hit the reset button and changed him back. Plus, I kinda liked his wife. She always served us beer after ... uh, afterward." 

"Well, that's what the holodeck characters are for," Davis agreed cheerfully. "Rest and 'relaxation'." 

The lights came up and gamma shift was over, the sound of the turbolift doors opening to herald the arrival of the morning watch. White busied herself with logging off her authorization to give way to Tom Paris who smiled at her as he accepted it. She trotted up the short flight of stairs to join Wallace and Davis who were waiting for her aft of the bridge. As they stepped onto the turbolift and turned around, White had one more glimpse of the captain before the doors slid shut and cut off her view of the bridge. She suspected she'd never know what had prompted the Captain to initiate the conversation she had. 

But she was pretty sure it was directly responsible for making Janeway turn white like that. 

The End 
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