WARNING: This story portrays violence, including torture and rape, though more through allusion than graphic blow by blow detail. If you can’t handle it, please, don’t read it. 

Summary: Cardassian terrorists flex their muscles in the Alpha Quadrant, and the Sato crew must rescue their own. 

Author’s Note: This episode is based largely on details from Star Trek: The Next Generation episode “Chain of Command Part II”, in which Picard was captive to the Cardassians. Thanks to CW for pre-reading this, and providing feedback as always. I know this was a difficult ep to get through, given the subject matter—thanks for sticking it out for the past 2000 pages. I appreciate your input and your friendship and your steadfast support of this project. Thanks to Jen for many plot ideas and character insights. The series is taking on a definite flavor that it wouldn’t have had without her creativity.

Foreword & Dedication: I wanted to explore Ro Laren’s character more, and this episode delves into her emotional make-up. Having recently discovered the real world Ro Laren figure in my own life, I am understandably fascinated with her, now. It is a rare and immeasurably valuable thing, to meet women of incredible resiliency and strength, women of courage and conviction, women of undeniable integrity, women who are worthy of being feminist role models. Thanks Jen, for being all of those things, and so much more. Thanks for making me challenge my own assumptions and for taking pride in being a woman-identified-woman with definite opinions about the status quo. You are the political wake-up call I needed. And the partner I’ve always wanted. 


The Sato Series, Episode 4: Laren Reborn

By Michelle Marquand

The Klingons elected to stay in the Sol system while Starfleet hammered out the preliminary agreement with the Romulans for the placement of the permanent wormhole. Katie Torres was particularly delighted at that turn of events, and after reassurance from Lenara Wildman that Chancellor P’Arth seemed to be a reformed woman, Kieran Wildman relented and allowed Katie to spend extended time on the Klingon Warbird. Even Kit Wildman had encouraged Kieran to trust P’Arth, and Kieran had begun to think she had either misjudged P’Arth as teenagers, or that the Chancellor had truly changed for the better as an adult. 

While Lenara met with the Romulans, along with Ambassador Kathryn Janeway, the Sato crew availed themselves of extended leave with their terran families. Kathryn and her spouse, Seven of Nine, based themselves from the Janeway farm in Indiana, and Kathryn transported back and forth every morning and every night to Starfleet Command. Seven was adamant that they spend as much time with Kathryn’s mother as was possible, since the Sato would most certainly be gone on long missions in the Beta Quadrant as soon as the wormhole was opened. 

With Kathryn detained in negotiations for the foreseeable future, Seven happily relocated her children to the farm, where their grandmother and grandfather could spoil them. Cassidy and Cameron Thompson also stayed at the farmhouse, because Gerald Thompson was there, and Cassidy wanted to know him better. Gerry wanted to know his grandchildren, Chance Thompson and Cami Wildman, better, and the Janeway homestead was practically overflowing with children. 

Seven was just as eager to get to know Cassidy and Cameron better, because although she and Kathryn were close to Kieran’s family, Seven had been missing on the jungle planet for a large proportion of the Thompson’s stay on the Sato. Cassidy thought Seven was the most fascinating person she’d ever met, and exploited every opportunity to get Seven talking about her days in the Borg Collective. Cameron also noted that her wife pestered Seven as often as possible for stories about her sister, Kieran. The three women spent long hours walking the country roads together, talking over hot cocoa, and playing with their children together. Cassidy felt as though she had found two more siblings in Seven and Kathryn, and the families were virtually seamless.

Ro Laren finished up her investigation into the murder of Chancellor P’Arth’s husband, Mor’dehK, and though it baffled the Bajoran, she had concluded that P’Arth had not killed him. P’Arth had a solid alibi for her whereabouts, in that she had not even been on Qo’noS at the time of his death. She had been on Rura Penthe, where Mor’dehK had sent her to inspect the conditions of the prison camp. Mor’dehK wanted to make certain that the prisoners were being treated well enough to perform their duties mining dilithium, and P’Arth’s popularity among the Klingons was not limited to the unincarcerated. Laren was stunned to realize that the prisoners had considered P’Arth a sort of angel of mercy, in that she always made sure their rations were increased when she inspected and found them lacking, she made the prison officials toe the line when it came to sanitation and work conditions, and she talked to the prisoners as if they were people, and not animals. She had even been known to grant an occasional pardon. 

In fact, that was how she had acquired Detara as a servant. Detara had been imprisoned for theft, really nothing more than juvenile delinquency, but she had been bounced into the camp on her third offense. P’Arth had seen her scrubbing a floor in the prison medical center, disheveled and underfed, shoulders slouching like a dog that’s been beaten, and something about the girl had made an impression upon the Klingon warrior. 

Perhaps it was P’Arth’s ability to identify with someone who was an outcast, for though the Chancellor had achieved fame and stature among her people, at Detara’s age, P’Arth had been an outsider looking in. P’Arth never measured up in the eyes of her parents, not to her brother Koreth, who despite truly having questionable intellect and morals, managed to be the jewel of his parents’ eye. P’Arth had been rebellious and misunderstood growing up, and she was constantly trying to outdo Koreth, and succeeded very often. But even when she outdid him, her parents minimized her success and focused on him, to assuage his feelings of defeat, rather than to celebrate her successes. P’Arth had hated Koreth all of her life for that, and though it wasn’t his fault his parents favored him, he never once stood up for her, or tried to correct their imbalanced perceptions of their children, and he never failed to be condescending toward his sister. He was always quick to remind her that he was the male, the chosen, the heir apparent. 

P’Arth had been immediately curious about Detara, and she asked the warden to see the girl’s file. She contacted Detara’s parents to talk to them, and it was clear to the dignitary that Detara was indeed much like herself, in that Detara had an older, favored brother who had received all the attention and praise and assistance. P’Arth took pity on Detara then, and resolved to take the girl under her considerable wing. She knew in her heart that it was a vicarious redemption of her own self, this act of beneficence. Detara had been overwhelmed at being pardoned, but even more so by being taken into the service of the Chancellor’s wife. It was probably inevitable that Detara had fallen in love with P’Arth. After all, P’Arth had rescued her. 

Detara had kept in contact with a few of the inmates, and in fact, the trip P’Arth had been away on to Rura Penthe when Mor’dehK was killed, was inspired by correspondence Detara had received regarding the deteriorating conditions in the prison. Detara had reported the situation to P’Arth, who asked Mor’dehK for permission to visit the prison. She had left Detara to see to Mor’dehK in her absence, knowing that the old man preferred Detara’s cooking to her own, anyway. Mor’dehK had gone on a targ hunt with his cousin, and according to Detara’s account of the trip, there was much more drinking than hunting, and the two men mostly hung around her kettle in the campsite. But while they were out tracking a pack one morning, Mor’dehK had come up missing. Detara and Ch’bak, Mor’dehK’s cousin, looked for him for hours. They finally found him, sitting beneath a tree, looking peaceful and as though he had fallen asleep. 

Mor’dehK’s death had been ruled an accident, brought on by too much heat and too much alcohol, but Laren wasn’t convinced of that. She was, however, convinced that P’Arth hadn’t killed him, and that was all Kieran had asked her to find out. It was all Starfleet wanted to know. And so with the investigation behind her, and the finalization of the negotiations underway, the Sato crew settled in for a long stay on Earth.

__________

Joely Winfield breathed deeply, willing the sleep from her mind. She snuggled down into the warmth of the blankets, pulling Kate Pulaski closer, accustomed once again to sharing a bed with her. Kate mumbled something in her sleep, and Joely smiled faintly. Kate slept so soundly a full-out Borg attack wouldn’t awaken her. Joely kissed her forehead, knowing that a series of gentle kisses would insinuate themselves into Kate’s consciousness. 

Kate started to chuckle as Joely’s kisses became more insistent. “You’re insatiable,” she accused her lover. “Don’t you know I need my beauty sleep?”

Joely turned them both over so that she was hovering above Kate, peering down at her. “You’re beautiful enough. Now wake up.” 

Kate scowled at her. “Why should I? I don’t have duty. Neither do you.” 

Joely grinned. “Exactly. Don’t think I’m letting you sleep through the whole day. I have plans for you.”

Kate grabbed her and planted a blistering kiss on her. “Plans, eh?”

Joely nodded. “Yep.”

“Care to elaborate? Because if it’s not good, I’m staying right here,” Kate replied, pulling the pillow over her face. 

Joely snatched it and threw it off the bed. “Come on. Showers. Right now. Or we’ll be late for breakfast.”

Kate grumbled some more, but only because she knew Joely expected it. When they were done showering, Joely had laid out Kate’s attire for the day—khaki field shorts and a khaki camp shirt, thick socks, and hiking boots. 

Kate stood naked by the bed, looking over the clothing. “This does not look promising. Someone obviously thinks I’m energetic today,” she noted as Joely watched her. 

“You’ll love it, I promise,” she encouraged her lover. “Get dressed. We have a shuttle awaiting us.”

“Did the Captain clear that?” Kate asked, amused. She slipped on her underwear and obediently donned her hiking clothes. 

“Kate,” Joely said reproachfully. “What do you think?” 

They made their way into the hangar bay, where a crewman handed them a PADD to sign out the vessel. “Hey, Doc,” he said to Joely. “I have to fill out your flight manifest. Where are you and your mom headed this morning?” he asked pleasantly.

Joely’s face went red with irritation. She started to say something rude, but Kate restrained her with a gentle hand, and Joely relented. “Give it to me. It’s a surprise,” she explained, reaching for the PADD and tapping in the destination.

He took the PADD and smiled. “Have a safe trip. You’re cleared to leave on my mark,” he added.

Joely was still fuming when they strapped themselves in. Kate nudged her. “Come on, Jay. It was bound to happen sometime,” she reasoned. 

Joely put the shuttle through its launch sequence, casting sidelong glances at the woman beside her. Kate had silvery hair, and a few telltale wrinkles, but otherwise, her age did not show. Joely supposed Kate’s hands were a bit gnarled, but she thought it gave Kate character. And Kate Pulaski had keen eyes of grey-blue that completely detracted from her crow’s feet. Joely thought Kate truly was lovely, and she told her so as often as Kate’s thorny exterior would allow. 

Joely decided their outing would put an end to the skeptical looks of their colleagues and the stares of disbelief they got from strangers. Ro Laren and Kit Wildman had become close companions of the two doctors, and Joely suspected it was largely because the younger women could relate to being treated like a sideshow. Not that the age difference was nearly as extreme for Laren and Kit, but it was the subject of speculation among the crew. No wonder Kate had been worried at how she and Joely would be received and perceived. 

Sato was in orbit of the Earth, and the sight of the blue orb was breathtaking in and of itself. Kate never tired of the view, and she was grateful that Joely had indulged her general superstitious distrust of transporters and thoughtfully chose a shuttle, instead. Joely was an excellent pilot, and Kate felt safe with her. 

“Where are we heading, Jay?” she asked, voice soft with awe from the vista spread before the shuttlecraft. “You’re heading for the dark side,” she added, as if Joely had gotten it wrong.

Joely reached for her hand, lacing their fingers together. “We’re going to watch the sunrise,” she advised the older woman. “And have breakfast while we look on.”

Kate smiled. “I love sunrise. You remembered.”

“I’m a fairly good listener, you know,” Joely asserted. She keyed the controls and pointed the nose toward the darkened continents below them, entering the atmosphere at a quick clip. They set down as the morning light was just beginning to turn the world around them grey and warm. The shuttle hatch hissed open and Joely helped Kate step out. A dimly lit resort stood in the distance, and they made the walk to the entrance. Kate had no idea where they were. 

They were seated on a veranda overlooking a long, flat desert, and only the sighing of the wind in the scrubby bushes greeted their ears. Kate could make out the faint outline of a monolith on the horizon, a massive rock formation that in the darkness appeared nearly rectangular. 

The waiter, a man nearly as black as the darkness around them, brought them coffee and toast, and they ordered breakfast. Joely wondered if Kate had figured out where they were. 

The sun began to creep across the sky, and the light suddenly fell on the rock formation in the distance. Kate smiled, and reached for Joely’s hand. “You really do listen, Jay,” she complimented her lover. “Uluru,” she breathed appreciatively. 

Joely smiled softly, squeezing Kate’s fingers. “Your father proposed to your mother here,” she recalled, her voice nearly a whisper. 

“I’ve only seen pictures,” Kate noted, eyes aching from the increasing light. “Oh, my,” she sighed dreamily as the color of the monolith changed from lavender to red. The sun shone full on the face of Uluru, and the shifting light made the hues of the rock shift as well. “Mother had albums filled with them—with the rock art, with the images of the aboriginals, with the totem symbols. She said those albums were her Tjukurpa,” Kate recalled, her eyes misting slightly. “I used to love looking through those albums, and mother would tell stories about their time here, their courtship.”

Joely nodded, listening attentively. “They were anthropologists?”

“Yes. They were studying the Anangu, and the cultural roots of ‘the Dreaming’. Mother was a doctoral student at UCLA, and father was an associate professor at Sydney University. They were both on a research sabbatical, and they ran into each along a trail that led to the caves. The aboriginals have a very gender divided culture, you know. The women have their secret places and ceremonies, as do the men. It made it very difficult for a male researcher such as my father, who wasn’t allowed to go to the sacred women’s places. When Dad stumbled upon her on the fork in the trail, they both just knew the other was going to the sacred places, and they looked at each other with this understanding that they would never see the places the other was going. They didn’t speak, then, but later, Dad was in a local library that had a good collection of Anangu mythology texts, and there was Mom, looking at the very text book he was interested in. They struck up a conversation, began to compare notes. It turns out they had read each other’s work, and had admired one another from afar. Mom was only a grad student, but there weren’t many scholars doing work on the Anangu, so it was a pretty specialized area of research,” Kate recalled her mother’s tale of the fated meeting. “A month later, Dad  proposed to mother. She went back to California to finish her studies and when she graduated, she and Dad were married here. Possibly at this very resort,” Kate added, smiling. “What’s the name of it?”

Joely held up a printed napkin. “Mutitjulu,” she replied.

Kate grinned. “Don’t tell me you knew that, too?”

Joely laughed. “We were lying in bed one night in June, two years ago, staring at the ceiling in your bedroom, and you were telling me the plaster patterns reminded you of Uluru rock art. And then you told me about your parents, and Mutitjulu, and all about the albums and your mother’s stories. Your parents were given honorary tribal totems, you said--the wallaby.”

Kate shook her head. “I cannot believe you remember that, let alone where we were when we had the conversation,” she marveled. “It’s glorious, don’t you think?” she asked, looking out over the horizon at the monolith of sandstone.

“I do,” Joely agreed, gazing out at the towering rocks that were now glowing orange. 

“Do you know, centuries ago, the Australian government owned this land, and they allowed people to climb Uluru?” Kate recalled, still disbelieving.

“But—it’s sacred to the Anangu,” Joely replied, shocked at the cultural indifference. 

“Exactly. When the Anangu took back the land and stewardship of the park, they tried to outlaw rock climbing, but it took several decades to get the tourists to stop actually doing it. I don’t think most people understood that climbing Uluru was part of a ceremonial rite,” she explained. “It took a lot of education to make people understand that climbing the rock was a defilement.”

Joely sighed. “I’m sure work like that of your parents helped raise the consciousness of the explorers and sightseers,” she said hopefully.

Kate smiled. “I’d like to think so. They came back here on their fiftieth wedding anniversary to renew their vows,” she added. Then she chuckled. “I can only imagine what they’d say if they were still alive, knowing they married for life and I’ve been married six times.” 

Joely bit her lip. “Why not go for seven, Kate?” 

Kate threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, yeah, because the first six times weren’t enough,” she howled. “Funny, Jay.”

“I’m not kidding,” Joely replied, fixing Kate with an intent gaze. “Marry me.”

Kate stopped laughing. She put down her coffee cup, and withdrew her hand. “What in the hell for?”

Joely studied her coffee cup. “You told me one of the reasons you were reluctant to go public with our relationship is that no one would take us seriously. That our age difference would make you a joke, like when Amanda started dating Randy. Well, if you want to be taken seriously, then I say we make it as serious as it gets,” she argued. 

Kate shook her head. “Marrying Randy didn’t make Amanda look one bit less ridiculous. In fact, it made things worse, because then everyone talked about how they knew he married her to advance his career. She was no less a laughing stock just because Randy married her.” 

“Maybe,” Joely allowed, running her hand through her silver crew cut hair. “But that was because Randy was clearly using her. I have nothing to gain career-wise by this marriage.”

Kate folded her hands in her lap. “That’s what you brought me here for? To propose?” she asked, not at all enthused about it.

Joely swallowed her dismay. This was not going how she had hoped. “Yes.”

Kate sighed. “Jay,” she tried to keep her voice even, “don’t you think marriage is a bit cliché, considering my history?” she tried to sound amused.

“I think if you were willing to commit to six people before me, why not me, too?” she asked. “I love you. You love me. What’s the problem?” she insisted, nervously arranging her silverware on the table top. 

Kate frowned. “This is because that piss ant crewman thought I was your mother, isn’t it? You’re trying to make sure my feelings aren’t hurt,” she explained it away dismissively.

“No,” Joely argued, “I’m not. I planned this long before he opened his stupid mouth. Damn it, Kate, I love you. That’s what this is about. I love you, and I want to make it permanent. I realize your prior six spouses weren’t exactly permanent fixtures in your life, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be. Jesus, Kate, how long have we been carrying on, any way? Four years?”

“Five,” Kate replied. 

“Then don’t you think we’ve kept each other at arm’s length long enough? Did you date any of your six husbands this long before you married them?” Joely demanded, her feelings wounded. Kate set her jaw and refused to answer. “I thought not,” Joely concluded, clenching her teeth stubbornly.

“That doesn’t mean I want to do it again, just because you think I need to make you an honest woman, all of a sudden,” she shot back. “That’s a stupid reason to get married,” she said acidly, working up a head of steam. 

Joely started as if she’d been shot. “Then you tell me a good reason. Clearly, you don’t think love is enough of one,” she snapped. Kate sat there, staring at her, not saying a word. “Forget it,” Joely growled, wadding up her napkin and tossing it on the table. “Let’s just go back to the ship. I don’t feel much like hiking,” she informed her lover. 

Kate shrugged. “Fine.”

They trudged back to the shuttlecraft, not speaking. Kate’s anger had begun to dissipate, but she didn’t know what to say. Joely was obviously distraught, and her feelings were hurt. Kate remembered that Emily and Kit had fought over marrying when they were in Australia, too. Must be something in the air here, she decided. 

Joely hailed the Sato requesting permission to return to the ship. It was a long, silent flight home. 

__________

Robin, Naomi, and Kieran Wildman awakened to find Lenara had already left for the negotiations with the Romulans for the day. They were supposed to beam down to meet Seven around lunchtime, and that left them with a lazy morning at home. Cassidy and Cameron had taken Cami to Gretchen Janeway’s two days before, and the three remaining Wildwomen had no obligations for several hours. Kieran had collapsed back on her pillow, arm flung over her eyes to block out the artificial light. 

“Computer, simulated nightfall,” she ordered the sentry. “It’s too early,” she grumbled. 

Robin turned over to face Naomi, and without speaking, she kissed her Ktarian wife deeply. Naomi sighed into Robin’s kiss, holding Robin’s cheeks in warm palms. “Good morning,” she said sleepily. 

Robin was having none of that conversational pleasantry. She slipped her hands beneath Naomi’s night shirt, holding the smaller woman by the waist, thumbs brushing over Naomi’s abdominal muscles. She moved her hands around to Naomi’s back, then slid them down Naomi’s alabaster buttocks, fingers intruding beneath the fabric of the Ktarian’s panties to cup Naomi’s behind and press their bodies closer. Robin’s intent was all too clear when she parted Naomi’s lips with her tongue, exploring eagerly, mouths locking in immediate desire. 

Robin moved so that her thigh was pressed between Naomi’s legs, body suspended above Naomi’s, lips seeking the soft warmth of Naomi’s mouth and face. Robin’s electric blue eyes were just visible in the faint light, and Naomi thought for a moment about how all of the Wildwomen had different colored irises. Robin’s were particularly vivid, and Naomi could lose herself in them in a split second, especially when Robin was in a seductive mood. 

Naomi began to respond, the sleep sifting from her mind, her body more aware than her brain. Robin’s right hand drew Naomi’s thigh up, softly caressing the silky underside of her wife’s leg. Naomi felt a tingling beginning between her legs, and her sudden intake of breath as Robin’s fingers trailed over the crotch of her panties registered in Kieran’s mind, as well. 

Robin fondled Naomi through her underwear, teasing her. Naomi loved that sort of foreplay, and it never failed to lead to a very enthusiastic encounter. One stray finger slid beneath the elastic ever so briefly, and Naomi whimpered with disappointment when Robin retreated. The sound of Naomi’s growing arousal made Kieran conscious again, Naomi’s breathing insinuating itself into Kieran’s thought processes. Robin was leading Naomi along that path of desire, tugging the slender Ktarian over so that both women were lying on their sides facing one another. 

Kieran stretched and sighed, turning onto her side, watching intently as her wives touched and teased one another. Kieran shivered when Robin’s hand invaded the back of Naomi’s underpants, sliding over her buttocks and finding the warm wetness between her legs. Naomi groaned into Robin’s mouth, straining closer, aroused as much by Robin’s touch as by the thought that Kieran was witnessing them making love. Kieran moved behind Naomi, pressing against her backside, nuzzling the curve of her neck. Naomi shuddered as Kieran’s hand skated beneath her top, palm enfolding her breast, one fingertip stroking the nipple. 

It had been a long time since the three of them had been alone together, and there was a certain novelty about making love this way. Ordinarily, lovemaking was in a tetrad, or if someone was absent, it was usually Kieran. But the marriage had grown and deepened, and the shyness and awkwardness that had characterized their interaction as a foursome had long ago disappeared. There was a distinct flavor to the marriage, and an entirely different atmosphere for each threesome, and wholly unique pairings as well. 

Robin had told Naomi not two days before that one of her common fantasies was for both she and Kieran to make love to Naomi, preferably with some combination of the SED’s. Naomi had promised to try to deliver on that iteration of their sex life, all the while teasing Robin for her obsession with SED’s. Both women knew it as a simple matter of forbidden fruit, because for so long, Robin had thought her Ktarian wife would find that particular practice unsavory with anyone but Kieran. Now that Robin had ventured into that realm with Naomi, she was preoccupied with it. Naomi knew it was a phase, and was enjoying it immensely, as well as the opportunity to razz Robin about the infatuation. There was a playfulness with Robin that delighted Naomi’s heart, while her interactions with Kieran were such a longstanding spiritually based intimacy that they were much more serious as a couple. Naomi also assumed that was partly because Kieran was so incredibly busy, that in the rare instances when they made love alone together, it tended to be a very emotional experience. With Robin, sex was frequent and fun, and much more explorative and casual. 

Naomi tended to be the more adventurous of the four Wildwomen, at least in terms of expressing what she wanted. She was less likely to express her wilder ideas with Lenara, and found that Kieran shied away from some of her desires, but Robin never hesitated to try something new. Kieran had been very reluctant to explore anal sex with anything more than a finger, for fear of hurting Naomi, but Naomi knew Robin would try anything once. She had encouraged Robin to experiment more, and anal sex had become a welcome part of their sexual repertoire.

She kissed Robin with increasing ardor, then tore her mouth away, sinking her teeth into Robin’s earlobe. 

“Robbie,” she growled softly, so that only Robin could hear. “If you want that fantasy to come true, this is the perfect time,” she informed her. Robin’s heart thundered so loudly Naomi could hear it. “It’s in the top drawer of the nightstand,” she whispered. 

Robin didn’t need a second invitation. She found the device and put it on, while Naomi rolled over. Kieran moved away, giving Naomi room, and watched in complete fascination as Robin moved over Naomi and entered her. Kieran propped her head on one hand, watching her wives making love, eyes growing slitted as the two women beside her thrust and clutched at one another. 

When Robin was certain that they had Kieran’s attention, she stopped her movements, pulling away from Naomi. Naomi turned to face Kieran, kissing her passionately, pressing up against the long, lean body of the Captain. Robin entered Naomi from behind then, penetrating Naomi’s walls deeply, while Kieran touched Naomi’s clitoris. 

Naomi was overwhelmed at the plethora of sensations: Robin thrusting inside her, Kieran’s finger swirling over the distended nub between her legs, Robin’s hands fondling Naomi’s nipples, Kieran’s teeth raking over Naomi’s shoulder. It was entirely too much to process, and Naomi came rapidly, writhing and moaning between her wives’ bodies. 

When she had recovered some semblance of her faculties, Naomi grinned at Kieran, reached into the other nightstand, and took out Kieran’s SED. She affixed it to her wife’s slender hips, and straddled Kieran, body pressed low against the taller woman beneath her, crouching on her hands and knees as Kieran slid into her slick, throbbing walls. Robin moved behind Naomi, also straddling Kieran’s legs, and began teasing Naomi’s tightest opening with the very tip her own phallus. Robin had entered her before this way, after selecting a setting for the SED that made its diameter much smaller than usual, and Naomi loved knowing that Robin was willing to push the envelope of their sexual boundaries. 

Kieran had never had the courage to take Naomi that way, even when Naomi requested it, but knowing that Robin was poised behind the Ktarian’s buttocks, Kieran was no longer afraid for Naomi, especially when Robin slid inside the narrow passage, and Kieran could feel the additional pressure herself as both phalluses filled Naomi fully. The sound of Robin’s pleasure and the sight of Naomi’s arousal combined to make Kieran nearly delirious as Naomi rode her, stroking along the length of the shaft, almost to the point of losing penetration, then rocking backward again to take Kieran deeply into her. Kieran felt the pressure building in her belly, the ache throbbing between her legs. Somehow she and Robin moved in tandem, and Naomi was filled in both places at the same time, at the same depth. It created increased friction inside her passages that stimulated her partners simultaneously, and both Robin and Kieran were groaning from the intensity of it. 

Robin had always been extremely controlled using the SED, able to delay her own response for as many times as Naomi seemed to be able to come, but being in Naomi this way was too overwhelming, and it never failed to make Robin climax after a very short time. The sound of Robin coming spurred Naomi to her own peak, and Kieran followed almost immediately after. They collapsed in a heap, giggling and panting and dizzied by the experience. 

“You two are corrupting me,” Kieran accused playfully, kissing her wives each in turn. 

Robin kissed her back briefly. “Don’t tell me you’ve never imagined that,” she challenged her wife.

Kieran blushed.

“I knew it,” Naomi chimed in. “You can fantasize it but not suggest it,” she scolded. 

Kieran held Naomi’s pink cheek in her palm. “Are you okay? I always worry about your safety,” she said softly.

Naomi waggled her eyebrows. “I am better than okay. And nothing felt unsafe. Robbie always adjusts the SED so it’s not too thick or too long when she does that to me,” she explained. 

Kieran smirked. “Why am I not surprised she would do anything your dirty little mind comes up with?”

“Hey!” Naomi squealed. “Dirty LITTLE mind?” she protested. “I’ll have you know my mind is one gigantic receptacle of debauchery,” she boasted, laughing. 

Robin nodded. “I can confirm that, Captain,” she advised her lanky spouse. “Only I never think of Naomi as dirty minded so much as trying to live up to her name.” 

Kieran and Naomi laughed aloud at that. “Yeah, I guess if we didn’t want her to be a heathen, we shouldn’t have all taken her name,” Kieran decided. She reached for the SED, thinking she would remove it, but Robin stopped her. 

“Not so fast,” she warned her wife. “I think I need to be on my back awhile,” she flirted. 

Kieran grinned ear to ear. “I love it when you’re insatiable,” she enthused, rolling over to make love to Robin. She halted just short of entering her, though, suddenly self conscious. Naomi was watching them eagerly. “I feel like I’m in a fish bowl,” Kieran mentioned to the Ktarian. 

Naomi smiled, reaching for Robin’s phallus and removing it. “Come on, KT, you know you used to photograph Lenara and Robin Thompson. Don’t tell me you’re shy this late in the game,” she taunted her wife, launching herself off the mattress.

“Where are you going?” Robin asked softly.

“To get the holoimager,” Naomi replied. “I think it’s time we made our own collection of holographs.” 

Robin laughed lightly, gazing up at Kieran. “I want you, honey,” she said, suddenly all seriousness, arms enfolding the long, lean body of her wife. “Please,” she sighed, reaching for Kieran’s buttocks to guide her penetration. 

Kieran was only too happy to oblige.

__________ 

Kathryn Janeway walked companionably with Lenara Wildman through the halls of Starfleet Command, discussing the morning’s negotiations. The Romulan Ambassador, Zegeer, was a pleasant, elderly gentleman, and this diplomatic mission was to be his final act of service to the Romulan Empire. The plan was that once the wormhole was opened, the Klingon Ambassador would traverse the wormhole aboard the Sato, but Lenara would have the singular honor of going through it first, in homage to her life’s work. She had offered to simply be on the bridge of the Sato with the Klingon Ambassador, and with Kathryn Janeway as the Federation Ambassador to the Beta Quadrant, but neither P’Arth nor Kathryn would hear of it. Everyone insisted that the final crowning achievement of Lenara’s career should be her own victory, and not that of Earth, of Trill, of the Empires. It was a triumph of science, not politics. 

And so it was decided that Lenara would traverse the worm hole first in a Defiant class ship. The delegates had surprised her with the decision to christen the ship the USS Lenara Kahn, in honor of the occasion. As the Trill walked beside her mother-in-law on their way to the officers’ mess, they talked quietly about the mission. 

“So who will you choose for a pilot?” Kathryn was asking the diminutive scientist. 

Lenara smiled. “Kit, of course,” she replied. “She is the best. And she and Naomi contributed so much to my work. Really, Naomi should be aboard, as well,” she decided.

Kathryn laughed. “She already told me if you asked, she intended to refuse. She does not want this particular spotlight. Everyone is in agreement on that point—this is your shining moment, Lenara, and no one else should reap the reward of this accomplishment but you.” 

Lenara shook her head. “Science is never so insular, Kathryn. You know this as a scientist yourself. It is the work of others that inspires you and spurs you on, the critique of your peers that solidifies your resolve, and it is the taste of failure that teaches you how to succeed. I would be an arrogant fool to try to take credit for this by myself. Seven, Naomi, Bejal, Kit, Emily, Jenny, Kieran, Robin, B'Elanna, you—have each contributed. And the support of our families and friends—Paul Stubbs, Leah Brahms, Amanda Brand—those people should not be overlooked. I would need a Supremacy class ship to accommodate all the people who have made this possible.” 

Kathryn slipped her arm around Lenara’s shoulders. “Your humility is a beautiful thing to behold, Doctor,” she said approvingly. 

Lenara smiled, her Trill vallette paling slightly. “I can’t believe it’s actually going to happen,” she murmured. “After all these years.”

Kathryn nodded. “You are about to make history, yet again,” she replied. “Truly, Lenara, so many in the scientific community have watched your career in awe, only dreaming of having genius like yours. I have admired your work for so long. I remember the first paper you had published—you couldn’t have been more than thirteen years old,” she chuckled. “The Starfleet brass wanted to recruit you for the fleet so badly, they could taste it.”

“I remember the pleas,” she laughed. “But I am not a military or politically minded sort of person. I am a tech-head, as Kit would say.”

They entered the officer’s mess, a huge café bustling with activity. Lenara was inundated by well-wishers who wanted to congratulate her on the accomplishment, Admirals and Captains and diplomats alike. Kathryn watched the retiring Trill with no small hint of amusement, thinking how very much like Seven Lenara could be when put upon by others, except Lenara was less apt to lose her temper. The meal seemed like a chore for Lenara, however, and the constant commotion was wearing her out.

“You’re not feeling well, are you?” Kathryn asked gently, leaning over the table.

Lenara shook her head. “Please don’t tell my wives, though. The baby taxes me a great deal, and my symbiont is nagging at me to rest all the time.”

Kathryn cleared her throat. “Then you should listen to it. I’ll request a recess for the afternoon, and you go back to the ship to regroup.”

“I can’t, Kathryn. I don’t want to worry the Wildwomen. They make such a fuss it’s like a bunch of hens pecking around me.”

“Well, then, we’ll go to the farm. You can go to the guest house, or to your own place and sleep away the afternoon. I won’t tell a soul, and the Wildwomen will never know. And you won’t look so washed out, hopefully, when you’ve slept a few hours,” the auburn-haired woman insisted. 

Lenara smiled gratefully. “Thank you for covering for me. I don’t want to worry them.” 

Kathryn gave her cool hand a squeeze. “Don’t thank me. After all, I have selfish motives, you know. That’s my grandchild you’re harboring,” she teased. 

“I think I’d like to go our house,” Lenara decided. “Seven might be inclined to tattle to Naomi if I go to your mother’s,” she explained, sipping her coffee. 

“True enough,” Kathryn agreed. “She and Naomi are the worst gossips,” she complained lightly. Kathryn cocked her head to one side, studying the Trill scientist. “I never really thanked you for helping Seven and I work out our differences,” she said softly. “I appreciate it.”

Lenara put down her cup, looking at Kathryn quizzically. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Seven was quite smitten with you, you know,” Kathryn advised the unassuming doctor. “You stepped away from her when she and I were separated.”

Lenara chuckled. “Believe me when I tell you, it wasn’t easy on my part, but it was necessary. Anyone with eyes and a heart could tell Seven was in love with you, and only you.”

Kathryn smiled. “Still, she would have chosen you if you had allowed her to, simply because she was afraid to be with me at that point.”

Lenara laced her fingers with Kathryn’s, the straightforwardness of the intimacy seeming almost childlike. “I think it all worked out perfectly, don’t you?”

Kathryn regarded her warmly. “Actually, yes I do. I don’t mind telling you, though, I had more than a few misgivings about your relationship with Naomi. I was furious with her for pursuing you when she was married to Kieran. I suppose that seems narrow-minded to you,” she sighed, remembering how she had grilled Naomi on Trill. 

“Not really. It’s not your culture, after all, and I frankly never expected Kieran or Robin to be able to accept such an arrangement,” Lenara admitted, thinking back to those troublesome days at the Academy.

“But you thought Naomi would?” Kathryn asked, astonished. She stirred her own coffee to cool it, contemplating the Trill’s expression.

“Naomi is an old, old soul,” Lenara advised, her countenance serene and calm. “My symbiont recognized that about her immediately, and told me she was more than capable of understanding the fanu’tremu,” she recalled. “It was Kieran and Robin that we both worried about. And I am afraid it is my fault, entirely, that Naomi fell in love with me. She saved my life, you know,” she commented.

Kathryn quirked an eyebrow. “I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”

Lenara proceeded to tell her mother-in-law about the paka’shu’edom, and how Naomi had been Lenara’s surrogate after she contracted quavirunbay. 

Kathryn forgot to drink her coffee. “Naomi—cured you by sleeping with you?” she asked, stunned. 

Lenara nodded. “Poor girl, she did. And I was so ill, so delirious, I didn’t recall a second of it. And so she was left with her memories of our making love, and her feelings for me, struggling through them all alone. I had tried to stop her from being my edom, even locked her out of the bathroom so she couldn’t get near me, but she had security break open the security seal. I was strictly against her putting herself in emotional limbo like that, but she forced me. And truly, I would have died had she not intervened.”

Kathryn shook her head. “No wonder she was so heartsick all summer. My mother kept trying to tell me Naomi was acting strangely, and Seven refused to discuss it, so I knew Mom was right. Did Kieran know?”

Lenara frowned. “No. We didn’t tell Robbie or Kieran, either one. I knew Robbie wouldn’t understand, because she was totally oblivious to my culture back then, and Naomi, for whatever reason, also decided not to tell Kieran. They both know now, of course, but it took us a long time to admit the fact to either of them.”

Kathryn nodded, trying to process the information without judgment. “Well, I’m going to go get our adjournment, and then we can head for Indiana,” she decided rather abruptly, standing to go.

Lenara stopped her with a hand on Kathryn’s forearm. “Are you upset by what I just told you?”

Kathryn considered. “No. I just wish I had been more—aware, I suppose. Naomi probably needed my understanding, and instead, I lectured her about staying faithful to Kieran, and accused her of having an affair with you,” she admitted regretfully. “Honestly, Lenara, I pray Naomi learned her parenting skills from my wife, and not me,” she castigated herself. 

Lenara squeezed Kathryn’s forearm, trying to convey reassurance. “Please believe me when I tell you that all any parent can ever do is their best. And I know you’ve always done that for Naomi, and for all your girls. No one hands out manuals for parenting, and Naomi knows that now that she has Cami. She does not have any resentment for you, Kathryn. She loves you.” 

Kathryn swallowed her self-recriminating tendencies. “I love her, too. And I am glad you’re her wife,” she offered. “Come on. Let’s go tell the delegates we need a rest.”

___________

Ro Laren waited patiently for P’Arth to arrive at the Back Alley, a bar on a little used corridor off Main Street on the Sato.  The Chancellor arrived momentarily, joining the Bajoran in the darkened corner at the back of the bar. 

“Laren,” P’Arth greeted her warmly, smiling. “Don’t get up,” she admonished, seeing that the Bajoran was about to go into formalities. “We have walked the River of Blood together. You needn’t forget that we are warriors, equals,” she encouraged the first officer. 

“Thank you,” Laren replied. “I took the liberty of ordering bloodwine,” she added, sliding a chalice across the table to the Klingon. 

“I am glad you agreed to meet me,” P’Arth said quietly. “I have given a good deal of consideration to your suggestion that I join your crew as the Ambassador of the Klingon Empire. I believe there is considerable merit in your ideas, especially in the fact that a woman of the Empire would be prominently visible. Do you really think Kieran would allow it?”

Laren nodded eagerly. “I think we’ve softened her opinion of you,” she allowed, smiling. 

P’Arth threw back her head and laughed. “Has it been a tedious campaign, Commander?” she joked. 

Laren sipped her springwine. “Not exactly tedious,” she lied. 

P’Arth eyed her suspiciously. “You avert your eyes, Ro Laren,” she accused, grinning. “I detect a strong bond of loyalty between you and Kieran. Why would you defy her wishes on my behalf?” she asked, her curiosity piqued. 

Laren shrugged. “You are an extraordinary woman,” she replied truthfully. 

“How is it that you came to be so close with your captain?” P’Arth asked, downing half a chalice of wine in one gulp. 

Laren explained to P’Arth how she had known Kieran eons ago on the Enterprise, and how they had been friends.

P’Arth had overlooked Laren’s history when she was researching her rivals for the wormhole negotiations, and she was stunned to learn Laren had been a Maquis rebel. “You left Starfleet to join the Maquis,” the Chancellor stated more than asked. She studied Laren intently.

Laren squirmed visibly under the scrutiny. “It wasn’t an easy decision,” she defended herself. “But the Cardassians—” she began.

P’Arth nodded sympathetically. “They subjugated your world for decades,” she interrupted. “And they are honorless P’taQs,” she opined. “Laren, you know how the Empire feels about Cardassia.”

“Suspicious enough to secede from the Federation,” she allowed. “You and I are likely not so different,” she said regretfully. “The redefinition of the Federation-Cardassian border made Bajor vulnerable, even with the protection of the Federation. And countless people were relocated from their homelands. I still think the Federation sold them out for an ill-advised peace with Cardassia,” she complained. 

“And the Cardassians showed their true colors, aligning themselves with the Dominion,” P’Arth agreed. “The Klingon Empire tried to make the Federation see reason,” she growled. “But when our words fell on deaf ears, we had to secede on principle alone,” she explained. “We knew the Cardies for what they are—backstabbing cowards,” she spat the words, then cooled her ire with a long pull on her bloodwine. “When the Cardassians realized the axis of power was never going to shift in their direction, and that the Dominion had lied about turning the Alpha Quadrant over to them, Gul Damar at least had the good sense to try to do the right thing.”

Laren glowered, remembering the shifting allegiance of the leaders of Cardassia. “They underestimated the strength of the Founders,” she contended. “They thought they were weak, and that Cardassia could rebuild its economic and militaristic prowess on the backs of the Dominion.” She bit her lip. “Those duplicitous bastards had the gall to act as though they were wronged by the Founders, as if they never had any intention of conquering them the second the opportunity arose. I can only imagine the looks on their faces when the Dominion made the same alliance with the Breen that they’d had with Cardassia.”

P’Arth regarded her with redoubled respect. “We fought for the same cause, you and I. The Empire never trusted the Cardassians, just as the Maquis was not fooled by their tactics. We both defied the Federation,” she acknowledged. “How did you survive, Laren? Most of the Maquis rebels died for their efforts,” she wondered.

Laren laughed bitterly. “If you can call internment in a Cardassian prisoner of war camp ‘survival’, then that’s how,” she replied, waving the barkeep over to refill their chalices. 

P’Arth sat up straighter. “You were captured?” Her blood chilled at the mere suggestion. Cardassians were notorious for their torture and brain washing techniques, and if Laren had been captured, she was most certainly no stranger to their abuse. 

“My entire cell,” Laren confirmed. “I was eventually sold into slavery,” she confessed. “The Valerians sent me to work in their dolamide mines. Kieran found me there, dying. She rescued me, and brought me to Sato, and convinced Captain Janeway to make me part of their crew,” she recalled, taking a second chalice from the bartender. “Kieran never could resist an underdog,” she chuckled. 

“And now you are first officer of this very fine ship,” P’Arth said in a congratulatory tone, still feeling uneasy knowing Laren had been a prisoner of the Cardassians. For all her Klingon bravado, there was a very big difference between dying in battle and dying slowly in a prison camp.

Laren smiled. “Amazing, isn’t it? I was a traitor, and yet somehow, I didn’t end up in prison for the rest of my life.”

P’Arth sipped her bloodwine, considering Laren’s past. “No wonder you are loyal to Kieran,” she concluded. 

“A bit like Detara’s loyalty to you,” Laren noted.

P’Arth retired into her mug. “You know about that?” she asked gruffly to deflect the implication that she had a soft spot.

“Yes. I think it’s admirable of you to have pardoned her. Is she suitably grateful?” Laren asked, dark eyes sparkling from the effect of the strong alcohol. Without meaning to, Laren lay her hand over P’Arth’s. She inwardly recoiled, wondering to herself when she had become so physically forward. She discreetly withdrew her hand, but the gesture wasn’t lost on the Chancellor. 

“She is not,” P’Arth laughed. “Oh, she shows her gratitude in some ways,” she allowed, chuckling, “as any good servant does. But she is willful, and headstrong,” she added critically.

Laren laughed out loud. “Isn’t that what Klingons want in a mate?” she asked, smirking playfully at her companion. 

P’Arth laughed along with her. “Some would,” she admitted, taking an appraising glance at the Commander. 

“But not you?” Laren pressed, curious at P’Arth’s sudden reticence. 

P’Arth hesitated. “There is a difference between insolence and strength of character, between the petulant tantrums of a child and the forcefulness of an adult Klingon,” she explained. “Detara is a beautiful girl, but I’m afraid maturity escapes her, as yet. She defies me, rather than expressing herself with confidence and dignity,” she concluded. “What Klingons truly seek in a mate is a lover with honor, and I don’t just mean honor in the public sense. I mean honor that runs deep in the soul, spiritually.” She reached across the table and took Laren’s hand. “Women like you, Ro Laren,” she opined, “who possess strength and conviction, who will fight for what they believe is right without thought to the consequences. Those are the worthy qualities a Klingon values. Bravado is very attractive, but only if one has the character to back it up. You have that character. Why do you think I tried to persuade you to leave your crew and come with me?” she asked, not relinquishing Laren’s hand.

Laren’s mouth was suddenly dry, and she nervously gulped her bloodwine. “I simply thought you admired my grit for walking the River of Blood with you,” she managed, feeling oddly lightheaded. P’Arth’s deep brown eyes were so intense, consuming like a flame, and they held Laren’s attention like a vise grip.

“I did admire your grit,” P’Arth confirmed, “but I sensed much deeper things in you. And you have qualities that would appeal to anyone with good sense. Such as your fierce loyalty to your commanding officer. And your loyalty, if misplaced, to your lover,” she added softly, eyes still penetratingly intense. 

“Misplaced?” she murmured. “With Kit?”

P’Arth nodded, withdrawing her hand. “Yes, with Kit. Laren, she is a lovely young woman, and a fine officer, but she is indifferent to the longings of your heart. When Klingons mate, they pledge themselves solely to one another, and to the glory and endurance of the Empire. Klingons understand that a heart’s attention cannot be divided and be simultaneously honorable and true. Kit divides her attention and her affection between three women, like some teenager who can’t decide,” she scoffed. “You are an exquisite woman who deserves more. It is your only failing, this lack of value you place on yourself.” 

“It is?” Laren asked, head muddled by alcohol, but silently echoing agreement with P’Arth’s words. It was exactly what she had been feeling, though she could not have articulated it. Her poet’s heart told her that love forsakes all others, when it is truly, honorably offered. 

P’Arth smiled indulgently. “Search your heart,” she recommended. “What does it yearn for, Laren? Are you happy? Or are you relegating your expectations to less than what you want from Kit, simply because she is unwilling to focus exclusively on your union with her? She wears your earring, but she sleeps with other women,” P’Arth pointed out. 

Laren sighed, forcing herself to look away. “I do admit that I have a hard time understanding how she can love all of us,” she confessed. “And I also admit that there are times when I feel—slighted,” she agreed. 

“It shows,” P’Arth replied, taking Laren’s hand once more across the table. “You deserve more. Ask yourself, if your ship’s warp core breached, and Kit were in the position to save only one of the three of you, which would she choose?”

Without even thinking, Laren replied “Emily. Because Emily is more fragile than Jenny or I. Kit is very protective of her,” she observed. 

P’Arth narrowed her eyebrows, her tone taking on a hint of urgency. “You deserve a love that is single-mindedly focused on you, that places you above all others,” she emphasized by squeezing Laren’s hand and not letting up. The bones threatened, but P’Arth was relentless. “You are a beautiful, desirable woman, Ro Laren. You are worthy of an honorable bond of devotion,” she contended in a tone that brooked no argument. “Any honorable woman would be cognizant of your magnificence,” she added softly, almost tenderly. 

Laren’s stomach fluttered, and her head fairly swam. She scrambled mentally for a reply, but she was completely off balance. She realized, in that moment, that somehow she had gone from distrust of the Chancellor, to grudging acceptance, and finally, to full blown admiration. It didn’t hurt one bit that P’Arth had killed hundreds of Cardassians. But Laren had never expected the Chancellor to be flirtatious. And yet, Laren knew P’Arth was not being playful. She was sincere and serious, without any of the mocking overtones that so often accompanied Klingons when they expressed attraction. 

Laren swallowed hard, and P’Arth sensed her lack of equilibrium. Satisfied, the Chancellor released Laren’s hand. Laren’s fingers ached from the pressure, and her circulation returned momentarily.

Kieran Wildman had come looking for her first officer, thinking that she and Laren hadn’t touched base since Christmas, other than in a professional capacity. She wanted to see how Laren was faring with the junior Wildwomen, and decided there was no better time than when Laren was alone in a bar. Kieran was surprised to find Laren wasn’t alone, after all. She watched from across the darkened establishment as P’Arth did her best to charm Laren, remembering all too well how hypnotic the Klingon could be when she wanted something. She debated interrupting the two women, but her feet were riveted to the spot. She could overhear them, and knew she should leave, but the way Ro was looking at P’Arth made Kieran’s heart nearly stop. 

Ro’s expression now was the same expression she wore whenever Cassidy was with her, and Kieran had known for a long time that Ro was attracted to the younger Thompson. Kieran thought of Kit, and her emotions vacillated between outrage at her first officer’s behavior and understanding. Laren was struggling with the group relationship concept, undoubtedly, and Kit wasn’t catching the undercurrent of dissatisfaction. Kieran also fought with herself, on one hand insulted that Laren was becoming friends with P’Arth, and feeling that it was a betrayal, but on the other hand, allowing that Laren was, after all, not family, not yet. And Kieran’s own family had relinquished their stalwart dislike of the Chancellor, themselves, so how could she fault Laren for doing the same thing?

“Is it true that you were part of the task force that liberated the camp on Cardassia Prime?” Laren asked P’Arth. 

P’Arth nodded. “I headed that mission,” she agreed without a hint of conceit. “A lot of good people—noble warriors—died that day.”

“Katie Torres told me that you personally entered that facility first, disruptor rifle blazing,” she noted quietly, respectfully. 

“I did,” P’Arth admitted. “How I wasn’t killed, I don’t know. The Cardies weren’t about to go down without a fight, and they gave as good as they got,” she recalled, finishing her bloodwine. “Your CMO was among the prisoners, in fact, as was Robin Wildman.”

Laren started. “You remember them?”

P’Arth regarded her with kindness. “Every face I saw that day is burned into my mind, Laren. The conditions in that camp made Rura Penthe look like a swanky hotel,” she opined. “The prisoners were starved, filthy, battered, and so beaten down mentally that they didn’t realize, for the most part, that we were there to free them. It was like liberating a bunch of zombies. And some of them,” she recalled, swallowing hard and shaking her head, “didn’t want to leave. I cannot comprehend that. They resisted, or at least tried to.”

Laren nodded. “Stockholm syndrome,” she murmured. “It’s a well-known affliction of abductees—they come to see their captors as allies, of a sort,” she explained. “Kieran told me about it, after she freed me from the Valerian mining camp. From what she has said, I missed being rescued by you by a matter of weeks.”

P’Arth gripped her chalice, nearly shattering it. “And how many years of added captivity did you suffer?” she asked, fearful of the reply. Her heart clutched in her chest as she recalled that mission, and how long she waited to invade the camp. If only she had liberated it sooner, she realized, she might have saved Ro Laren.

“I don’t know, honestly,” Laren admitted. “I don’t know how long I was on Cardassia, either. Time is elusive, when you’re being beaten and raped and left for days without contact with anyone else.”

“Solitary confinement,” P’Arth said knowingly, her eyes darkening. The Cardassians used it as part of their brain washing campaigns. “I suppose if you are isolated long enough, even a Cardassian face is a welcome relief,” she speculated.

“Something like that,” Laren agreed. 

Kieran hesitated at a distance, reluctant to interrupt now. Laren was opening up, talking about things that she probably rarely spoke of. Whatever chemistry was working between the Chancellor and her first officer, Kieran resolved to stay out of it. If Kit got her heart broken, well, Kit had made her choices long ago when she decided to have an affair with Ro, and perhaps it had been doomed from the beginning. Kieran knew there was no way she could protect Kit, or control anything. And she knew it wasn’t her place. She discreetly crept out of the bar, making certain neither woman noticed her. 

P’Arth grinned momentarily. “That was close,” she noted, chuckling.

“What was?” Laren replied enigmatically, glancing around the bar.

“Kieran just left,” P’Arth replied. “She was very interested in our conversation, and decided not to interrupt it,” she reported. 

Laren scowled. “How did I not notice her?” she asked. “I must be slipping.”

P’Arth shook her head. “I only noticed because I am always on my guard. I have no desire to die at the blade of an assassin without a fight,” she stated flatly. She gazed back at the spot where Kieran had been standing, sighing wistfully. 

“You still love her,” Laren said, stunned at the realization. 

“No,” P’Arth objected, “I don’t. But I am—conflicted, where she is concerned,” she landed on the right description. 

Laren leaned forward attentively. “How so?”

P’Arth inclined her head thoughtfully. “Have you ever met up with an old acquaintance, reminisced over days gone by, only to find that your memories are not consistent with theirs?” she asked. 

Laren smiled, nodding. “Yes. It’s very common. Why?”

“Kieran’s memories of our relationship are very different than my memories. I have struggled to understand why she despises me so, and I have discovered her recollection is quite divergent from mine,” she explained. 

“Do you think yours is right?” Laren wondered, waving the barmaid over to refill their chalices.

P’Arth considered. “I don’t know, any more. I thought so, until Kit confronted me. Laren, I do not recall hurting Kieran. What I recall is having a fight with her, and her storming out of my quad room in a fit of anger, shouting at me that it was over between us.”

“That’s the last thing you recall?” she asked, knowing that version didn’t mesh with the medical records. 

“No. I followed her, and we got drunk together, and tried to talk out our differences. But no matter what we said, I could not get her to recant her promise to leave me,” she recalled, her voice far away. “We argued again, and it got physical. Only, she remembers it differently. I remember it being the sort of physical confrontation that Klingons consider foreplay, except she passed out from too much bloodwine.”

“And how does Kieran remember it?” Laren asked, fairly certain she knew already.

“Kieran tells the story that I assaulted her,” she replied, shaking her head. “That I injured her very badly. And her medical records corroborate that version,” she admitted.  She accepted another mug of bloodwine from the waitress, drinking a healthy gulp of it. “What she remembers is an abusive, violent relationship. What I recall is a typical Klingon love affair, with a very atypical woman, one I wanted to marry.” P’Arth studied her hands, as if they had betrayed her with their brute strength. “I loved her, Laren, with the heart of a warrior. I blood bonded with her. And she spat upon my house by severing that bond. And she hid from me. At the time I thought she was merely honorless and cowardly, afraid to face me and to confront her decision to leave me. Now I find out she was hiding because she was afraid of me,” she related with utter disgust. “And after I knew for certain she would continue to hide from me, I decided to leave school. I did it to spare her, and myself, any further humiliation, and so she could concentrate on her family. Cassidy was dying, and I was a diversion she didn’t need. So I left. When the years mercifully passed by, I told myself she had walked out on me, on our bond. Kieran told herself I had beaten her half to death and left her for dead, one step ahead of a court-martial,” she sighed. 

“And now?” Laren asked sympathetically.

“Now I wish I could make her understand I never intended to injure her,” she replied. “But she remembers a very different situation, and she hates me. I don’t know how to explain to her that what she perceived as abuse was common Klingon behavior.”

“Would you do things differently, now, if you could?” Laren asked, her brain growing foggier from the alcohol. 

“I would,” P’Arth agreed. “I know more now about human culture, I understand their ways better. If I had known then she found my aggression distasteful, I would have never laid a finger on her. And part of me thinks I wasn’t wrong thinking she liked it, because she did, after all, marry B'Elanna.”

Laren nodded. “B'Elanna would be the first to tell you she injured Kieran, too, P’Arth,” she revealed. “Lanna and I are close, and I know things about their marriage that would make Kieran blush, I’m sure,” she laughed lightly. “B'Elanna was very restrained with Kieran, except on a rare occasion when bloodlust got the better of her, but the longer they were married, the more violent that bloodlust became. B'Elanna knew Kieran couldn’t withstand it, and she and Kieran separated then, at Kieran’s insistence. B'Elanna tried to fight for the marriage, tried to deny that her Klingon instincts demanded a more receptive partner, but Kieran knew and she demanded a divorce. I know it killed both of them to walk away from the marriage. But they’re both happy now.”

P’Arth finished her drink, studying Laren’s expression. “You approve of their respective mates?” she asked softly.

Laren nodded enthusiastically. “I do. Noah is a wonderful husband and father, and he’s exactly what B'Elanna needed. And Kieran was always destined to be married to Robin and Lenara, even when I knew her back on Enterprise. Naomi is the perfect complement to the three women, the ballast they needed. It’s a very happy and successful marriage,” she agreed. 

“Well, I’m glad for Kieran, and not a little bit envious. Lenara is brilliant, Robin is beautiful, and Naomi is a gifted musician. Kieran has done very well for herself,” she allowed, smiling softly. “And do you hope to one day emulate her marriage with Kit and her wives?” she asked pointedly. 

“I—don’t know what I hope, P’Arth. I love Kit, that much is certain. But—” she hesitated.

“Bajorans treat sex as a sacred and very private matter,” P’Arth supplied. “And multiple partners is anathema to privacy.”

Laren bit her lip, nodding. “You understand perfectly. Could you explain it to Kit?” she asked, teasing. 

P’Arth laughed heartily. “I am of the impression that no one tells Kit much of anything, with any degree of success. She is headstrong,” she noted correctly. 

“You can say that again. I suppose it’s what saved her, ultimately,” she murmured, thinking of Kenneth McCallister.

“Saved her?” P’Arth asked with an encouraging tone. 

Laren was too tipsy to edit herself, and she told P’Arth everything—how Kieran adopted Kit, and why. P’Arth was visibly shaken by the story. “I cannot imagine,” she said, shuddering. “If my father had touched me that way, my mother would have cut his heart out and served it for dinner,” she said darkly. 

“From what I understand, Kathryn and Seven kept Kieran locked in her house for the better part of three days to keep her from tracking Kit’s uncle down,” Laren affirmed. “He’s in prison on Rigel,” she added. 

“Good,” P’Arth said emphatically. “Death is too good for an honorless P’taQ like that,” she announced. Her brain began to churn. There was a Klingon inmate on Rigel, a man named Bar’ahK, and the Empire had the right of extradition, but had never exercised it. Perhaps she could strike a bargain with Bar’ahK—extradition to Rura Penthe in exchange for Kenneth McCallister’s heart carved out of his miserable chest. That might be a peace offering that Kieran couldn’t reject. 

__________

Captain Kieran Wildman got the emergency call from Starfleet while the Sato was in the final stages of its maintenance check at the Mars Planetia shipyards. Now that the negotiations with the Romulans had ended, Sato was preparing for the opening of the permanent wormhole, and in anticipation, Lenara had insisted on a thorough inspection of the shielding and hull plating. The Trill was not taking any chances, not this time. 

Lenara, B'Elanna Lessing, and Seven of Nine had also devised a reinforced hull plating for the exotic matter generators, and Kieran was insisting that it be utilized on the ferry ship that would carry Lenara through the newly established wormhole. The shipyards’ technicians had been busy installing the plating, and the exotic matter generators were complete. The ferry ship, the USS Lenara Kahn, had not yet received any of the enhanced plating, as it was slow and meticulous work to fashion the parts. There was also a bit of reluctance on the part of the shipyard workers, who tended to be a superstitious lot. Ships were typically named after the dead, not living persons, and the fact that Lenara Kahn was alive made the technicians tentative about the job. Lenara and Seven had had a field day teasing B'Elanna, who was just as superstitious, insisting that she was being ridiculous, especially for a Klingon.

The design of the enhanced hull plating was based in part upon Seven of Nine’s own skeletal enhancements courtesy of the Borg Collective, something Lenara had admired in Seven and remembered distinctly from the one night of passion they had shared. Lenara and Kieran had been dinner guests of the Janeways one evening while the families were visiting Earth, and they had reminisced about the days when Seven lived with Naomi and Kieran, and the inevitable teasing about Seven and Lenara’s date had sparked a much more serious scientific debate about Borg metallurgy. 

Before long, Seven was displaying her abdominal implant for the doctor, and Lenara was tapping notes into a PADD, utterly fascinated at Seven’s anatomy. Kathryn and Gretchen Janeway had watched in amusement as Lenara and Seven discussed Seven’s skeletal structure, as though it were nothing more than a mother lode to be mined. No one missed the melancholy look on Kieran’s face as she studied the elegant swirls of metal adorning her former lover’s side and back. No one was surprised when Kieran excused herself to the living room where Erin Janeway was in her portable swing, snoozing. Kieran had sighed audibly, then, and the women assembled in the kitchen had exchanged concerned glances. All except Lenara, who patted Seven’s hand reassuringly.

“She’s fine, Seven,” Lenara had insisted. “She’s getting better every day. Just keep being patient with her,” she urged. 

Seven had bitten her lip, but nodded. “She misses Erin,” she stated more than asked. 

“You know Kieran—she never loves half-heartedly, and while it is her strength, it is sometimes a weakness,” Lenara explained. “Children, especially, are difficult for Kieran. She has never really forgiven herself for leaving Gerry and Cami Thompson behind in that other dimension. Erin feels like another child she lost,” Lenara said softly, so Kieran wouldn’t overhear. 

Kathryn had nodded in understanding. “And Katie is drifting further away from B'Elanna and Kieran every day, with the Klingons here,” she noted. 

Lenara agreed. “Yes, but Kit still keeps Kieran anchored, and our Cami fills some of the emptiness Erin left,” she decided. “Truly, though, if it weren’t for Kit, I’m not sure Kieran would have come out of her depression after the jungle planet. If anything ever happened to Kit, I think Kieran would truly be lost to us all.”

“How do we help her?” Seven asked the Trill, fretting more than she cared to admit.

“Time,” Lenara answered. “It’s only been a few months,” she pointed out. “If you think you’re easy to get over, ask Kathryn,” she teased Seven. 

The conversation had come to an abrupt halt as the women overheard Kieran singing to Erin, and Seven could see the three of them clearly in her mind’s eye, lying naked and freshly washed on a skin blanket, Kieran leaning over Erin and rubbing the baby’s tummy as she sang quietly to put her to sleep. Seven’s face began to work with emotion, remembering, and she practically leapt up from the kitchen table in her haste to join Kieran in the living room. Kieran was kneeling beside the sleeping child, hand resting on the crossbar of the swing, watching over Erin as protectively as she had in the wilderness. 

Seven reached for Kieran’s hand, and eased her off the floor, throat tight and aching. “I’ve missed hearing you sing to her,” she said softly, blue eyes warming momentarily. 

Kieran smiled at her, hugging the Borg close. “I miss you both,” she replied, cradling Seven’s head in her large palm. 

Back in the kitchen, Kathryn folded her hands, resigned to the fact that there was nothing she could do to ease the heartache of either woman. “Looks like Kieran’s not all that easy to get over, either,” she told Lenara. 

Now with the developments at hand, the wormhole would be postponed yet again. The crew needed to be recalled immediately. A series of terrorist attacks along the Cardassian border had Starfleet on high alert, and the Sagan had gone to address the problem. The Sagan had lost contact with the Federation. Sato was being dispatched immediately to investigate. 

Naomi Wildman sat down at Gretchen’s kitchen table with her mother. “I have to tell you something, Mom,” she told Kathryn. “It’s about my gift. And the disappearance of the Sagan,” she said soberly. 

Kathryn listened attentively. “You wouldn’t let Kieran take the Sagan because you were afraid of this,” she said softly, taking Naomi’s hand. “And now you feel responsible?”

Naomi nodded. “I should have told Admiral Paris, or someone high enough to impact the outcome.”

“Naomi, what happened to the Sagan in your hallucinations?” Kathryn asked, afraid of the answer. She had seen some of the imagery when she was linked to her daughter on Qian, but the memory was more like a shadow, a faint indication of what she saw.  She finished the caramel brownie she had been eating, the sweetness of it making her feel sick, now.

“It was destroyed by Cardassian terrorists. Kieran was the captain, and Icheb the first officer. They both lived, but B'Elanna and Katie didn’t. And Sagan’s habitat decks and Engineering were lost. There were hundreds of deaths, Mom. The Cardassians were using some sort of technology we weren’t familiar with—it took out Sagan’s shields on one strike, and crippled it with the next.”

“A dolamide wave can do that,” Kathryn noted. “Maybe we didn’t destroy the entire cache.”

Naomi nodded. “When will the closest ships be in range?”

“Soon. We should hear something within the hour, if the Sagan survived,” Kathryn replied grimly. 

Seven of Nine came into the kitchen, sensing the tension in the air. “Kathryn?” she said softly, looking at the troubled faces of her wife and her daughter.

“It seems Naomi’s hallucinations are proving, once again, to be prophetic,” Kathryn said sourly. “The Sagan lost contact with Starfleet this morning.”

Seven sat down heavily in the kitchen chair, her face concerned. “Are we being recalled?”

“Yes. The hails are going out now. We have to pack and take a transport to Mars. Seven—do you think we should leave the girls with Mom?”

Seven considered. “It could be months until we get back, Kathryn. We can’t ask her to keep them that long. And we always knew raising a family in space had its risks. I say we stay together, just as we always have, and let the ashes fall and lay where they will,” she replied, taking Kathryn’s hand.

“I meant you would stay with them, darling,” Kathryn said softly. “Right here. I don’t have a choice, unless I resign my commission on the spot.”  

Seven set her jaw. “No. I am not sending you without us. Absolutely not. I chose this life with you, and I intend to live it, not run from it.”

Kathryn nodded. “All right. Then we should get the girls ready. Tell Geejay to get her suitcase packed. I’ll tell Mom we have to leave.”


_____________

The Sato’s crew had assembled aboard ship, awaiting final clearance from the Mars Planetia engineers. The lead ships had arrived at the border, only to find Sagan in pieces, and very few survivors. The casualty reports began to stream in, and Kieran Wildman had sent Kathryn Janeway to download them while Kieran tied up loose ends. The first chance she had, Kieran met Kathryn in the ready room.

Kathryn squeezed Kieran’s shoulder as Kieran reviewed the manifest of the Sagan. Although Kathryn was no longer in command of Sato, Kieran kept the older woman advised of everything that happened, just as she did with Ro Laren, though only Ro was an officer now. Kieran’s attitude was that as long as she had access to Kathryn’s experience and counsel, she would avail herself of it, and that meant keeping her in the loop. 

“Good Christ,” Kieran gasped, scrolling through the list, which had been compiled in the order the bodies had been catalogued. “Penny Carpenter and Kathy Simmons died in that attack,” she muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I have to tell Naomi. And Kit and Jenny. We need to send condolences to their families,” she said to make a mental note. She struggled for composure, but the deaths were too raw. She had just helped those young women get posted to the Sagan, and now, because of her “assistance”, they were dead.

And then her eyes came to rest on another name. Stephanie Moss. “Oh, God,” she gasped, knees threatening to buckle. “Mossy is dead,” she said to no one in particular. “God damn it,” she hissed, flinging the manifest across the ready room. “I worked my ass off to get my kids through school, and not five fucking years into their commissions, they’re dead,” she railed. Kathy Simmons had played the center position on Kieran’s basketball team at the Academy. Penny Carpenter had been the back up shooting guard that rotated into Jenny Calvert’s position when Jenny needed a rest.

“Kieran,” Kathryn steadied her, “I know. Tom Paris died, too. He was at helm.”

Kieran’s eyes filled, and she gathered Kathryn into strong arms. “Oh, Kat I’m so sorry. I know he was like your own son. I know how hard you worked to mentor him, and to get him to come back to the fleet after Voyager got home. Dear God, have you talked to Owen?”

Kathryn nodded. “He hailed me before the manifest came in. He is devastated, Kieran. He had to really sell Tom on Starfleet and returning to duty, and now he wishes he hadn’t convinced him.”

“Does B'Elanna know?” Kieran asked. 

“I’ll tell her later. Privately. I know they had their differences over the years, but—”

“Lanna loved him once. And that will make it difficult for her to hear,” Kieran nodded understanding. “You know, it’s really my job to tell her, Kat.” She considered momentarily. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Of course not. I’m used to doling out bad news, and there’s more,” Kathryn advised. “This is the survivor list,” she handed Kieran another PADD. “Shane Bilbrey is on it. But she’s in bad, bad shape,” she said softly. “She was evacuated to the Pauling, thankfully. Some of the survivors are at Deep Space Nine—they were so much closer than we were they got there first. Colonel Kira advises that they are overloaded with wounded and dead, though, and they are requesting immediate assistance from the Federation.”

Kieran looked at the names, swallowing hard. “I’ll contact Shane. And her family. And I’ll make sure Amanda does, too.”

“I am glad about one thing,” Kathryn said thoughtfully. “I’m glad you had the good sense to listen to Naomi when she refused to let you take that ship. My God, Kieran, the habitat decks were all destroyed.”

Kieran nodded. “The Wildwomen would have been sleeping—and Cami,” she realized. “I—need to see my daughters, Kathryn. I’m going to leave the bridge for half an hour. Is there anything you need?”

Kathryn inclined her head. “No. Hug them for me, too, Kato. Kieran?” she stopped her daughter-in-law by snagging her hand.

“Yes?”

“I love you. I don’t tell you much, but I do. And I’m glad we’re on your ship, all of us,” she said softly, her blue-gray eyes warming, but sad. Kathryn Janeway had finally separated, in her mind, the crucial things from the jetsam. And friendship was something she valued above most other things. 

Kieran hugged her close, tucking Kathryn under her chin. “I know, Kat. I love you, too. We’ll get through this, like every thing else. I wish we could make it back for Tom’s funeral. Because I’d like to go to Mossy’s and Sim’s, and Penny’s, too.” She sighed. “I’ll ask, but I doubt we can pull it off, since we’re going to head up the investigation. We need to strike while the evidence is fresh.” 

“Laren is going to have her hands full,” Kathryn noted. 

“I want to work with her closely. She’ll need my help,” Kieran replied. “Kathryn, I know you’re an Ambassador now, but—”

Kathryn held up her hand. “Don’t even think you need to ask, Kato. Make it your first priority, and leave the bridge and personnel functions to Kit and I.  I don’t care who wears the pips, and God knows, I know how to do the job. And it’s not like I have any duties until the wormhole is established.”

“Thank you,” Kieran agreed. “I’ll talk to Kit, get her to take Beta shift so you can keep a day schedule. I’ll let the crew know that you’re going to be acting Captain along with myself. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve kissed my kids,” she said, practically choking on the words.

Kieran strode into her quarters, where Robin, Naomi, and Lenara had just finished unpacking from the holidays. Robin was holding Cami, and Kieran held out her arms. “Give her to me,” she demanded, not smiling. 

The three women watched in silence, knowing something was very wrong, first because the crew had been recalled so abruptly, and second because Naomi had already told them about her hallucinations, and how similar the circumstances of Sagan’s disappearance was to that scenario. Kieran held Cami tight, fighting for control.

Naomi studied her wife. “Did you hear anything on the Sagan?” she asked, certain of the worst.

“Get Katie in here. I need to see her right now,” she ordered her wife, not answering the inquiry. 

“KT,” Robin said softly, “what is it?”

Kieran kissed Cami’s soft chestnut hair, eyes closed, memorizing her daughter’s baby smell. “The Sagan was destroyed last night,” she advised them. “Tom Paris is dead. Kathy Simmons, Penny Carpenter, Stephanie Moss—all dead,” she replied. 

Lenara gasped. “Mossy? She’s gone?” She covered her mouth in horror, remembering Kieran’s teammate from college, the party she had gone to at Stephanie’s apartment, the trip she and Naomi had taken on Enterprise when Mossy was First Officer, and the recent dinners Stephanie had attended before her transfer. She had been a Captain less than two weeks. 

Kieran nodded. “Sagan was her first command. Jean-Luc damn near took the ship himself, but decided to wait for the next incarnation of the Enterprise instead.” 

Naomi came back moments later with Katie, and Kieran gathered her daughter into her arms, holding her fiercely. Lenara advised Naomi of the losses, and Naomi sat down, stunned. “My God,” she said in disbelief. “Tom? Sim? I can’t believe it,” she murmured. “I just got a letter from Sim not two weeks ago—a Christmas card over comm mail. Penny just got married.”

Kieran cuddled her children on the couch, telling them both just how much she loved them. Katie knew something was wrong, and she lay her head on Kieran’s chest. 

“Marmar,” she said quietly, “why are you sad?”

Kieran kissed Katie’s forehead, brushing her lips over faint Klingon browridges and dark eyebrows. “Honey, sometimes things are just too hard to explain. There was an accident, and a lot of people I love died. And I needed to see you, just to reassure myself that you’re okay, and that you know how much I love you. Okay?”

Katie nodded. “Okay. I know you love me, Mom. You tell me every day. You don’t need to worry so much. I won’t forget,” she promised.

“Good. Because I need you to know that whatever happens, you can never lose me. I’m right here, in your heart,” she pointed to Katie’s chest. 

Katie regarded her with fearful eyes. “You’re not going to get lost again, are you Mom?”

“I’m not planning on it,” Kieran said reassuringly. “But sometimes things just don’t go the way we plan,” she admitted. “And that’s why I tell you every single day that I love you. So you are always sure of it.” She sighed. “Okay, Katie-bear, you go on home and tell Noah to play fun games with you, Captain’s orders. I’ll see you soon, sweetheart.”

Katie hopped down. “Okay Marmar. Let’s go swimming soon. The reef was the best ever,” she enthused. 

Kieran smiled. Katie was certainly her daughter. “We will, honey. Soon.” Kieran heaved herself off the couch, handing Cami to Robin. “I’m going to work now. This investigation is going to take a lot of time. Understand, I’m not going to be home much. I love you all, but we have to get to the bottom of this attack, so we can defend against future ones. I’m not letting those terrorists take out this ship, too.”

So that was what had Kieran worried, Naomi realized. The terrorists could come back. And Sato would be just as defenseless as Sagan.

Kieran had no sooner entered the bridge than she was hailed by the Klingons. “Open a channel,” she told Jenny Wildman, who manned ops. 

P’Arth materialized on the view screen. “Captain Wildman, I understand the Sagan was destroyed,” she stated. “Is there anything I can do? Any assistance you need?” she asked, desperate to be useful. The agony on Kieran’s face told her everything she needed to know.

“Thank you Chancellor. I understand that Deep Space Nine is overrun with casualties. They could use assistance, I’m sure, evacuating the worst cases to a better field hospital.”

P’Arth inclined her head. “I will see to it immediately. I am so sorry for your losses. Kieran, Ja’Kir wants to say goodbye to Katie before we depart. May he contact her?”

“Of course,” Kieran acquiesced. “She should be in her quarters. Thank you for your concern, P’Arth,” she added, trying to force herself to be cordial. 

“We will contact you as soon as we’re at DS Nine. Good luck, Captain.”

Kieran nodded. “Qa’Pla,” she replied. 

__________

Sato blazed at high warp toward the Cardassian border, everyone grieving and struggling to comprehend the magnitude of the losses the fleet had suffered. Casualty reports continued to pour in, and nearly everyone on Sato had a friend or classmate or family member who had died in the attack. The mood was quite somber, and Kieran had retreated to her ready room to brood. She refused any visitors, and when B'Elanna contacted her, Kieran dismissed her rather abruptly, before B'Elanna could report what she had needed to tell her ex-wife. B'Elanna knew that Cassidy could get Kieran’s ear, and if Kieran tried to shut her out, Cassidy would waltz right into Kieran’s ready room and demand an audience. 

Cassidy paled as soon as B'Elanna advised her that her niece had come up missing.

“What do you mean, missing?” Cassidy demanded. “Where the hell could she be?”

“She was aboard ship this morning,” B'Elanna fretted. “I know she’s enamored with the Klingons. I’m hoping she stowed aboard their ship, and nothing worse, as if that wouldn’t be bad enough,” she told her ex-wife’s sister. “Kieran cut me off before I could tell her when I contacted her. I know her, Cass. She’s in that god damned ready room, sitting in the dark, and blaming herself for the deaths of her players that were on the Sagan. Can you please tell her about Katie?”

Cassidy nodded. “I’ll tell her, Lanna. Don’t panic. We’ll get Katie back before you know it.” Kieran is going to kill that child, she fumed inwardly, jogging to the turbo lift. “Bridge,” she ordered it. Cassidy did not technically have clearance to enter the bridge, but Laren wasn’t about to stop her. “Is my sister in there?” she jerked her thumb in the direction of the ready room, which sat just off the starboard side of the bridge. 

“Yes. She isn’t taking visitors, Cass. She’ll probably bite your head off. But if you can get her talking, that’d be the best thing,” Laren advised her. “God knows she won’t let me in there.” 

Cassidy sighed. Kieran was so good at kicking herself. “Can you override the door lock?” she asked. 

Laren shook her head. “I don’t dare, Cass. I’m sorry.”

Cassidy tapped her comm badge. “Kieran, it’s Cassidy. I’ve got an emergency. Please let me in the ready room.”

Kieran sat in the dimly lit office, staring out the floor to ceiling window where the starfield was streaking by. Cassidy had never once used their familial ties to seek an audience with the Captain, and Kieran knew if Cassidy was requesting one, it truly was an emergency. 

“Computer, release the privacy seal on my door,” she barked. She spun in her chair to face her sister. “What is it?” she asked, trying not to sound cross. 

“Kelsey, Katie is missing,” she said softly. “B'Elanna tried to tell you but—” 

“You’re fucking kidding me. Please tell me you’re joking, Cassidy,” she begged, leaping up in alarm. 

Cassidy shook her head. “Lanna thinks she beamed over to P’Arth’s ship and stowed away.”

Kieran’s color all drained away. “God, she wouldn’t—surely she knows I would have her ass for that,” she said to no one in particular, collapsing back in her chair. “I can’t believe I didn’t do a crew check before we left the shipyards.”

“Jenny did it,” Cassidy replied. “Katie must have left after Jenny did the manifest confirmation, because Katie is listed as being on board in the computer’s pre-launch log.”

Kieran scowled. “That child is too intelligent for her own good, sometimes. Thanks for making me listen, Sundance. You’re dismissed,” she said tersely. 

“Kelsey, are you okay?” Cassidy asked, not obeying her sister’s order to leave. “Honey, I’m so sorry about the girls,” she offered. 

“Don’t,” Kieran demanded, holding up her hand. “I—can’t, not right now. Later, I promise, we’ll talk. Thanks for being worried. Right now I have to find my wayward daughter. I’ve never spanked her in her life. I may just start,” she said darkly, heaving herself out of her chair.

Kieran and Cassidy strode onto the bridge. “Jenny,” Kieran said quietly, “Hail the Chancellor’s ship. Tell her she likely has a stowaway,” she ordered her Ops Lieutenant. 

“Aye,” Jenny replied, biting her lip. “Katie?” she asked, knowing already.

Kieran nodded. “Tell P’Arth to sweep her ship for Katie’s biosignature. Have Joely transmit Katie’s signature to P’Arth’s engineering team,” she sighed. 

Jenny punched in commands, raising the Chancellor’s ship. Jenny explained the situation, at the same time she had Joely on a comm link listening. “Chancellor, Captain Wildman believes Katie Torres is aboard your ship. Our doctor is sending her biosignature. Stand by,” she requested. “They’re taking the transmission right now,” Jenny told her mother-in-law. 

P’Arth came across the comm link. “She’s here,” she confirmed. “Kieran, shall we rendezvous with your ship to drop her off?”

Kieran considered. A slow smile crept across her face. “Chancellor, I need your help. I would like to teach my daughter a lesson. I want you to keep her with you. Treat her exactly as you would any Klingon child. It’s about time she realized how good she has it here. Can you do that for me?”

“Absolutely, Kieran,” P’Arth chuckled. “Shall I lay it on thick, Captain?” 

“Double thick,” Kieran replied. “Can you throw in a couple of pain sticks, while you’re at it?” she asked facetiously.

P’Arth stammered. “Ah—you’re joking, aren’t you?” she clarified. 

“Maybe,” Kieran returned. 

“Kelsey,” Cassidy said in a warning tone. “Don’t go overboard,” she advised. 

“Well, Chancellor, my sister thinks pain sticks are a bit extreme. So we’ll forego those, this time. Will you watch out for her, please? And tell her she is in very deep forshak,” Kieran added. 

P’Arth laughed aloud, nodding. “Well said, Captain. Please, do not concern yourself. I will make sure she eats and brushes her teeth. As soon as we are done at Deep Space Nine, we will get her back to you,” she promised. 

“Oh, and Chancellor? If I’m not mistaken there are over 50 varieties of qagh. I think for the duration of Katie’s visit you should treat her to a different kind every night.”

P’Arth howled with laughter. “And you said you coddle your daughter. I am glad you are not my mother,” she teased. “Consider it done—qagh every night until she starts to lose weight and then we’ll feed her something she’ll actually eat.”

____________

Kathryn Janeway rushed to the bridge as she felt the Sato drop out of warp. She knew the visuals of the wreckage would shake the crew, and Kieran, especially, and she wanted to be a presence if it would lend solace. She exited the turbo lift, jogging down the battle platform. 

“You’re just in time for the opening curtain,” Kieran smarted, arms crossed over her chest. “Lieutenant, onscreen. Maximum magnification,” she ordered Jenny Wildman. 

For several moments, there was nothing but empty black space and an occasional pinpoint of light off in the distance. Then the first marker beacon showed up. “I’ve got visual confirmation of marker 316,” Jenny reported. 

Kieran nodded. “How many markers have been set so far?”

“Captain Riker’s last transmission listed 1407,” Jenny replied, shivering. “Captain,” she redirected Kieran’s focus, “look at that!”

The Sagan was scattered across the Cardassian border space in ominous heaps of floating melted and fragmented metal. The salvage teams had anchored all the debris to maintain the position it was found in so that Sato’s investigation could be done without spoliation of the evidence. Will Riker’s ship, the Potemkin, had begun the arduous task of reconstructing a simulation of how the explosion happened step by step, second by second. 

Kieran stood on the bridge of the Sato, watching the remnants of the newest Supremacy class vessel hanging before them: segments that were once crew quarters, classrooms, the arboretum, engineering stations. The fatalities mounted daily in the reports from the field hospitals. And of course there were unaccounted for crewmen, presumed to have been blown apart in the explosion, whose remains were vaporized or scattered far and wide. The Pauling had begun the gruesome task of finding remains, now that they had triaged all of the survivors.

Kathryn rested a consoling hand on her Captain’s shoulder, but even Kathryn was having a difficult time keeping her composure. Among the debris floated toys, clothing, furniture, each representing pieces of lives lost. Kathryn contemplated just how many times Voyager had been on the brink of similar annihilation, how close they had come to their own demise in the wastelands of the Delta Quadrant. For a brief moment, Kathryn thought about God, and how her mother always said of another’s misfortune, “There, but for the grace of God, go I.”

Nacelle fragments hovered in the wreckage, hull plating, bulkhead sections. And then the portion of the ship that was spared, really not much more than a chunk the size of a Daedalus class ship, appeared on the viewscreen. It was no wonder there had been so few survivors. 

Kieran sighed. “Jenny, hail the other ships and coordinate the investigation briefings. Invite Captain Riker and Captain Conrad to the ship, ask them to meet me in my ready room. That’s where I’ll be if you need me.”

Jenny nodded curtly. “Aye, Captain,” she murmured, thinking Kieran was seemingly controlled, but the look Kieran’s face belied how she was really feeling. 

“Laren,” Kieran said to her first officer, “you’ve got the bridge.”

Kathryn followed Kieran without being asked, and when Kieran wheeled around on her, as if to say “what do you want?” Kathryn set her lips in a firm line and crossed her arms. 

“I seem to recall a certain ship’s counselor on Voyager who was always badgering me to talk about my feelings. I came to listen so you can take your own advice,” she announced, helping herself to a seat before Kieran’s desk. 

Kieran couldn’t force a smile. “I was thinking how lucky you and I are to be alive, considering all the close scrapes we had on Voyager, actually,” Kieran said softly, sitting down in her chair. “We could’ve been destroyed any number of times—overrun by the Kazon, obliterated by the Hirogen, squashed by the Borg—and no one would have ever known the difference,” she reflected. 

“I thought the same thing the second I saw the debris,” Kathryn admitted. “It was a sobering realization.”

Kieran slouched in her chair, fingers laced over her stomach. “I can’t get Mossy out of my head. Did she know she was about to die? Did she have even a split second of awareness before the explosions began? Did she have time to scream? Time to make any sort of peace with dying? Did she suffer?” Kieran asked this last question with a thickness in her throat, and a fearfulness for her friend. “Maybe it was like when I came back through the wormhole—so immediate I didn’t have time to feel it. I hope she was that lucky,” she sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose and grimacing. 

“Oblivion is merciful,” Kathryn agreed. “Having time to anticipate is the cruelty of death. I always thought with Daddy and Justin, they were probably marginally aware that they were sinking in the Tau Ceti ocean, that they were going to drown. But now I know they were already dead,” she confided. “Kate Pulaski told me so—Starfleet doctored the reports at the direction of Section 31—the Terra Nova was sabotaged by Cardassians,” she explained. 

Kieran sat up straighter. “Kate knew and she hadn’t mentioned it before?” she asked, outraged. 

“She had no idea I was blaming myself—the official reports don’t say anything about my having had a chance to save them, about my failure, so Kate didn’t know I thought it was my own fault.”

“How did she become privy to that information?” Kieran wondered. 

Kathryn’s steel gray eyes flashed something—pain, regret, Kieran wasn’t certain. “She did the autopsies at Starfleet Medical,” Kathryn admitted. “The cause of death was blunt trauma, not drowning.” Kathryn shook her head and sighed. “I guess it’s a valuable lesson in the futility of guilt, just like you always tried to tell me,” she grinned ruefully. “I know you, Kato. I know you’re sitting there telling yourself that your girls died because you helped them get their postings. I know how your brain operates. But Kieran, they wanted those jobs, they knew the risks, and they would be the first to tell you not to blame yourself.”

“I know,” Kieran agreed. “Somehow knowing that doesn’t really help. It’s hard—you know? You pour yourself into a person, and then something like this happens and wipes out all that work, all their growth—Sim was such a project, when she was in school. I had to ride her constantly to get her to perform academically and athletically, because she was all too willing to settle for mediocrity. I knew Mossy wouldn’t let her get away with it as an officer any more than I did as a student. And she did improve, she did rise to the challenges. Sim only wanted approval and an occasional acknowledgment—that was enough to motivate her. But before I came along in her life, she really hadn’t had it.”

Kathryn studied her old friend, knowing the heartache of losing people you love, and how raw it could be in the initial shock. “Have you talked to Coaches Freeman and Perkins?” she wondered.

Kieran nodded. “Yeah. Mary took it especially hard. She spent a lot of time doing drills with Kathy, trying to teach her the center position. Sim played power forward in high school, and she was none too thrilled that I rotated her to center. She resisted it at first. Mary was diligent though, and so was I. Sarah is doing better with it, but she’s the head coach, now, so she doesn’t have time to grieve much. I know when the season is over, she’ll fall apart. That’s how she’s wired.”

“Is there anything I can do for you, Kato?” Kathryn asked, not wanting to overstay her welcome. 

“No. But I would appreciate it if you’d keep tabs on Naomi. She and Kit and Jenny are taking it pretty badly. You know how it is with young officers. Not that tenure means you get used to people dying. How about you? I know Tom’s death had to be a shock,” Kieran replied. 

Kathryn nodded. “I have talked to Owen at least three times since we got the news. It helps, and I’m like a lifeline for him, right now, because I can spend hours telling him stories about Tom. He spent so much of Tom’s childhood playing Admiral, he and Tom were almost strangers by the time Voyager got lost. Owen never did deal with the Caldik Prime incident well, and it was the bane of his existence that Tom was in that penal colony in Auckland. Owen had all but washed his hands of Tom when I recruited him to help me find Tuvok. Owen blames himself for Tom’s stormy relationship with Starfleet—thinks he pressured him too much growing up, and he’s probably right. Tom’s best years in the fleet were all on Voyager, and Owen needs to hear that Tom was a valued asset to our crew. It helps soften the blow of his death.” 

Kieran tapped the desktop with her fingertips. “Tom and I had our differences over the years, but I think eventually, we learned to respect each other. And I had to learn to see him with my own eyes, and not B'Elanna’s. But I know Tom always blamed me for the end of his relationship with her, and for her ending up with Noah. I think he hated Noah most of all,” Kieran opined. 

“And Noah never cared much for Tom, either, to be fair,” Kathryn put in, chuckling. 

“Testosterone,” Kieran said, rolling her eyes. 

“Amen,” Kathryn chimed in. She stood to go. “I’ll go see about Naomi. If you don’t want to talk to me, Kato, talk to Seven. I know it’s easier with her for you.”

“It’s not,” Kieran lied, reacting too quickly to be believable. 

Kathryn smiled. “It’s okay. I understand you have a special relationship with her. After all, you’ve told me a million times that you do.”

“Teasing,” Kieran defended herself. “But thanks for giving me the space to be close to her.” 

Kathryn nodded. “Hail me if you need anything. Give my best to Will and Richard.”

________________

Will Riker looked more haggard than Kieran could ever remember. His complexion was almost grey, he was so colorless and stressed out. Richard Conrad didn’t look much better, though Kieran had only met him once before, when Icheb had been assigned to his command. Both men had been at the accident scene for the better part of a week, and the grim task was taking its toll. The three captains conferred on the findings, updating Kieran on the fatality numbers, the preliminary investigation data, the evacuation. They downloaded their data to Sato’s computer, so that the Sato crew could begin their analysis of the weapon that was used in the attack. 

Will sipped a snifter of brandy, trying to settle his nerves. He hated being so near to where the Cardassians had struck, especially without adequate shielding or weapons to protect his crew. “I want to warn you about something, KT,” he advised his former crewmate. “The blackbox data from the bridge is horrifying. If I were you, I would filter out the human voice frequencies before you listen to it, or you won’t sleep for days,” he affirmed. 

Richard nodded. “I know you were close friends with Stephanie Moss. Take Will’s advice,” he recommended, downing a shot of bourbon. 

“That bad,” she stated more than asked. “I’ll take it under advisement. How much longer until your crew wraps up, Will?” she asked.

“We’re 87% done marking the debris and cataloguing the coordinates of discovery,” Will replied. 

“We think we’ve identified the last of the remains,” Richard added. “My medical team is making the final sweeps as we speak.”

“Good,” Kieran stated flatly. “They you can get your asses out of here,” she told him. “The Pauling is a sitting duck out here,” she correctly noted. 

Olympic class ships like the Pauling were nothing more than mobile hospitals, intended to rival a starbase’s facilities, but with only the most basic armaments and shielding. Pauling had been the first Federation ship to arrive to evacuate survivors.

“Believe me, we’ll leave the second we’re sure we’re done,” he assured his colleagues. “There’s someone on my ship who’s been asking for you, though, Captain,” he said sympathetically. “Shane Bilbrey. She’s in bad shape, Kieran. You’d better come back with me, if you can spare a few minutes. We’ve had to resuscitate her once, and she keeps drifting in and out of a coma.”

“Then gentlemen, if we’re done, I’d like to beam over to the Pauling now,” she replied. 

_____________

Kieran Wildman sucked in a quick breath and grimaced at the ruin that was Shane Bilbrey’s body. The doctor on duty explained to Kieran that they were trying to regenerate the burned tissue, but the burns were so extensive and deep, the regenerator couldn’t find enough base material to regenerate it. To make matters worse, Shane’s internal organs kept trying to fail. Shane sported a freshly healed gash on her forehead, her face being the only part of her that didn’t appear to be burned. Icheb had put the fire out with his own body, but not before Shane had sustained near fatal damage. 

“We’re cloning her own skin,” the doctor advised. “But it’s slow going. We’re afraid she won’t survive long enough for us to graft the cloned tissue. And the tissue we’re grafting onto is deteriorating more often than not. If the next grafting procedure fails, we’re going to immerse her in regenerative gel to try for some nominal level of tissue hydration.”

“Is she aware of anything going on around her?” Kieran asked.

“Intermittently, yes. The cortical blocks have to be augmented with hyposprays. She’s on the highest level of synthetic narcotics we can risk. But she has said your name so many times in her delirium, we thought it might help her if you visited,” he admitted their desperation. 

Kieran nodded, swallowing her revulsion. She remembered all too well the agony such burns entailed. She prayed silently Shane was not feeling any of it. She scooted up beside Shane’s biobed, leaning down over her to kiss her forehead. “Shane,” she whispered softly, “it’s Kieran. Kiddo, don’t try to wake up, just listen to me. You can do this, honey. You can beat this. You have to fight, Shane,” she urged her.

Shane’s eyelids fluttered, and despite Kieran’s insistence, she indeed surfaced to consciousness. “Coach,” she croaked out the word. “Mossy—” she managed to say. “So sorry, Coach,” she choked, going into a coughing spasm that shook the biobed. 

Kieran understood immediately that Shane had been asking for her former mentor to apologize—because Mossy had died, after Kieran had made Shane promise to watch her back. “Jesus, Shane, it’s not your fault,” she promised, nearly strangling on the words. “Oh, God, I don’t blame you, honey, please know that. I know you did your best for me. I know you did,” she pleaded with her former student to understand, tears filling her eyes. 

Shane gripped Kieran’s forearm weakly. “Not—your—fault—either,” she said distinctly, gasping for breath. “Coach—I—see—I—see—” she rasped, her eyes fixed on the ceiling.

“What, baby? What do you see?” Kieran hovered over her biobed, stroking her hair back from her face. 

Shane smiled. “Mossy,” she sighed. “And a—bright—light.”

Kieran’s heart clutched in her chest. “You stay with me, Shane. Don’t you look at that light, kiddo. Listen to my voice, stay with me,” she begged. “Don’t leave me,” she whispered fiercely. “I love you, Shane. Don’t go,” she sobbed. 

“It’s—okay, Coach,” she breathed raggedly. “I know. And—I—love you,” she assured the older woman, stretching up to kiss her cheek. “The light—” she gasped, and her body went rigid and began to shake. “I—” she lifted her arm toward the ceiling, as if she were trying to seize the light she spoke of. Her eyes locked with Kieran’s, a silent plea.

Kieran had seen that entreaty before. In Naomi’s eyes, when Naomi was begging Kieran to let her die. “Okay, kiddo, you go then. Go to the light, honey,” she relented. “You and Mossy keep an eye on us down here, kiddo. Okay?”

Shane shuddered, fighting for breath. “Okay,” she agreed. As the air escaped from her lungs, Shane’s heart failed, and all the monitors flat-lined. 

Kieran stepped aside to let the crash team begin artificial resuscitation, but she knew without a doubt that Shane Bilbrey was gone. They tried cortical stimulators, cardiac defibrillators, a dozen hyposprays, and still, Shane did not respond. Kieran stood in a corner, watching with an odd sense of detachment, though the tears coursed down her cheeks. It all seemed so meaningless. Shane had fought so hard to beat alcohol, to find a better person inside herself, to embrace the vision of herself Kieran had asked her to embrace. And she had won, and pulled her career out of the gutter, and her future was so bright and promising. And in the blink of an eye, it was over, wiped out, nothing more than a shadowed memory. The crash team logged the time of death, looking as dejected as Kieran felt. 

Kieran Wildman did not make it home to attend Penny Carpenter or Kathy Simmons’ funerals. She did not get to give the eulogy at Stephanie Moss’ service. She did not get to tell Owen Paris how sorry she was at Tom Paris’ wake. But she had helped Shane leave this world for the next. She had only ever wanted to help her students achieve what they were destined for. And ultimately, that was what she had done for Shane.  

_______________

Kit Wildman set the table for her roommates, while Jenny Wildman took care of Ro Laren’s bedroom, recycling her sheets and towels, laying out a clean uniform for her. Emily Wildman was cooking for the crew, making crab cakes and coleslaw and au gratin potatoes. Laren had developed an affinity for crab cakes, and Emily had learned to make them just for her. Laren was working ridiculous hours, and the junior Wildwomen were doing their level best to make her life more tolerable. The mood on the ship was dismal, at best, in the wake of the deaths of so many friends and family members. 

To make things worse, the Potemkin and the Pauling were gone, and Sato was on its own, facing a potentially lethal threat every second of every day. Kieran was especially depressed, mourning for Stephanie Moss and her players, and Kit and Cassidy Thompson, who were usually able to get the Captain to smile, couldn’t shake the pall that seemed to haunt poor Kieran. It had been difficult at best seeing P’Arth again, only to have her closest companions embrace the Klingon who had been so callous to Kieran. But these deaths added insult to injury, and were nearly too much for her. Add to that Katie Torres’ absence, the burden of command, and Lenara’s fragile health, and Kieran was half mad with grief and worry. 

Laren came home well into Beta shift, looking as bedraggled as a Kazon fresh out of a wind storm. She had ever-deepening dark circles under her eyes, and a weary slouch about her body that denoted her true level of exhaustion. But she was driven to solve the mystery of the unidentified weapon and come up with a counter strategy if it killed her. Kit’s survival, Jenny’s and Emily’s, they all depended upon that outcome. Laren was bound and determined that Kieran would never live to regret the promotion she had bestowed upon the Bajoran. And she was even more determined that no one else would die, because the candid truth was, Kieran simply couldn’t bear one more loss. 

Kit enfolded her lover in warm, supportive arms, ushering her into the dining area where Laren found dinner awaiting her. “You guys,” she scolded, “you shouldn’t have waited for me to get home to eat. You must be famished,” she noted the lateness of the hour. 

Emily smiled. “We tided ourselves over with dessert,” she sheepishly giggled. 

Laren grinned. “Good. I’d hate to have you waste away on my account. My day absolutely sucked, so tell me all about what you three did today—and don’t ask about the investigation because there’s no news,” she warned them, still smiling, but completely serious. 

The girls proceeded to detail their individual activities, which helped Laren relax and transition from the stress of the work she was doing. Analyzing what was basically the chronicle of the death of hundreds of lives, played back in partial video and audio tracks, meant that Laren was reliving their horror over and over again. What had become abundantly clear in the preliminary once over was that whatever the terrorists had used, it had been more powerful than any weapon the Federation had encountered. Not only had the initial impact obliterated the shields, it penetrated the hull of the bridge and blew off the fore section of the Sagan. The emergency force fields kicked in instantly, but not before the helmsman and navigator were sucked into space and dismembered by the force. 

Shane Bilbrey had been at tactical, which is why she survived long enough for Icheb to haul her into the turbo lift, body engulfed in flames from the explosion of the entire tactical station she was working at. When the emergency force field engaged, it held the remaining bodies in place, but Stephanie Moss had been impaled by struts from under the deck plating that had buckled beneath her feet on impact. She bled out before anyone could attempt to get her to sickbay. And then the second wave had hit, and the ship began a series of decompressive explosions that killed most of the crew. 

Laren listened as Jenny described the afternoon she had spent with Seven of Nine and Cameron Thompson, reading poetry aloud to one another. Seven was trying to get the hang of the flowery cadence and language, and Jenny’s imitation of the severe Borg intonation while trying to recite Tennyson, sent her roommates off on a gale of laughter. Jenny even had Seven’s facial expressions down pat, and Laren nearly choked on her coleslaw. 

“I’m glad not everyone is working past their work shift hours,” Laren said mildly. “I doubt when Kathryn and Seven decided Kathryn would step down from command that either of them ever thought they’d be in this hornet’s nest.” Laren shuddered, trying to clear her mind of the images of the Sagan’s crew. Stephanie Moss had screamed so loudly, it set Laren’s ears on edge every time she played back the video. Finally she had disabled the audio portion, unable to bear the sounds of such suffering.

It reminded her of the constant wailing and crying and moaning of the POW camp on Cardassia Prime, sounds forever etched in her memory and festering in her brain. Laren could scarcely discipline herself to avoid flashing back on her captivity, but she would be damned if she let Kieran go through this. She had insisted on analyzing the blackbox data alone, and Kieran had tried to argue, at first, but Laren had firmly told her “KT, you are in no frame of mind to see this. It’s horrific.” And Kieran had actually relented. Shane’s death had been traumatic enough without having to watch Stephanie die, too. 

When Laren had finished her dinner, she retrieved her messages from her comm account. Chancellor P’Arth had sent her a subspace greeting, to advise her that the evacuation of the Deep Space Nine casualties was complete, and they were en route to Starfleet Medical. 

“Please forgive me for not contacting Captain Wildman directly,” P’Arth added, smiling sheepishly. “But I’ve been thinking about you, and I wanted to wish you well, Laren,” she confessed. “I had hoped to get to know one another better before parting company,” she added. “Please tell Kieran that Katie is well and truly sick of qagh,” she laughed, “and though she is too stubborn to admit it, she is homesick,” she informed the Bajoran. “I am afraid, however, that Ja’Kir has grown more than a little attached to her,” she sighed. “Young love,” she rolled her eyes. “Give my best to everyone on the Sato,” she concluded the transmission. “I hope you will—remember me, Laren.” 

Kit had been sitting on Laren’s bed, listening in on the message. She glared at the image of P’Arth on the monitor. “Talk about obvious,” Kit groused, feigning disgust to cover how worried she was that P’Arth had designs on her lover. 

“What do you mean?” Laren asked, spinning in her chair to face Kit. 

Kit smirked. “Like you don’t know she’s hot for you,” she replied acidly. Kit’s golden eyes belied the cavalier tone. 

“She is not,” Laren defended her friend. “We just have a lot in common, and we had some good talks, that’s all.”

Kit regarded her skeptically. “About what?”

“The Cardassians.”

Kit crossed her arms petulantly. “Why in the world would you talk about them?” she demanded, irritated that the Chancellor had found a connection to her lover.

Laren frowned at Kit’s tone. “Averone,” she said gently, “why do you think? The Klingon Empire went to war with the Federation over the Cardassian-Federation realignment of the border. The very same reason I joined the Maquis.” 

“That’s not why you joined the Maquis, and you know it,” Kit argued. “You jumped on that bandwagon because you hate Cardassians and the way they nearly destroyed Bajoran culture,” she pointed out. “The border dispute was just an excuse.”

“No,” Laren retorted, “it was just the straw that broke the camel’s back,” she snapped. “I had taken all I could take, and watching those scaley-faced bastards do to countless other worlds what they had done to mine incensed me. I was furious with the Federation for capitulating to their demands. It was intergalactic blackmail,” she hissed, warming to her subject. “Having the means and methods to kill Cardies was just icing on the jumja cake,” she bit her words off. 

“Well,” Kit shot back, “for whatever reason you both had issues with the Federation’s position. But you’ve seen reason, now, just as the Klingons did,” she opined, sounding more than a little condescending.

Laren’s color drained from her face. “Just because I’m wearing a Starfleet uniform doesn’t mean I blindly condone every action the Federation takes. It doesn’t mean I’ve suddenly sent my conscience on a vacation,” she replied hotly. 

Kit blanched. “Oh, and that’s what you think I do? Blindly condone everything Starfleet does?”

“I didn’t say that,” Laren defended herself. “I was talking about me, not you.” Laren’s temper was at the boiling point. Between the strain of the investigation, too little sleep, and the confusion P’Arth created in her heart, the Bajoran was on the edge. “But while we are talking about you, yes, I do think you’re more of a conformist than I am,” she added. “Not that I think there’s anything wrong with that.”

Kit scowled. “It implies a lack of conscious thought. I’m not an automaton, Laren, and I don’t just accept the status quo. I also don’t flirt with insubordination as a matter of course,” she said in an accusatory tone. 

So there it was. Laren had always known that someday Kit would throw the past in her face. “You knew who I was when you got involved with me, Kittner,” she said angrily. “I won’t apologize for my past, so don’t expect me to. If you’re worried about being seen with someone who has a questionable history, then I’m not the woman you should be sleeping with.”

“You say that as though all we’re doing is sleeping together,” Kit replied, stung by the remark. “You know it’s a hell of a lot more than that,” she asserted, her own ire spilling over. “I resent you making it sound so superficial,” she added tersely. 

“Yeah? Well it is superficial, because you won’t make it anything more committed. And I resent your being jealous just because P’Arth likes me,” Laren fired back. 

“It’s not the friendship I object to, it’s that she blatantly flirts with you,” Kit half-shouted.

Laren regarded her coldly. “Your wives flirt with me all the time. You never seem to mind that,” she accused. “I guess as long as you get to sign off on any extra-curricular affiliations, you’re happy?” she asked sarcastically. 

“My wives flirt with you because they love you,” Kit snarled. “Not because you’d make a worthy Klingon conquest.” 

Kit spun on her heel, storming out of Laren’s room. I should have killed that fucking Klingon when I had the chance, she thought darkly. Emily and Jenny were standing in the living room, slack-jawed, having overheard the entire argument. They stared at Kit pitifully, each thinking that the bigger deal Kit made of P’Arth’s attraction, the more likely it was that Laren would act on it. Kit was too close to the situation to see it rationally, though, and she was hopping mad.

“Sam,” Emily ventured, “it’s okay. Laren is with you,” she tried to console her wife. “Not P’Arth,” she said softly. 

“Not for lack of effort on P’Arth’s part,” Kit spat. 

Emily tugged Kit down on the couch to calm her down, while Jenny slipped down the hallway to Laren’s room. Jenny found Laren on her bed, head in her hands, looking perfectly miserable. She sat down beside the Bajoran, wrapping her in strong arms. “She didn’t mean it, Ji’talia,” she said quietly. “She worships you, and you know it,” Jenny contended. 

Laren’s face darkened. “You could have fooled me,” she replied. “She sounds to me like she’s regretting the relationship altogether. You and Emily probably do, too,” she sighed. 

Jenny gazed at her, not quite concealing her feelings. “Laren, nothing could be further from the truth. Emily and I are so glad you’re here.”

“Emily and you, or you in particular?” Laren asked, not meeting her frost white eyes. 

Jenny’s chest constricted at the vulnerability in Laren’s tone. “Me in particular.”

Laren forced herself to meet Jenny’s eyes, and knew the truth of her words. Jenny loved her. Just as Kit had. It was obvious in the softness of Jenny’s expression, in the pinkness of her cheeks and the nervous way she darted her eyes away when Laren looked at her for very long. Laren knew Jenny wanted to be with her. She could see the silent plea in Jenny’s demeanor.

Laren could hardly allow one person close enough to her to love her. But it had gotten easier with Kit, and working on the investigation with Kieran and B'Elanna, she was with two people all day every day who loved her. And it was a relief, Laren realized. She knew where she stood with them. There were no fears or questions, just acceptance, and that freed her in so many ways, freed her to do her job, to think outside the usual parameters. The same way Kit’s love had made her able to rethink Kieran and Seven’s situation when they were lost, to be creative and to see it in terms that were unconventional. Love allowed her to surrender her walls, and to reach beyond them. Love made it easier to take risks, because if a risk failed, well, someone still loved you. Because Kit loved her, she had found Kieran and Seven, and made herself indispensable to Kathryn, because Kit’s love had given her the confidence to stretch. 

That was what had been missing all those years, after her parents died. That freedom, that assurance that even if she failed, someone still loved her. Because when Ro Talia and Ro Gale died, no one did love her, any longer. And she had isolated herself and withdrawn into her anger, forced herself to believe she didn’t need or want to be loved, because she wasn’t loved, so what was the point? Only now, she knew it was a lie, because she needed Kit’s love, and she needed Kieran’s friendship, and B'Elanna’s, and Kathryn’s. She had been so afraid of losing Kit’s love she had defied Kathryn’s orders, rather than lose Kit to the depression and trauma of accepting Kieran’s disappearance. 

And Kit had told her so many times that the marriage, the inclusiveness of marrying both Emily and Jenny, had brought more love into her life. It had edified Kit in ways she could only try to express. It brought out the best of each woman, especially Emily, who had gained so much from the marriage. Emily’s life had been in the scow, and Kit and Jenny pulled it out for her, gave her reason to hope and to be happy, and to see a brighter future. 

Ro Laren had contemplated a future without Kit, and couldn’t face it. And so she had surrendered, and come to live in this place, with Kit and Kit’s wives. Jenny and Emily had held out their hands to Laren, as if it were not the most precious thing they could offer, as if it were just a simple thing to open their home, their love, their union to another person. They loved Kit that much, to allow her this deviation from the path they had agreed upon. 

If they loved Kit that much, how much could they love Laren? Kit and Jenny had loved Emily so much they overlooked her reputation, her history, her attempted suicide, her months of whoring around campus. Emily freely admitted to Laren how far her life had sunk, and how Jenny and Kit had accepted those failings and asked her to do better, to be better, for them. Emily’s past was completely forgotten now. It was healed. And Laren’s past needed healing, every bit as much as Emily’s had. 

“Jenny,” Laren whispered, heart aching. “I just don’t know how to be what you want. What you all want me to be. Sometimes I feel so jealous, I could scream. I’m ashamed to admit it, but it felt good to see Kit feeling some of that same jealously over P’Arth. I know I’m awful,” she said regretfully.

“I think if it were anyone but P’Arth, Kit wouldn’t be quite so upset. She’d still be jealous, mind you, but she wouldn’t be on the verge of a stroke,” Jenny chuckled. “P’Arth is quite the intriguing woman,” Jenny allowed, trying to get Ro to open up about her feelings on the matter. 

Laren smiled faintly. “I am flattered by her attentions,” she confided. “That doesn’t mean I’d ever do anything about it. After all, I’ve got you and Emily right here, gorgeous and perfect and willing, and I can’t even reach back for a second,” she conceded. “I just don’t think I’ve got it in me, Jen. It’s too much vulnerability. It’s hard enough letting myself love Kit, opening myself like that to her. And it has been painful at various turns,” she granted. “There are days when it would be easier to curl up into myself again, rather than risk being hurt.”

Jenny nodded. “Be patient with yourself, Laren. This is foreign territory. And you’re under a lot of pressure right now.”

Laren met her eyes. “Honey, do you understand what I’m saying? I might not ever be able to return what you and Emily are offering me. And I hate it that I’m a disappointment to you,” she added, nearly strangling on the words. 

Jenny touched her face, gazing into the dark depths of Laren’s eyes. “You are not a disappointment. We don’t have the sort of expectations you seem to think we do. Even if our home stays in the configuration it’s in right now for good, Laren, you still feel like family. And families support each other. So tell me what was so terrible about your day that you refused to let us ask you about it at dinner,” she coaxed the Bajoran. “Trust me, Laren.”

Laren swallowed her misgivings, and pushed Jenny down on the mattress, curling into her arms. “I watched Stephanie Moss die about forty times today,” she admitted, shuddering. 

Jenny held Laren close, stroking the jet black locks of her hair away from her face, letting her vent her horror. She listened patiently, cuddling Laren, helping her get through the more difficult memories, leading her with pertinent questions. When Laren had told her tale, she broke down, then, and Jenny held her while she cried, soothing her with reassuring words, holding her psyche as firmly as she held the Bajoran’s body.

Laren headed for the shower a long while later, letting the pounding water wash her misery away. Kit snuck in with her, and washed Laren as indulgently as she could, trying to convey healing energy with her touch. The strain on her lover showed in every aspect of Laren’s countenance, in her body language, and the timbre of her voice. Kit apologized repeatedly, begging Laren’s forgiveness for the argument, and promising her that whatever Laren wanted to do about P’Arth was Laren’s call. Kit dried her off as tenderly as she had washed her, then led her to Laren’s room. 

“Would you rather sleep alone?” Kit asked, trying to be considerate.

“Prophets up a jumja tree, no,” Laren replied desperately, grabbing Kit to her. “I need you here,” she said softly. 

Kit gazed into Laren’s dark eyes, her own golden ones worried. “What is it, honey?”

“It’s—the blackbox data,” she admitted. “I can’t talk about it, Averone, and believe me, you don’t want to know. It’s revolting. If you’re here I can almost block it out,” she pleaded.

“I’m not going anywhere then,” Kit promised, stroking the dampness of Laren’s jet-black hair. “I love you, Laren. I’m right here.” 

They slipped beneath Laren’s covers, and Laren suddenly realized her bed had been changed. “Somebody’s been keeping house for me again,” she laughed happily. “Mmmm…clean sheets,” she sighed, reveling in the cool fabric.

Kit kissed her gently. “Yeah, Jenny insisted on tidying up. They’re trying to make sure you’re taken care of, you know.” 

Laren kissed Kit back. “They’re very sweet. It’s so kind of them.” She snuggled down into Kit’s arms, drowsy from her shower. “Have good dreams, Ji’talia,” she said, already drifting off.  

Two hours before alpha shift, Jenny and Emily were jolted out of bed by Laren screaming. They ran to her room, and found her shrieking, her nightmares reflecting the imagery from the blackbox data. She had seen Kit at helm, being dismembered like the Sagan’s helmsman, Tom Paris. 

Kit shook Laren awake, and Emily and Jenny piled into the bed, protectively hovering around the couple. “It was a dream, Averone, just a dream,” Kit reassured her. 

Laren couldn’t begin to articulate what she had seen, but she was only too happy to surround herself with the comforting scent of three Wildwomen. She decided the old adage was true: there is power in numbers. 

______________

Katie Torres listened intently to Ja’Kir’s explanation of the First Rite of Ascension, its place in Klingon history and its importance to any warrior. He explained that a warrior cannot prove they are worthy until they draw blood, and the First Rite is the arena where that occurs. Katie had been practicing with real bat’leths, unbeknownst to P’Arth, and she was getting to be very adept with the unwieldy blade. Ja’Kir knew it would not be long until she drew his blood, and while he was afraid to find out how much it would hurt, he wouldn’t admit any fear to anyone. 

Ja’Kir told Katie tales of Kahless the Unforgettable, the rituals involved in Klingon culture, the social hierarchy of Qo’noS. Katie listened in rapt attention, drinking it all in. Her head was filled with images of glory and battle and bravery, and she imagined herself a fearsome warrior fighting for the Empire. They played together in battle garb, pretending to undergo the Second Rite, using the handle of an anti-grav mop for a make-believe pain stick. Katie was learning Klingonese, although the dialect used in the ceremonies wasn’t spoken in the region where Ja’Kir was from. Katie also researched B'Elanna Torres’ mother and her family line, and was startled to find a picture of a great aunt who bore a striking resemblance to Katie herself. B'Elanna’s mother, Miral, had also looked a good deal like Katie when Miral was very young. Katie wondered why no one had ever shown her the family’s pictures.

When P’Arth’s crew had ferried the wounded to Starfleet Medical, Katie was disappointed that the Chancellor was determined to rendezvous with the Sato to return Katie to her family. No amount of qagh could make Katie happy to leave the people she considered her species, not now. She didn’t belong among humans. Of that, she was certain. When Ja’Kir sneered at the weakness of the pale-skinned terrans, Katie echoed the sentiment, not really considering that she was denigrating her own mother, her sister Kit, her Aunt Cassidy. She was swept up in the romantic notions of honor and battle prowess, and her heart was becoming hardened to the softer side of her nature. She considered her playmates back on the Sato a bunch of crybabies who couldn’t endure rough and tumble games like those she enjoyed with Ja’Kir.  She was delighted when Starfleet Command asked the Klingons to remain in orbit around the Earth awhile longer. The Federation had been considering some modifications to the Khitomer accords, and who better to discuss them with than the Chancellor of the Empire? The Emperor was too important to bother with such tedium, and P’Arth had been so reasonable in her prior negotiations, the Federation wanted to win certain concessions while there was an opportunity. And so Katie’s visit aboard the Klingon Bird of Prey was extended. 

P’Arth kept close tabs on her guest, who was growing faster than the grass in the hunting fields on Qo’noS, and packing on lean muscle. The baby fat that had made Katie appear soft was fast disappearing, and she was taking on Kieran’s physical features, arms and legs becoming almost gangly. P’Arth added some Earth dishes to Katie’s diet in an attempt to fill out the knobbiness of her knees, but Katie was a ball of solid energy, and every calorie she took in she promptly burned off. Ja’Kir followed her around like a puppy, though he put up a desperate front to hide his infatuation. It reminded P’Arth of Keh’grang’s feelings for Detara. She worried about how broken hearted Ja’Kir would be when they took their leave of Katie Torres and her family. 

Ro Laren had kept up a subspace correspondence with the Chancellor, and continued to try to convince P’Arth to join the crew of the Sato once the wormhole was a reality. P’Arth agreed that greater visibility for Klingon women served her purposes, but she was afraid her goals were being overridden by her strong attraction to Laren. She needed to be certain her decision wasn’t colored by her romantic leanings. She had to admit, though, there was appeal in the concept on many counts, not the least of which was that Katie and Ja’Kir would be together. But she was also certain Kieran would oppose the plan, and because Kieran detested her, she had never really taken the invitation seriously. She found herself wishing intently that it were possible. 

______________

Ro Laren stumbled home after a fourteen hour shift of sifting through chemical analyses of the Sagan’s debris. The second strike weapon was dolamide based, that much she and Kieran and B'Elanna had determined. And precious little else. The Sagan’s data banks had been damaged, but they recovered enough of the blackbox recordings to confirm that as Kathryn had suspected, it was some sort of wave that had knocked out Sagan’s shields before they could return fire. But they weren’t certain the initial wave had been dolamide.

Ro Laren had repeatedly heard the agonized screams of the bridge crew as the bridge was blown apart, and Icheb and Shane Bilbrey had been the only survivors, and then only because he dove into the turbo lift, shoving Shane in ahead of himself, and sealed the lift as the decompression sucked the officers into the void of space. After weeks of working alone on the data, Kieran had finally demanded to see the evidence, despite Laren’s insistent protests. Laren had watched Kieran’s face harden as her friend Stephanie Moss died on the recording, her voice distinct after the explosion in the seconds before the protective field around the shattered bridge failed. 

Laren rubbed her eyes, willing away the repellant sounds in her head. Emily was still awake when she came into their quarters, and appeared to be waiting up for her.

“Hey, sweetie,” Emily greeted her, hugging her. “You look exhausted. Can you stand to eat before you sleep, or do you just need to pass out?”

Laren considered, too weary to even move out of Emily’s arms. “I better eat. I’ve been bad about it and I’m dropping weight.”

Emily nodded. “Let me fix you a plate. We had da’jhat and tuwaly pie,” she advised her. The dishes were Bajoran, and two of Laren’s favorites. 

“You cooked for me, thinking I was going to make it home?” Laren asked, touched at her thoughtfulness.

“I didn’t expect you to, but I was hoping. You’ve been working double shifts for two weeks. This is the earliest you’ve been back since the investigation began.”

“I’m sorry, Ems, I didn’t mean to stand you up, or anything. It’s not like that,” she guaranteed her roommate. “And you didn’t have to lose sleep waiting up, either.”

Emily smiled warmly at her. “I didn’t lose sleep. And Kit and Jenny needed some time together. It worked out fine,” she explained, heating the food in the replicator’s reheat setting. 

“It smells like home,” Laren said gratefully. “I love da’jhat. It was my favorite, growing up. The version they served in the camps was so bad, though, I can’t remember what the real thing tastes like.”

Emily put Laren’s plate on the table, and replicated springwine for her. “It’ll help you sleep,” she offered, seating herself with the Bajoran. 

Laren made appreciative noises over the food, and kissed Emily’s cheek. “This is the way it’s supposed to taste—and the texture is perfection,” she praised the younger woman. “Ems, you’re getting to be better with Bajoran food than I am,” she added, sighing happily. “So those two are—um—getting reacquainted?”

Emily nodded. “Only because you said you were at peace with it. Otherwise Kit would never have agreed. She loves you, Laren.”

Laren nodded. “I know. I love her, too. And I have to get over this jealousy sometime,” she affirmed. “Was the floorshow—loud?” she asked, trying to smile about it.

“Not nearly as loud as when you and Kit are the main attraction,” she laughed. “Well, Kit wasn’t, anyway,” she amended. 

Laren snickered. “Jenny was pretty happy, huh?”

“Ecstatic,” Emily confirmed. “I’m glad you gave us all the green light, Laren.”

“Truth is, it seemed stupid to tell Kit not to sleep with her wives. Not to mention that I’ve seen the hungry looks Jenny gives Kit all the time. Our dive trip was torture for Jen, she wanted Kit so much. I understand the feeling,” she said, cognizant of the sacrifices everyone had made for her sake. “So tell me about your day, Ems,” she invited her. 

Emily was telling Laren all about the gossip in Astrometrics, the projects they were working on, and Laren listened attentively, nodding and asking occasional questions while she devoured her dinner. If she had lived alone, she would have been eating replicated food, listening to Bajoran rock music, and passing out on the couch from exhaustion, most likely. But she didn’t live alone any longer. 

Emily Wildman was as animated and interesting a person as Laren could imagine, and she looked forward to seeing her every day. They had disclosed their darker secrets to one another, and Emily finally had someone she could talk to about men, and the ones she had slept with. Laren could do the same, and it was a relief not to endure the looks of distaste and shock that Kit often gave them when the topic came up. 

Laren sipped her springwine, shrugging her shoulders to try to ease the tension in her neck and back. The gesture wasn’t lost on Emily, and she drew her to the floor in front of the couch. “Let me do your regenerative gel, and rub your shoulders, Laren. You look like you’re stiff as a board,” she said kindly. 

Laren wasn’t about to turn down the therapeutic intervention, not after hovering over a workstation all day. Emily helped her slip off her uniform jacket and her undershirt, and Laren quickly reclaimed the site-to-site transport cuff she’d taken to wearing, in case there was an emergency. She groaned appreciatively as Emily worked the knots from her neck, sighing with contentment. “Ems, you’re an exalted Pagh,” she murmured. “I am going to sleep like death tonight,” she said happily. 

Emily laughed when Laren actually fell asleep leaning against her legs. She helped the Bajoran into bed, and set her alarm for her, dropping an affectionate kiss on Laren’s forehead. She sat down on the edge of the bed, and Laren smiled up at her. “Go to bed, Emily,” Laren scolded her. “You’re up way past your bedtime.”

“I was going to try to finagle a cuddle with you, and fall asleep in here,” Emily admitted. 

Laren grinned, lifting the covers. “Get in here then,” she offered. 

Laren was just about to turn them over to sleep when the room rocked with an explosive concussion. “Shit!” Laren swore, jumping out of bed as the ship jumped to warp. “Ems, keep the bed warm, I have to find out what’s going on,” she said tersely, pulling her uniform back on. She was barely dressed when she hit the front door to run for the turbo-lift. She felt herself dematerializing, and panic flooded her mind. 

She rematerialized on the bridge, where Kieran was already in charge, half dressed as she was. “What happened?” she demanded, taking her station at tactical. 

“The Cardassians showed up, and I took us the hell out of there before they could kill us all,” Kieran replied. “I hope you don’t mind the hasty exit. Laren, are they following?”

“I’ve got nothing on sensors. KT, was it a dolamide wave weapon?”

“I’m not completely sure. We jumped to warp as fast as they fired,” she replied. “I’m analyzing the data now,” she added, punching in commands to the sensor array’s data bank. “Negative,” she announced. “It was a phased polaron burst. I know this ship and the Sagan were built to resist those damned things. But this one’s got altered quantum properties, so they must have taken the Dominion’s weapons and modified them. Are the shields damaged, Laren?” she asked. 

Kathryn burst through the turbo-lift doors then, stepping up to Laren’s side, looking over her shoulder. “Thank God, no,” she said softly. “Not that they’re any good against whatever they used against Sagan,” she muttered. “Kieran, we need Lenara on this problem. After her work on the shielding scheme in the Denorios Belt, she may know more about our shields than our entire Engineering staff,” she said thoughtfully. “I know she’s up to her spots in work with the wormhole project, but this seems a lot more pressing. Is she up to it, with the pregnancy?”

“Doctor Winfield gave her a clean bill,” Kieran replied, “but she can’t do fourteen hour days like Laren and I are, Kathryn. I can’t let her,” she said honestly. “She would, if we asked.”

Kathryn suddenly realized she had come to the bridge and was a breath away from barking orders. “I—Kato, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to barge in here,” she regretfully said. “It’s an old habit.”

“Kathryn,” Kieran replied, smiling at her. “It’s okay. I’m glad you thought of getting Lenara involved. Laren, send the data to her comm account. If the Cardassians aren’t following, drop us out of warp, and let me contact Starfleet. I want their okay to have this weapon analyzed from a safe distance. I’m not taking on the terrorists if my shields don’t work,” she decided. “Kathryn? You’re always welcome on my bridge. And so are your suggestions. You know if Starfleet had had any idea the Beta Quadrant would have to wait, they’d have never promoted me and made you an Ambassador.”

“I don’t want the pips back, Kato, I swear. But if there’s any help I can offer, I’ll gladly do it,” she said sincerely. 

Kieran nodded. “Good. Only promise me you’ll get Seven’s blessing, Kat. I don’t want a pissed off Borg in my face over it,” she warned, grinning.

Kathryn scowled playfully. “You want a permission slip from my mommy, too?” she smarted.

Kieran pretended to consider. “Gretchen might have a thing or two to say, now that you mention it,” she teased, trying to avert the dread that plagued her. 

Kathryn knew Kieran always deflected negativity with humor. It was a skill that the Captain had long ago mastered, and Kathryn considered it Kieran’s saving grace as a leader. “I’ll hail her, then,” Kathryn promised, smirking at her daughter-in-law. She decided that a little more levity was in order, now that the Klingons were well out of their purview, and she began scheming a new costume for Kieran’s statue. 

______________

Kieran Wildman, Ro Laren, and B'Elanna Lessing were back at work, having not slept at all after the Cardassian raid sent Sato running for cover. The only advantage Sato had was that the warp signatures of the terrorist ships were detectable from a sizeable distance, which is how Kieran had gotten Sato away in the first place. The bridge officer on Gamma shift hadn’t wanted to take the ship to warp and leave the area without a higher up’s approval. Had Kieran not done a site to site transport and given the order, Sato would be in pieces floating along the Cardassian border now. Kieran had relieved the unfortunate officer of his duty for three days without compensation for that hesitation. Kieran had considered taking his Lieutenant’s pip, but had opted to be lenient. He was young, and at least he had gotten Kieran out of bed.

Kieran had been wearing a site to site transport cuff ever since the attack on Sagan was reported, and the transporter crew kept tabs on Kieran and Laren at all times. In a crisis, they could deposit one or both of them in the pattern buffer for safekeeping. Starfleet could ill afford to lose senior officers, as it had lost Stephanie Moss. In a pinch, Laren was disposable, but Kieran was not. 

“Okay, so we know it was a polaron wave that took out Sagan’s shields, and a dolamide warhead that blew the bridge apart. What about Engineering and the habitat deck debris? Laren, was it the same type of weapon?”

Laren looked at her enigmatically. “Wouldn’t it have to be?”

“Not necessarily. They used two distinct weapons signatures to disable the shields and make the first strike. What’s to stop them from using a different type of weapon on every salvo?” Kieran reasoned. “I think,” she fixed Laren with a pointed stare, “you better get some sleep, if you’re asking me questions like that. We have time, Laren, and they’re not going to show up at our doorstep. Go home. Get eight hours. That’s an order. B'Elanna, you do the same. Lenara is working on the shield harmonics and analyzing the modifications that they used to get past our anti-polaron defenses.  We’ve hit a wall and we have to recharge. Dismissed.” 

Laren hesitated. This work was so critical. “KT, I need to do this,” she argued. 

Kieran looked at B'Elanna, the intensity of her gaze telling the Klingon-human hybrid loud and clear that she should leave. B'Elanna did so expediently. 

“Laren,” Kieran said firmly, “I appreciate your dedication. And I appreciate that you’re working your ass off. And I am every bit as worried for the safety of my family as you are for yours. But you are no good to me if you’re falling down tired. Hell, Laren, I’m falling down tired myself.”

Laren nodded slowly. “Okay, Captain. It’s just that—” 

Kieran regarded her kindly, knowing already what she would say. “I told you before, Laren. You don’t have to ask my permission to speak freely.” She reached for her collar and removed her pips. “There. Now it’s just you and me, two friends, talking. Feel better?”

Laren smiled. “You have such a flair for the dramatic,” she laughed. 

“It worked,” Kieran argued. “See? You’re laughing and at ease now. So spill it.”

“It’s just that for the first time in my life I have something worth protecting,” she admitted. “Something more important to me than my own survival,” she added, dark eyes flashing. 

“It’s a hell of an adjustment, I know,” Kieran agreed. “You’ll get used to it. Damn, Laren, you’ve seen me with Kit—do you think I’m any less worried than you? That I wouldn’t work around the clock if I could?” She sighed. “It’s not the same world we graduated into, I guarantee you that. Come on, I’ll walk you home,” she offered. They left the Captain’s conference room, where they had been working for the past two weeks on the investigation. 

Kieran realized just how tired she really was. She could barely speak a coherent sentence in her exhaustion. “Laren,” she called up the ramp ahead of her, unable to keep pace with the Bajoran, and wondering where her sudden burst of energy was coming from. “Not eight hours. Ten. I’d better not see you in uniform until you’ve gotten ten solid hours of sleep. I need you fresh. Understood?”

Laren nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.” 

Kieran accompanied Ro Laren to the turbolift, smiling at her. 

“You’re getting soft in your old age, KT,” she chuckled. 

“Me? The Ro Laren I served with on Enterprise wouldn’t have capitulated so quickly to an order to go sleep,” she teased. “Besides, you’re older than me. If anyone is getting soft in their old age, it’s you,” she accused. 

Laren laughed. “Yeah. Love does that to you,” she acknowledged. 

“How are things at Chez Wildwoman?” Kieran teased, knowing Laren truly understood the softening effect of love, now. And thank God P’Arth is gone and not muddying the emotional waters any longer.

“I can’t complain. I’m trying to roll with the punches. It’s gotten to the point where Kit needs to be with Ems and Jenny, again, and I’m trying to be okay with that,” she confided. They stepped off the turbolift on the officers quarters deck, walking slowly. 

Kieran nodded. “It gets easier. The first time the Wildwomen and I went away together, I had to really force myself to let Naomi go. It was frightening. But it’s worth it, Laren. I promise, you’ll feel more bonded to Kit for allowing her to get her needs met.”

“That’s the goal,” she smirked. “This is me,” she stated the obvious, keying her entry. “Sweet dreams, Captain.”

Kieran grinned. “You too, Commander.”

Laren stepped inside her quarters, where the junior Wildwomen were all waiting up for her, along with Joely Winfield.

“Hey everybody,” she greeted them. “You weren’t waiting up for me, were you?” she gazed around the room, and could instantly tell something was wrong. Joely’s face looked troubled.

“Joely? What are you doing here so late?” she asked, concerned. Kate Pulaski and her lover had been struggling to adjust to living together, and ever since Kate had refused Joely’s marriage proposal, the relationship had been on shaky ground. 

Joely sighed. “I came to talk to you, but you weren’t home. So your lovely harem let me whine to them about my troubles,” she admitted.

“Problems in paradise?” Laren asked gently, easing down in the floor beside the doctor. 

“Kate moved out,” Joely replied faintly. “I guess I shouldn’t have proposed,” she added.

Laren hugged her momentarily, something that six months before she would have never done. “There’s nothing wrong with asking,” she insisted, looking pointedly at Kit. “I know how much it hurts to be turned down,” she added. 

Kit scowled at her but said nothing. 

“Did you call the relationship quits completely?” Laren asked, seeing the pain in her friend’s eyes. 

“I don’t know what we did. She just moved her stuff out and when I came off Alpha shift, she told me things were awkward and uncomfortable, and she needed time and space,” she said, sighing raggedly. “My quarters feel big as the Delta Quadrant, now,” she lamented, a puzzled look on her face. 

Kit touched Joely’s thigh. “Time and space isn’t the same as ‘it’s over’,” she contended. 

“Yeah,” Emily agreed, “Kit moved out of our quarters for awhile, but she came back,” she asserted. “Kate probably just needs to think things through, Joely. She’s a smart woman. She’s not going to let you get away,” Emily assured her, reaching for her hand. 

“And until she comes to her senses, you come hang with us,” Jenny invited her. “We can flirt a lot better than Kate can,” she promised, winking at the doctor. 

Joely grinned. “Careful, Jen. I might start liking it. Laren sure did get used to it awfully quickly,” she teased the Bajoran. 

Laren stuck her tongue out at Joely. “I just put up a good front,” she contended haughtily. “They still scare the bejesus out of me when they give me the look,” she accused her roommates. 

Jenny was sitting facing Laren in the floor, and leaned in close. “The lady doth protest too much, methinks,” she shot back, leering at Ro.

Ro gave her an enigmatic look. 

“Shakespeare,” Kit explained. “I think anyway.”

Jenny nodded. “Hamlet. Act III, I believe,” she said absently. 

Ro scowled. “Who or what is Shakespeare and what is a Hamlet?”

Emily smirked. “A hamlet is a miniature pork sandwich,” she smarted. 

Jenny shook her head, laughing. “Shakespeare is one of the most famous authors from Earth. He wrote plays and sonnets. He was very, very prolific considering he only lived to be 52. He’s probably also one of the most quoted writers of all time.”

Emily looked at Jenny, awed. “How do you know these things?”

Jenny shrugged. “My folks were big on the classics. We didn’t watch vids as kids, we read, and were read to. My father read A Midsummer Night’s Dream to me when I was just a little kid. I loved all the fairies and stuff,” she recalled fancifully. “And the fair Titania, who loved Bottom, even though he was literally an ass,” she added.

Joely nodded. “I always liked that theme, for obvious reasons—Beauty and the Beast,” she agreed. 

Kit considered momentarily. No one would ever mistake Joely for pretty, but she was by no means homely. Just decidedly masculine, for a woman, but Kit thought it suited Joely, actually. Still, Kit knew Joely’s ego was limping after Kate’s hasty departure, and letting the doctor mentally berate herself was not a wise agenda. “Joely,” she put in, “you’re no beast,” she asserted.

Laren snorted. “And Kate’s no beauty,” she teased, nudging her friend. 

“Besides,” Jenny agreed, “beauty is only skin deep.”

“Ugly goes clear to the bone,” Joely finished the quote, grinning.

“Who said that?” Emily asked, chuckling.

“Dorothy Parker,” Joely supplied. “I thought since Jenny was getting all literary on us,” she teased. “So what do I do?” she asked her assembled companions. “You all have this relationship thing down,” she grumbled.

Laren snorted. “It’s a carefully constructed illusion,” she contended. “If it were me, I’d give her the time and space she’s asking for. If she comes back, it will be because she made a rational decision to do so.”

Kit nodded. “I agree. Let her see what living without you is like, and she’ll come back screaming,” she opined. 

Jenny and Emily were nodding, as well, and Joely resolved to do just that. “Okay. I’m trusting you guys. If this doesn’t work, you all have to marry me,” she quipped.

Laren leaned against the doctor. “Better yet, you and I will go off alone together,” she offered. “I’m still a one woman woman.”

Kit crossed her arms defiantly. “So you say.”

Emily giggled, lightly pushing Kit’s shoulder. “You can’t even joke about it without getting jealous,” she pointed out accurately. 

Joely held up her hands. “No threat from me, kids, I promise. Laren’s not my type. Way too young,” she joked. 

_______________

Kieran Wildman, B'Elanna Lessing, Ro Laren, and Kathryn Janeway pored over data, star charts, troop availability records, the Bajoran database on Cardassian weaponry, intelligence reports. Jenny Wildman slipped into the war room, carrying a heavy tray loaded with food and drinks. 

“Lieutenant,” Kieran gave her a befuddled look, “I didn’t ask—”

“No, Captain, you didn’t,” she interrupted. “But I noticed this morning that Laren’s uniforms are getting baggy in the seat. You’re all working too hard and not eating enough. So I took the liberty. Would you like to demote me for it?” she asked sweetly.

Kieran smirked. “Thank you, Lieutenant. It was thoughtful of you.”

Jenny knelt in the floor beside Laren’s chair. “This is a vitamin supplement,” she said pointedly to the Bajoran, handing her a vial. “I want you to start taking it every day. I had Joely formulate it for your species, age, and stress level. This shake is loaded with calories,” she indicated the frosted tumbler in front of the Bajoran. “If you don’t eat anything else, Laren, please drink it. It’s moba fruit flavored, your favorite,” she said persuasively. “Can I get you anything?” she asked hopefully, the approbation in her eyes abundantly clear to everyone watching.

Laren smiled fondly at her roommate. “How about a hypospray for terminal embarrassment?” she asked, laughing. “Should I call you Mommy?”

Jenny scowled at her. “You can call me whatever names you like, as long as you stop losing weight,” she scolded. “Captain,” she directed her remarks to Kieran. “You can wipe that smug expression right off your face, because Naomi sent this for you,” she stood up and handed her a supplement shake as well. “Chocolate. You’re both horrible about starving yourselves, and we’re tired of worrying about you. Understood?” she demanded, sounding so much like Kathryn, everyone burst out laughing.

Kieran and Laren exchanged sheepish looks and nodded obediently. “Yes, Ma’am,” they chorused. 

“Good,” Jenny said, spinning on her heel. “Lenara says to tell you the check up went fine. Your daughter is almost as big as your wife’s symbiont,” she reported.  “Ladies, enjoy your lunch.”

Kathryn suppressed her laughter until Jenny was gone, and then fell out. “I guess she told you two,” she howled.

B'Elanna looked at Laren. “Ro’s got a girlfriend,” she said in a sing-song voice. 

“Eat your heart out, Toruk-DOH,” Laren replied. “She’s a hell of a lot prettier than Noah.”

Kieran sipped her protein drink. “So, Laren, is there a change in the wind?” she teased. 

Laren gave her a scathing look. “They’re great roommates. They watch out for me. That’s all,” she replied. 

Kathryn nudged Kieran. “She sounds defensive to me. That must mean she and Jenny are all that and a photon torpedo,” she said knowingly. 

“Well, if they’re not,” Kieran replied, “Jenny sure wishes they were. Laren, how can you resist such a sweet, considerate young thing?”

“Hump a Pah-wraith, Wildwoman,” she smarted. “We’re good friends. That’s it.” She tasted her drink, and smiled broadly. “Prophets, this is great,” she enthused. “I could get used to this. Is this what it’s like to have a whole harem of wives, Kieran?” she asked sarcastically.

Kieran laughed. “I’d fall over if my wives looked as adoringly at me as Jenny just looked at you, Ro,” she shot back. 

“She did not,” Laren growled, digging into her Ratamba stew. “Oh, this is Celestial,” she breathed. “Emily has been cooking for me again. God, I really should marry them both,” she decided. “Kieran, taste this.” She held out a spoon, and Kieran accepted the bite.

“Wow. That’s the best Ratamba stew I’ve ever had. Emily learned to make Bajoran food?” she asked, brown eyes twinkling with amusement.

“She and Jenny both. One of them cooks for me every night,” Laren admitted. “I get home, and no matter how late it is, dinner is under a stasis lid for me.”

B'Elanna pretended to pout. “Do you lend them out? Because Noah can’t seem to manage the kids and dinner in the same night,” she complained. 

“Not on your life. I know I’ve got the best deal going,” Laren replied. “I should really do something to thank them,” she said thoughtfully. “I mean, I get up and they’ve got breakfast waiting, I get to work and there are little notes in my comm account from all three of them, I come home and my laundry is done, my bed is made, dinner is ready, and more often than not, one of them is waiting up for me. It’s really very sweet,” she said, blushing. 

“Well, the wooing campaign seems to be working, then,” Kieran commented, grinning at her friend. 

“Does Kit pay any attention to you, or is it just her wives?” Kathryn chuckled. 

Laren waggled her eyebrows. “You have no idea how attentive your granddaughter can be,” she replied, oozing innuendo. 

“Okay. On that note, eat and get back to work,” Kathryn replied, throwing a grape at the Bajoran. 

Laren stuck her tongue out. “Who died and made you Captain again?” she smarted. 

Kathryn rolled her eyes. “Jesus, I can tell you’re Kit’s lover. You’re starting to be as much of a smart-ass as she is.”

Kieran touched Laren’s sleeve. “I think it’s great, Ro. Really. Love suits you. Your sense of humor is almost as good as Seven’s,” she quipped, winking at Kathryn. 

Ro scowled. “I think I’ve been insulted.”

“I’ll tell her Borgness you said so,” Kieran laughed, drinking down her shake. “She might have an assimilation tubule with your name on it if you piss her off.”

_______________ 

Kathryn Janeway lay in bed, unable to sleep. Her stomach was in a hard knot, and her mind would not shut down to let her drift into peaceful repose. Instead, she kept seeing pieces of the Sagan. She kept thinking of Tom Paris. She had wanted to be able to go to the funeral, but the Sato was slated to go track down the Cardassians who had done this to the Sagan, the second Lenara Wildman solved the shielding problem. Revenge would taste sweet, if they got in a battle and blew those snake-faced bastards to Kingdom Come. But Kieran’s orders were to try to take them alive, because Starfleet Intelligence wanted to question them, before they tried them for their crimes. Kathryn wished, darkly, that she were in charge again, so she could disobey that order and kill them anyway.

Seven of Nine turned over, facing her spouse, ever aware of Kathryn, knowing the woman had not slept a wink. “Darling,” she said softly, “if we’re going to be awake all night, there are better reasons than worrying,” she advised, reaching to take Kathryn in Borg enhanced arms. 

Kathryn moved into her embrace, sighing. “I’m sorry, Seven, am I keeping you awake?” she asked apologetically.

“Only in that I feel you not sleeping. What are you thinking about?” she asked, stroking Kathryn’s tousled auburn hair in her gentle hand.

“Tom Paris. His funeral was today,” she mentioned. “It took Owen all this time to muster up the courage to get through it.”

“I know. I sent a large floral arrangement on behalf of our family. I hope that was all right,” she added, kissing Kathryn’s forehead.

“It was very considerate of you, and I should have thought of it myself. I’ve been so strung out over this investigation, I wasn’t even conscious of the social niceties,” she berated herself. 

“That’s why captains and ambassadors need wives,” Seven pointed out. “We remember the social niceties. I am sorry you are grieving his death, my love,” she said quietly. “B'Elanna took it much harder than I expected, and Neelix acts as though the sun will not shine again,” she sighed. “It’s good B'Elanna has this investigation to take her mind off of it.”

“Yes. I wish poor Owen were as busy, bless his heart,” she said thickly. “He’s like a father to me, in some ways, and my thoughts have been so heavily with him.”

Seven nodded. “Mine, as well. He’s a lovely man. And he was so proud of Tom for rejoining the fleet.”

“I have to get up in an hour,” Kathryn groused, “and that much sleep won’t do me any good. I know ordinarily we’d make love, but is it okay with you if we just stay like this?”

Seven laughed deep in her chest, the richness of the sound like a caress of Kathryn’s senses. “I love holding you, Kathryn. And I am not in a frenzy to make love,” she promised. “Do you think this terrorist threat is going to force your transition back to command?” she asked, squeezing Kathryn affectionately. 

“God, I hope not. This is exactly the sort of mission that makes me glad not to be in charge. Seeing the Sagan dismantled and fragmented made me want to run back to Earth and find a job in a dairy, or something.” 

“You, milking cows?” Seven laughed melodiously. “Farmer Kathryn. I can see it. And I will bake bread. Your mother would be so happy. Don’t fret, my darling. We will be fine. We always are when we’re together. As long as we stand united, nothing can sever our bond,” she noted.

Kathryn nodded. “I know. I just wish it were over,” she admitted. “I was looking forward to a slower pace.”

Seven kissed her lightly. “Darling, you are the one that chose this pace. Kieran has not once asked for your help—you simply volunteer it. Don’t tell me you don’t miss the big chair.”

“I don’t, Seven, I swear,” she defended herself. “It’s just that Kieran says she needs my input. And honestly, she does benefit from my experience.”

Seven laughed. “Then stop complaining, and admit you love being in the thick of things. Sometimes, I would bet my life it’s not the command aspects you crave, so much as just being kept in the loop of the latest information,” she teased.

“Well, there is that. Being out of the loop does frustrate me, but Kieran is good about making sure I get the critical details. Honestly, she treats me like I’m still just as important as I was in command—not that she lets me be the captain, but she treats me like a consultant. It’s the best of both worlds, really. All the inside information and none of the responsibility.”

Seven hugged her. “Well, as long as you don’t miss it,” she said sarcastically.

______________

Ro Laren practically stumbled through the door of the quarters she shared with Kit, Emily and Jenny. She could not remember the last time she had slept a full eight hours. She didn’t even make it to her room, before collapsing on the sofa in the living room. 

Jenny Wildman had heard the Bajoran come in, and crept out of her bedroom. Emily was sleeping with Kit, and since Laren was rarely home except to sleep and occasionally shower, it was good that Kit had reconnected with her wives. Laren was already asleep, seconds after lying down. 

Jenny watched the Bajoran sleeping, the steady rise and fall of her chest, the slenderness of her cheekbones. Laren had long, dark eyelashes that Jenny thought were stunning, and she drank in every feature of the older woman. The temptation to kiss her was nearly overwhelming, but instead Jenny reached for the comforter on the back of the couch, shaking it out and draping it over Laren’s body. As she dropped it beneath the Bajoran’s chin, Laren awakened with a gasp and snatched Jenny’s wrist, sitting bolt upright totally in a panic.

“Laren, it’s me,” Jenny assured her, trying not to wince at the pain in her bent back hand. 

“Jen? Prophets straddling a bantaca, you scared the benawa out of me,” she breathed. “Sorry. I was having a nightmare, I guess. I thought you were the Cardassian guard.”

Jenny sat down beside her, perched on the edge of the couch. “Ji’talia, are you okay?” she asked sweetly, touching Ro’s cheek.  

Laren nodded. “I had to look through the Sagan’s bridge vid again today. It’s hard watching people die over and over.” She sighed. “Jenny, I wanted to thank you. You and Emily both. You take such great care of me, and you’re so kind and thoughtful. I’m getting spoiled by it. Thank you,” she said sincerely. “I feel so much better since you got me on those vitamin supplements.”

“Well, your uniform isn’t sagging so much now, what with the daily shakes. And Emily and I have been adding calorie boosters to your food. It’s paying off,” she replied, meeting Laren’s gaze shyly. 

“I wonder sometimes why you care one way or the other,” she admitted. 

Jenny gave her the most piteous look. “Is it really so difficult to understand, Ro Laren?” she demanded impatiently. 

“I—didn’t mean to offend you. I’m sorry, I’m just worn out. I should go to bed.”

“Dinner’s on the counter if you’re hungry,” she replied, kissing Laren’s cheek. “Sleep well, Averone.”

Laren ate as much as she could stay awake for, and dragged herself off to bed. Her bed had been made, a freshly pressed uniform was laid out for her, and lying on her pillow was a single red rose, a sketch that Jenny had done of the Janeway’s farm blanketed in snow, and a note. 

She unfolded the paper, and read:

Rare and beautiful

Unique as the snowflakes she was so fascinated by

Silent as sleep

She catches the light

No two are alike they say

But everyone falls the same

Floating down to drifts of white

I fall from the sky

I try to hold her elusiveness

But she is snow that disappears against my fingertips

Contemplating a world I have taken for granted

A world that shines for her

I saw it through her eyes

Penetrating, perfect, sparkling like the crystals beneath our feet

--J. Cake

Laren would have laughed at the signature, but she was too busy trying to digest the meaning. She set the gifts aside on her nightstand, stripped off her clothing, and crawling into bed naked, she drifted off to sleep thinking: Everyone falls the same. I fall from the sky. Fall into her. I’m fallen like the snow. Fallen at her feet.
_______________

Lenara Wildman had solved the riddle of the shield modifications, and the Engineering department was working double shifts to implement the changes. Naomi and Robin Wildman were pulling extra shifts in Engineering, as was Seven of Nine, to lend a hand. Even Kathryn and Kieran had come to swap out wiring and isolinear chips and gel packs. February had come and gone, and the Sato crew had been working at a feverish pace since the holidays. Everyone was on the brink of collapse from exhaustion, but they kept slogging away. 

Ro Laren’s team was devising a search strategy, extrapolating from the series of terrorist attacks along the Cardassian border. She had put Emily Wildman to work helping her analyze the data, looking for a telltale pattern that might predict where the next strike would be. Emily was grateful to be able to contribute, and Laren was relying on her input as if she were the most seasoned senior officer. When Emily commented on it, Laren only smiled and said “Who do you think is going to be running this department when Seven and Kathryn settle into domestic bliss?”

Emily was stunned. “Seven is retiring?” she asked. 

“Not right away, but she is planning to cut back her hours. I’m sure Kieran has you slated to run this show, next,” she said proudly. “Ems, I’m putting this in your hands because it’s the best choice in the circumstances, and you’re doing a wonderful job on this analysis. I’ve already suggested that you get a commendation for the hours you’re devoting. And I’ve loved working closely with you,” she admitted.

“You have?” Emily asked, delighted. 

Laren nodded. “You’re a lot prettier than Jared Jamison,” she teased, waggling her eyebrows. 

“You’re getting really good at that,” Emily noted, laughing. 

Laren looked puzzled. “Good at what?” she asked.

“Flirting and bantering,” Emily replied, touching Laren’s sleeve. “Hey, Kit says you two play Velocity a lot. I’d like to take you on sometime. I doubt I’m as good as you, but I’d probably get better if I played someone above my level,” she decided. 

“Anytime,” Laren agreed. “Well, anytime we actually aren’t working,” she laughed. 

Emily tapped in commands, biting her lip. “That’s the last set of coordinates. I’ve got every attack entered since the end of the Dominion War,” she muttered, setting parameters. 

Laren’s eyes widened. “I only asked for the last six months,” she noted. 

“Yeah, well, I entered that and tried every scenario I could think of, and there was no pattern. But look at this,” she pointed to the display.

“What are these yellow squares?” Laren asked, intrigued by the web of activity.

“Orion Syndicate raids,” she replied. “Watch this,” she tapped in a command that removed the Orion Syndicate data, and brought back the terrorist attack data.

“I don’t see a pattern,” Laren groused, disappointed. 

“Patience, Ji’talia,” she said softly, the word a Bajoran endearment that meant, loosely, sweetheart. “Now look,” she added the Orion Syndicate data back in.

“Sorry. I don’t see it,” Laren scowled. 

Emily nodded. “I’m going to take out the oldest data for the Orion Syndicate. Wait.” She deducted several squares, and then the pattern was distinct. 

“Prophets in the temple,” Laren breathed. She grabbed Emily and hugged her. “This is the next strike, I bet,” she pointed to the logical conclusion. 

“My conclusion too,” Emily noted, tapping another key, which added a large red bulls-eye to the display. 

“I’ll tell the Captain,” Laren agreed. She gazed at Emily a moment longer, impressed. “You are—an incredible woman,” she announced, kissing Emily’s cheek. “Kieran is gonna decorate you like a Christmas tree if this is right,” she laughed. 

Emily stood there, gaping open mouthed as Laren sprinted out of Astrometrics, touching her cheek where Laren had kissed it. 

Seven of Nine had seen the entire exchange between the two women, and she crept up beside Emily, gently closing Emily’s mouth for her. “Someone has it bad,” she smarted.

Emily was too happy to even argue.

Laren jogged all the way to the turbolift, heading for the bridge. Kieran was not there. “Jenny,” she said to her roommate, “where’s the Captain?”

“Ready room,” Jenny replied.

Laren hustled down the ramp and rang the chime. Kieran called out “Come!” 

Kieran was consulting with Kathryn, and the two women looked up expectantly.

“Captain!” Laren said, out of breath and excited. “Ems did the most amazing thing. You have got to see this,” she laughed exuberantly. 

Kieran had never seen Ro Laren quite so ebullient. She smiled at the dark haired woman who rarely cracked a smile, but was beaming at her. “She solved the meaning of life?” she smarted. 


Laren was taken aback. “Uh—no,” she seemed puzzled.

Kathryn laughed at her deflated expression. “Well  the way you’re practically bursting it must be at least that big,” she teased, waving Laren into a seat.

“No, Ma’am, you have to see this,” she insisted, actually grabbing Kathryn’s arm and dragging her out of her chair. She pulled Kieran up next.

It was so uncharacteristic for Laren to touch anyone, and certainly to tell the former CO what to do, that Kathryn was too curious to protest. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“Astrometrics,” Laren replied, marching them out the door. “Emily made a model to predict the next terrorist attack—and Kathryn—and Captain—it is simply—” she waved her hands, trying to find a superlative. “Be’onom’iru,” she concluded. 

Kathryn smirked. She had spent enough time with Lenara and Naomi to know that compliments don’t get much larger, for a Trill. “Cosmically enlightened?” 

Kieran was chuckling, noting that Laren was truly flushed with pride in Emily’s accomplishment, but was probably totally unaware of how doting she sounded.

Laren nodded. “It is brilliant. You’re going to do a back-flip. I would have never thought of it in a million years—a zillion,” she said enthusiastically. 

Kathryn chuckled, letting Laren rush her down the corridor to the lab. “Oh, my, a zillion?” she teased. “That’s almost as old as me,” she added. 

Laren scowled playfully at her. “I can’t wait to watch that smug look fall off your face,” she promised, practically shoving them through the Astrometrics lab doors. “Ems!” she hollered. “Show them.” She deposited Kathryn in a chair and stepped aside so Kieran could watch the screen.

Emily blushed, but did the demonstration again.

“Damn, Ems,” Kieran breathed. “Amazing work.”

Kathryn’s jaw hit her chest. “How the hell did you even think to include the Orion Syndicate data, Emily? I—Starfleet Intelligence thought they were defunct in this sector,” she shook her head. “Laren, I stand corrected. This is definitely be’onom’iru, indeed,” she agreed. “What made you think to look at them?”

Emily smiled faintly. “Something Laren said the other night about the strength of the Syndicate during the Cardassian occupation of Bajor,” she admitted. “It was a long shot, but the terrorist attack data was a total wash, so I figured, why not give it a try.”

“I need to contact Owen Paris. And I won’t forget to tell him who figured this out. Emily,” Kieran laid her hand on the Lieutenant’s back, “you might want to think about a career change. Intelligence. You’d be outstanding at it,” she complimented her. 

Emily dipped her head. “Actually, I’m happy right where I am. But thanks for the suggestion,” she said softly, smiling warmly at Laren.

________________

Detara cleaned up the dinner dishes, peeved that Keh’grang had actually been allowed to eat at the table with Ja’Kir, Katie Torres, and P’Arth. Keh’grang had been in P’Arth’s good graces ever since Detara’s quasi-confrontation with Lenara Kahn, and Detara knew for a certainty that P’Arth was trying to make a point. P’Arth was big on breaking the spirits of those who served her, whether it be an actual servant or a weaker Klingon house that had aligned itself with P’Arth’s house. 

P’Arth’s husband’s will made it specifically clear that P’Arth was to inherit his lands, his livestock, his wealth, and that it would be hers until Ja’Kir was in his twenties, and capable of taking it all over. There was a codicil that mandated that P’Arth would, even then, keep the main house in First City. The high families of the Empire had been outraged. Women were not supposed to inherit land or property, and there was a constant rumbling among the prominent men of the populace for a legal challenge to P’Arth’s inheritance. The greed of the weaker families aligned with the house of Ve’chuk reared its head occasionally, and Detara knew there was always the threat of a challenge from an ambitious leader who fancied stealing P’Arth’s assets. 

P’Arth was shrewd, and Detara had watched her manipulate and negotiate her way into this place of power and honor. The more P’Arth’s popularity grew, the more the traditional males wanted to put her in her place, and it was only a matter of time until she would be made an example of. But Detara also understood what P’Arth was trying to accomplish, what her vision was for the women of the Empire. It confused Detara, however, whenever P’Arth took Keh’grang to her bed, or forced Detara to sleep with him. How could the Chancellor, on one hand, be a devout activist for women’s rights, and then so callously deprive Detara of hers?

Detara threw the dirty plates into the recycler, gnashing her teeth. P’Arth was ordinarily a loyal woman, and yet her loyalties passed over Detara, despite the fact that P’Arth’s wealth, her power, her position, were all things Detara had made possible when she killed Mor’dehK. She had long debated telling the Chancellor so, but her courage failed her. P’Arth would either thank her properly and accord her greater status, or P’Arth would kill her for it. Detara wasn’t sure which. 

Keh’grang came into the kitchen boisterously. “I was sent to assist you,” he said in a voice too loud and arrogant. 

Detara planted her hands on her hips. “Assist me? The work is all but done,” she spat, annoyed at his lack of timing. “Did you enjoy your dinner?” she sneered.

Keh’grang was chagrined at her tone. “Why, Detara, do you despise me so? I have nothing but love and adoration to give you, and yet you treat me like so much bak’tag,” he accused her accurately.

“Why indeed?” she shot back, bundling her long shock of hair into the thong it had fallen out of. “I have been with the Chancellor longer than you, yet I am never treated as more than a servant, and you dine at her table with her child,” she hissed. 

Keh’grang regarded her coolly. “You may have been in her service longer, my dear,” he noted pointedly, “but you are a former inmate. Any honor you have derives only from her. Why should she elevate you to a higher status than servant? You are lucky to have been freed from Rura Penthe in the first place,” he stated flatly, knowing Detara could not argue that point successfully. 

“How did you know about that?” she demanded, taking a menacing posture before him as if to challenge him physically. 

He laughed derisively. “P’Arth told me, how else?” he replied nonchalantly. “I am in her confidence. If you want to win her favor, I suggest you learn to be more docile. Anticipate her needs. Do her bidding without complaint. And foremost, stop resisting the liaison she wishes between us,” he urged her. 

Detara snorted indignantly. “Of course, you’d counsel that,” she said in a mocking tone. “You are the one that wants the liaison, not P’Arth. I have seen how you look at me, like a lovesick Ha’Di’bah,” she boasted, sticking her chin out defiantly.

Keh’grang grabbed her by the arm and bent back her hand, digging his fingernails into her palm until the blood ran. “If you call me such, I will behave as such,” he warned her. “I have tried only to please you, Detara. You delude yourself if you think P’Arth will ever love you. Her standards are far too high, her name too revered, for her to mate with a pardoned criminal. You would be lucky to have me,” he growled, then pushed her away roughly, baring his teeth as she slammed into the corner of the room. 

Detara’s eyes warmed. “Perhaps there is more man to you than boy, after all,” she said begrudgingly, astonished that he had finally asserted himself. 

He took a step toward her. “I would be more than happy to demonstrate that there is no lingering boyishness about me,” he snarled, reaching down to yank her off the floor. He pinned her against the wall, kissing her with biting, bruising intensity, his bulk overpowering her more slender frame. He was gratified when Detara bit him back, drawing a fine trickle of blood from his bottom lip. “Meet me tonight,” he demanded. “After the Chancellor is asleep.”

Detara hesitated, but then agreed. “Tonight,” she echoed. Perhaps my devotion to P’Arth is given too freely. A bit of competition never hurt, and may force her hand. 

The children were in bed sleeping, and P’Arth had spent the better part of the evening composing a subspace message to Ro Laren, encouraging her not to lose heart, though the investigation into the terrorist attacks seemed interminable. She gave her the details of their progress in her talks with the Federation over the Khitomer accords, told Laren how Katie Torres fared, and asked Laren to tell B'Elanna and Kieran that their daughter was well, but possibly not learning her lesson as they had hoped: she actually liked qagh. P’Arth knew Laren would laugh at that, and took great pains to be amusing and charming in the message, which is why it took her so long to create the missive in the first place. 

Then the Chancellor turned her attention to the biography of Lenara Kahn’s life that Emily Wildman had written. P’Arth had made a pilgrimage to Kieran Wildman’s statue on the campus of Starfleet Academy, and on a side trip into the campus bookstore, she found Emily’s work. She bought a copy in hardback, because the hardback had a section of holoimages that the PADD version and the paperback version did not have. P’Arth admired the Trill as much as she ever had another person, and found herself studying the pictures, trying to glean as much insight from them as she could. In the back of the book, there was an image of Emily, with her own short bio, and information about the book itself, how many printings it had been through, how flattered she was at its success. P’Arth thought Emily’s humility was a delightful thing, and she respected the girl’s writing ability. Biographies could be dull, when left to the wrong author, but Emily had a decided flare for telling a tale. 

Late into the night, Keh’grang came to her room, where P’Arth was stretched out in her nightgown, reading. She looked him up and down, wondering what might have him up and about at such an hour.

He handed her a data disc, looking pleased with himself. “I have finally succeeded in the mission,” he said in a teasing tone. 

P’Arth’s eyes flew open wide as she took the disc and sat up on her bed. “You’re kidding,” she said lightly, disbelieving him. 

“I never kid about sex,” Keh’grang said confidently. “Please, Chancellor, promise me this will not end up in the adult sections of the Klingon libraries,” he admonished her, snickering. “I hope it pleases you,” he said less brashly. 

P’Arth let out a deep, rumbling growl as she launched herself off her bed, standing to face him. “What pleases me,” she said assertively, “is you. Your single-minded loyalty to me is the most potent aphrodisiac I can envision,” she advised him, dropping to her knees and unfastening his pants. 

It was a first for Keh’grang, to have a woman pleasure him this way, and his knees were instantly weak, but he held his ground, steadying himself with his hands in P’Arth’s hair. He groaned loudly as she bit him, shuddering and gasping at her finesse. 

“Tell me,” she murmured, grasping his member in her hand firmly, “did Detara wear you out?” she asked, gazing up at him from her place at his feet. 

“She tried,” he admitted, laughing. “But you have trained me well, mistress,” he complimented her. 

She stood and pushed him back on her bed, crawling over him, opening her nightgown. “Prove it,” she commanded him.

Without prelude he threw her over onto her back and entered her roughly, pinning her wrists to the bed, moving just enough to tease her. “Tell me when you are convinced,” he taunted her, pulling the gown up and over her breasts and ravishing them as she writhed beneath him. 

P’Arth was, in fact, convinced over the course of the next two hours, and when the artificial daylight dawned, Keh’grang was still driving her to ecstasy, repeatedly taking her over that edge, all the while waiting for her to be sated and to beg for his release. The second she indicated she was satisfied, he was about to allow himself to climax. P’Arth moved them over, so that he was on his back, and moved back down his body, filling her mouth with him again.  He cried out frantically at the pulling sensation, hips lifting off the bed as he let go of the pent up need, and collapsing in utter exhaustion. “I wish,” he gasped, lying back against her pillows, “I could give you a child.”

P’Arth traced the outline of his abdominal muscles with one finger, smiling. “I am too old, but I am sure your son would be a fine addition to my house,” she complimented him. “If Detara bears you a child, I will release you both from my service and give you lands, a home, a place in my alliance,” she promised him. “Would that make you happy?” she asked him.

He nodded. “It would,” he allowed. “However, Detara does not love me. I wouldn’t want her that way. She is not a world to be conquered, but a woman to be won,” he decided. “Tonight gave me some hope she may be winnable,” he sighed. 

P’Arth grinned wickedly at him. “Let’s watch the recording and see how much progress you made,” she laughed, rolling out of bed and slipping the disc into her workstation. 

________________

While the engineering team labored over the shield modifications, the investigative team caught up on their sleep. Ro Laren had collapsed into bed, grateful for the time to recharge her batteries, and after twelve solid hours of sleep, she felt almost like she might survive another day. She had awakened three hours into Alpha shift, and the quarters were empty. 

Laren had rarely been home alone, and it struck her that she had just as rarely been in anyone’s bedroom but her own, though sometimes she slept in Kit’s room. Usually they stayed in Laren’s room, without consciously doing so. She crept through the quarters, checking to see if anything needed to be done. She recycled towels, sheets, pillow cases and made the beds. She recycled clothing and left it neatly folded on her roommates respective beds. 

Jenny’s room was an interesting mix of decorations. A framed sketch Naomi had done hung over her bed, and there were framed photos of Jenny and her wives at their wedding on the curio shelf over Jenny’s desk, along with photos of Jenny’s family. There was also a photo of the basketball team she had been part of her senior year. Right in the center of the shelf was a photo of Jenny, Emily, Kit and Laren from their diving trip. Jenny had books and music discs in her bookcase, a glass heart Kit had given her, flowers in a vase. Photos she had taken underwater diving adorned the other walls. Laren decided to start with Jenny.

She left gifts on her bed that she hoped Jenny would like. A book of Bajoran poetry, three poems she had written herself, and a landscape photo of Bajor’s oceans. She took one of Jenny’s poems from the book Jenny had given her, wrote it out in her own handwriting, and replicated a frame for it. She hung that on a bare spot on the wall by the door. She left her a box of jumja cakes, with a note that said: cake for my jumja cake. Love, Laren. 

As she placed the box on Jenny’s desk, she noticed an open book with Jenny’s handwriting in it. She ordinarily wouldn’t have read something personal, but at the top of the page she saw her own name, and her eyes were drawn down the page. It appeared to be a journal entry.

but I don’t think she notices, it said on the first line. Laren isn’t necessarily observant for someone who is trained in security, at least, not when it comes to things of an emotional nature. Or maybe she is trying to ignore my transparency, to make me feel less ridiculous and obvious. I watched her sleeping the other night, just stood there, memorizing her face. What would it be like to be that beautiful, I wonder; she is so elegant that I almost cried, studying the perfect slope of her throat, the delicate angles of her face, the gentle brush of her eyelashes on her porcelain skin. I don’t think she realizes the effect she has on me, that I am compelled to draw her and paint her in a futile attempt to capture her essence. It cannot be expressed in mere brush strokes and ink lines. She cannot be reduced to verse, though I have tried. I search for any means to describe her, some tangible format that can embody her and 
Laren was sorely tempted to turn the page, but she forced herself to stop reading. She was so stunned, she had to sit down on the bed she had just made. She could not imagine anyone wanting to watch her sleep, let alone memorize her features, and she had never really understood Jenny’s tendency to draw her, but there it was, in Jenny’s own words. Jenny was trying to capture Laren in a physical medium. The Bajoran wondered what trick of the Pah-wraiths would make Jenny aspire to something so inexplicable. She fidgeted on Jenny’s bed, dying to know what the rest of the diary entry said. She tried desperately to force herself out of Jenny’s room, but the temptation was too intense. She threw up her hands as if she had lost a colossal battle with herself, leapt off the edge of Jenny’s bed, and read on:

fill this empty longing. I am exposed by my love, with no chance at mounting a single defense. I have felt this way only one other time, my heart hanging in the balance, suspended by a thin, breakable thread of hope: when I fell in love with Emily, and I had no idea if she would ever love me back. Because she did, eventually, I have never lived with the disappointment that threatened. Now it is my constant companion. I have no hope that Laren will ever love me this way.  

Laren’s jaw hit her chest. She read the passage at least three times before she closed her mouth again. She touched the page, awed. Jenny loves me. She’s in love with me. How is that even possible? Laren studied the archaic medium, pen and paper, and wondered at it. Humans seemed to value the written word more if it was on paper than PADD. Kit had told Laren once that it was a more personal way to communicate, harkening back to ancient times on Earth, before the advent of electronic communications. Jenny in particular favored it, and unless she was on duty, she rarely used a PADD. It was one of the reasons Laren had written a poem of Jenny’s out in longhand for framing, because Laren knew Jenny loved handwriting. Jenny had mentioned once that having a person’s signature was like owning a little piece of that person, and that’s why humans valued autographs of their heroes. Laren knew at one time, Kit had been besieged for autographs when she was National Kenpo Champion. Kieran had likewise been asked for autographs while they were on Earth. Laren had witnessed it more than once, and had asked Jenny about it. Laren also knew that Kit valued the signed photograph of Kieran’s old basketball team almost as much as the jersey Kieran gave Kit when the two women first met. 

Laren laughed at herself. It was so like herself to go off on a mental tangent when anything emotional came up. Jenny was right. Laren really was oblivious about emotions, and when anything provoked her own, she ran from them mentally. She puzzled over it, because clearly, Jenny confronted her own emotions, even when they caused her great pain. I am causing her pain because I don’t return her feelings, Laren realized. She reached for a photo of Jenny and picked it up, gazing at the younger, taller woman’s face. Jenny was always smiling, in every photo Laren had ever seen of her. It was a rare thing for Jenny to frown, or scowl. Laren set the photo down again, and went to Jenny’s book shelf. She took the framed wedding photo of Emily, Kit and Jenny, clad in their Hawaiian garb. Jenny was so lovely, flowers woven in the soft strands of her fine brown hair, smiling at Emily with such adoration and excitement. The three women stood in a circle, holding one another’s hands. Kit looked happy, but serious, and Emily had glistening tears in her eyes. 

Laren often felt, when she looked at the girls’ wedding photos, like an intruder. She knew in  the deepest recesses of her Pagh that she was being unfair to the girls, living with them when she didn’t return the hope or the love or the dream they did. She tried for the hundredth time to imagine herself standing in that circle, between Emily and Jenny, taking vows with them. The image would never congeal for her, no matter how much she tried to make it materialize. 

Emily’s room was messier, and Laren straightened it up. Emily had two of Naomi’s sketches of Lenara pinned to the wall, and Laren framed them both and rehung them. Emily had a collection of photos similar to Jenny’s, and Laren looked them over. Lenara and Robin’s wedding, Kit’s eighteenth birthday party, Emily’s own wedding, a photo of the Wildwomen on Trill. And something she had never noticed. A small framed photo of Ro Laren taken at Christmas. 

Laren had taken several of Emily’s book reviews from the better critics, placed them in a matted frame with a formal copy of the book cover, and hung that on the wall. Laren figured Emily should be as proud of her accomplishments as her wives and Laren were, at least. She left her a box of strawberries dipped in white chocolate, a disc of Bajoran music, and a poem she had written for Emily. She also left a dozen orange roses with a note that said: they’re not as pretty as you, but almost. Love, Laren.

For Kit she left a framed photo of the two of them together, taken the night Kieran and Seven had come home, a guidepadd for the oceans of Bajor with a note asking to dive there someday, a new bat’leth for working out, and a t-shirt that she had worn several times for Kit to sleep in. She left the earring she had made for Kit long ago, the one Kit had refused to accept. She put a note inside the box that said: The scrolls of the Celestial Temple are still my heart’s desire, my love. I hope someday, you’ll say yes to writing our names there. She looked over all of Kit’s memorabilia, mostly collectables from Kieran’s pro career and her college career. 

Laren felt her heart tug at her when her eyes came to rest on the autographed photo of Kieran’s college team. Stephanie Moss stared back at her. Kit had been so overjoyed to meet Stephanie, and the two women had become fast friends. They had managed to steal time to shoot hoop together, and Kit had talked about it for days. Until Stephanie was killed, that is, and then Kit stopped talking about it completely. Laren knew Kit was hurting, but she suspected Kieran was equally devastated. Kieran loved her teammates like family, and her former players like her own children. Despite how involved they were in the investigation, Kieran sent Shane’s parents a comm message every day, as well as Icheb. The young Borg  was out of intensive care, and rehab looked to be a long, arduous process. Kieran tried to encourage him not to give in to despair. She knew the rigors of the task that awaited him. 

Laren went to her workstation in her room and sent each of her roommates a quick comm message, just wishing them a good afternoon and telling them she couldn’t wait for them to come home. She fired off a quick comm message to P’Arth, who had written to Laren diligently since they parted company, and caught the Chancellor up on the happenings on Sato. Then Laren put together the ingredients for dinner, setting out everything so it would be ready when it was time to cook. She planned to make a casserole dish that Robin made once in awhile for the girls, which seemed to be one of their favorites. It was a chipotle corn and cheese casserole that was served over tortilla chips, and Laren had liked it almost as much as the girls did. 

Laren surveyed her handiwork, then went to take Cassidy Thompson to lunch. She had meant to talk to Cassidy ever since Gerry had waylaid her at Christmas, but she hadn’t had time enough to devote to her friend. She was going to have to make the effort to sustain these relationships, because she wanted them enough to care if they flourished, now. She decided if the people around her found time to make the effort, she could, too.

________________

Kieran Wildman sat in a smoky bar, drinking shots of tequila and trying to dull the pain in her heart. She had programmed this hole in the wall place in the officer’s holodeck, so that she could escape when she needed it. She had availed herself of it often enough, of late. Overhead, a video screen replayed footage of Kieran’s basketball team. This particular game was one of her favorites, because Naomi had passed Shane Bilbrey as the team’s leading scorer on the season during that game. And no one had been happier for Naomi than Shane, who leapt with glee to bump Naomi’s chest in midair when she bested Shane’s record. The two women had embraced on the court amid wild cheers from the Cadets, and Jenny Calvert and Kit Wildman had joined in the high-fiving. Kieran swallowed hard, trying to remember those happier times, when Shane was alive and the only problem they had was Naomi’s feelings for Lenara Kahn, and not the imminent threat of destruction.

Naomi Wildman entered the holodeck dressed in a slinky tight-fitting black dress, slit up the thigh and cut low so that her cleavage drew Kieran's eyes to the creamy valley between those voluptuous breasts. Naomi had curled her hair so that it hung in exquisite strawberry blonde coils, framing a face that could only be described as cherubic. Kieran smiled at her wife, watching Naomi sauntering across the dance floor and up to Kieran’s table. Kieran looked her up and down with a wolfish expression, admiring Naomi’s shapely calves and the graceful way she moved, even in the spiked black heels she wore. 

“Is this seat taken?” Naomi asked, not waiting for a reply to pull it out and sit down. 

“It is now,” Kieran replied, returning Naomi’s smile. “You look incredible. What’s the occasion?”

“You are,” Naomi decided, touching Kieran’s hand across the table. “How many of those have you had?” she asked, inclining her head toward the shot glass.

“Three,” Kieran replied, tossing back the searing liquid. “I was toasting Shane and Steph,” she explained. “Join me?”

Naomi leaned closer. “Can we get drunk and tear each other’s clothes off?”

Kieran grinned. “I don’t know. I might need some persuading.”

Naomi eased from her chair and slid into Kieran’s lap, arms twining around the Captain’s neck. She dropped her face to Kieran’s ear, taking the fleshy part in her teeth. She exhaled gently, feeling Kieran’s sudden intake of breath. “Are you going to tell me you don’t want me? You love this dress,” she reminded her wife. She kissed Kieran’s ear, subtly breathing into it. “The last time I wore it,” she recalled, “we went dancing, and you got so aroused moving against me we went home and fucked all night,” she said seductively. “I’m a lot more fun than drinking alone, KT,” she promised. 

Kieran slipped her hand under Naomi’s dress, caressing her inner thigh suggestively. “Will you let me go down on you?” she asked, knowing the question alone would make Naomi hot. She fixed her deep brown eyes on Naomi’s paler hazel ones. “Will you straddle my face and let me suck your clit?” she asked in a throaty voice. 

Naomi kissed her with crushing intensity, tongue thrust into Kieran’s mouth. Kieran leaned back in her chair, letting Naomi explore her kiss as she inched her fingertips up Naomi’s thigh, intending to brush them over Naomi’s panties. Kieran groaned as she realized Naomi was wearing stockings with a lace garter belt to hold them in place over her thighs, and no underpants. The soft down of Naomi’s pubic hair felt so silky against Kieran’s fingertips, so warm and inviting. Naomi broke their kiss and nuzzled Kieran’s ear. “I want you to suck it all night,” she replied breathily, “until I’m screaming.” 

Kieran picked Naomi up, kissing her passionately. “You always know when I need you, Na. I don’t know how you do it, but you always do.”

Naomi bit Kieran’s bottom lip, smiling softly. “I can feel you, Kieran. I can feel your soul because it’s entwined with my own. And I know right now you’re about as lost and directionless as you’ve ever felt. So let me lead, my beloved. Let me take your sorrow and your grief and turn it into rabid lust,” she invited the taller Wildman. 

“Did you get all dressed up like this just for me?” Kieran asked as they exited the holodeck, Naomi cradled in her arms.

Naomi nodded. “I was hoping it might convince you to come home with me and make love,” she admitted. “You need that kind of healing, baby,” she whispered, kissing Kieran’s cheek. 

Kieran carried Naomi as if she weighed nothing at all, using her cybernetic arm to do most of the work. “I remember when making love was a means of keeping our walls at bay,” she reminisced. “Now it’s a way to expunge our grief,” she realized.

“That’s because we don’t have any walls, any more,” Naomi remarked, nuzzling Kieran’s ear. “Except my walls, which incidentally, are throbbing right now,” she flirted. 

Kieran entered the turbolift, grinning at her wife. “Oh, are they, now?” she teased. “Why?”

Naomi murmured against Kieran’s cheek. “Because I’m thinking about your mouth, and how it feels when you go down on me,” she admitted. 

Kieran couldn’t hide the quaver in her voice. “How does it feel, Cha’on?” she asked.

Naomi twisted her finger into the soft hair at the nape of Kieran’s neck. “Like perfection. And it makes me remember Qian, every single time,” she added. 

“Why Qian?” Kieran asked as the turbo lift halted at their floor. 

“Because the first time you ever did that to me we were at the resort. And I had imagined all my life what that would feel like with you,” she whispered as an officer walked by. 

Kieran grinned. “And?” she prompted her. “Key the door honey, I only have two hands,” she scolded the Ktarian in her arms.

“And what?” Naomi giggled, kissing Kieran as they entered their quarters. 

“And was it as good as you’d imagined?” Kieran demanded impatiently, laughing at the stunned expression on Naomi’s face as Kieran dumped her on the couch.

Naomi grinned up at her, holding out her arms. Kieran obligingly lay down on her wife, arranging herself carefully so as not to crush the smaller woman. “Better,” Naomi replied, kissing Kieran playfully. 

“That’s all? Just ‘better’?” Kieran laughed, fingers poised over Naomi’s ticklish ribs.

Naomi smiled seductively. “It felt so incredible,” she elaborated, “that for days it was all I could think about. Your mouth is the softest, warmest, wettest, most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced,” she described for her wife. “And I knew then and there I was going to get your ass to the altar the second I could drag it there, so I could have you sucking my clit anytime I like,” she flirted with a saucy flick of her eyebrows. 

“Yeah? Well if you ask me, we don’t do that nearly often enough,” Kieran contended. 

Naomi kissed her softly. “That,” she said between tender kisses, “is because you’re usually too busy fucking me,” she pointed out. “Because,” she continued, kissing Kieran between words, “on the rare occasions when we’re alone together, that seems to be the method of choice,” she decided. 

Kieran blushed slightly. “You seemed like you wanted that, and I figured it was because we never fuck in the group dynamic, and I know you love it,” Kieran explained. “Have I been neglecting you orally?” she sounded concerned.

“Hardly,” Naomi promised. “If I wanted that, I’d tell you if you weren’t delivering often enough,” she punctuated her remarks with more kisses that were increasingly forceful. 

Kieran sighed as Naomi slid her hands up the back of Kieran’s blouse, fingernails raking along the definitions of Kieran’s back muscles. Kieran gasped at the stinging fire in her skin where Naomi’s touch left slight welts. “I don’t want you to go without anything you want from me,” she insisted, kissing Naomi deeply. “I love you, you know,” she said softly, studying Naomi’s expression as she traced the fullness of Naomi’s lips with the tip of her tongue. 

“I know, honey,” Naomi assured her. “I’ve never felt for a second that you don’t love me,” she said softly, kissing Kieran to emphasize the point. 

Kieran felt the sweetness of Naomi’s tongue touching her own, the sensation reminiscent of their early relationship when Naomi was so innocent, so inexperienced, but more than willing to experiment. Kieran’s heart tugged at her with the memory. “You’ve never felt like you and I get lost in the four of us?” she asked gently.

Naomi smiled, biting her lip and touching Kieran’s cheek as she lay beneath her wife. “I have been in love with you for as long as I can remember,” she replied. “And you’ve always made me feel like I’m the only woman you’ve ever loved, even though rationally, I know you love Robbie and Lenara too. It’s peculiar, I suppose, but I swear it’s true,” she marveled at it. “What about you, KT?” she asked. “Do you feel like we get lost in the fanu’tremu?”

Kieran considered. “Every now and then, I do, but it’s really fleeting—like a momentary insecurity, I guess,” she admitted. 

“I want to know about it,” Naomi said firmly, brushing Kieran’s hair back with her outstretched fingers. “Whenever you’re feeling that way, you tell me, and I’ll take you away alone somewhere, and show you that we are still us. Promise me, Kieran,” she demanded, fixing Kieran with a penetrating gaze. 

Kieran nodded mutely, then gasped as Naomi snatched at her spiked hair and kissed her with blistering intensity. Naomi’s mouth was fierce and greedy, her tongue insistent, and with one leg, she held Kieran around the buttocks, pressing their bodies tighter. Naomi bit Kieran’s bottom lip, the gesture communicating the urgency she felt. 

Kieran’s brain flooded with images of Naomi, the way she moved, the way she cried out Kieran’s name when she was being devoured, the soft, passionate whimper that always happened just before she came. Kieran remembered undressing her a thousand times, the shape of her breasts, the roundness of her bottom, the smoothness of her inner thighs. It had been so long since Kieran had feasted on her wife’s body, so long since Naomi had writhed against Kieran’s face. Kieran could recall with absolute clarity the first time she tasted Naomi’s juices, those first few seconds of absorbing the impression of Naomi’s scent, her heat. In a flash of perfect recollection, Kieran was on Qian, face pressed into Naomi’s folds, making love to her that very first time. In that moment, all the worry about Sieken, the panic about Kathryn’s reaction, the fear of her own feelings for Naomi had dissipated, and Kieran had known bliss and peace and passion in ways she had never felt those things before or since. 

No matter how many times they made love, that memory was fresh and new in Kieran’s mind and heart. There were glimpses of their history that were etched in stone for Kieran, flashes that came back to her with precise clarity, including auditory, tactile and olfactory memory. She could recall the exact smell of the Indiana farmhouse on their wedding night, and the sound of Naomi’s desire, and the feeling of Naomi’s belly beneath her fingertips. In the same instant, Kieran remembered the first time she entered Naomi wearing an SED, and how the need had surged in her own body, and exactly how Naomi’s lips had felt as she opened her mouth above Kieran’s, groaning. Naomi had been straddling her that first time, and Kieran had almost lost control the second Naomi took the device into the searing heat of her muscular walls. 

The memory made Kieran moan, and then she realized Naomi’s hands were unfastening her brassiere, tugging at it. She was simultaneously aware of Naomi’s dress clinging to her thighs where Kieran was lying between her legs, the scent of Naomi’s breath, the way Naomi’s fingers were tangling in Kieran’s hair. 

Kieran could lose herself completely in Naomi when Naomi was being seductive, and Naomi’s passion was the balm Kieran’s wounds needed. In the softness of Naomi’s kiss, the fierceness of her embrace, and the overwhelming pleasure her touch inspired, Kieran could forget. The knowledge of the Sagan drained away, and Kieran’s grief was supplanted by her desire. 

Kieran gazed into Naomi’s eyes momentarily. “I need to be in your arms,” she whispered. “Naomi, you’re so beautiful, and this dress is—beyond sexy, but I just need to feel your skin against mine,” she pleaded.

Naomi smiled softly. “Then let’s go to bed, sweetheart,” she invited Kieran.

Kieran nodded, easing them both off the couch and leading her wife down the hallway to Kieran’s bedroom. In the dim lighting, they undressed one another, kissing languidly, tenderly, taking their time. Kieran loved Naomi’s skin, the way that it warmed beneath her lips and her fingertips, the silken texture of it, the sensitivity of it. She had spent many an afternoon in bed with the Ktarian, just touching each other gently and letting the slow arousal wash over them until the need overpowered their patience. Naomi was the most responsive woman Kieran had ever been lovers with, and her energy seemed boundless. Kieran supposed that it was a blessing that Naomi had three wives, because she could truly be insatiable, and since the other Wildwomen were considerably older than Naomi, none of them individually could truly keep up with her. 

Kieran grinned wickedly as she lifted Naomi’s dress off of her, eyes greedily devouring her wife’s body. “Damn, baby,” she breathed raggedly, “you look amazing,” she murmured, surveying her wife’s scanty underwear, which consisted of nothing more than a black, lacey bra that left her nipples exposed, jet black stockings held up by garters, and what Kieran realized were not absent underpants, but crotchless ones. 

Naomi smiled up at her, sitting down on the foot of the bed and crawling backwards with a come hither look in her mischievous eyes. “You like the outfit better without the dress?” she asked coyly. 

Kieran shivered as she looked down at the woman spread out on the bed. “A lot better. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve pictured you like this,” she admitted.

Naomi quirked any eyebrow. “Oh?” she asked softly, lifting one leg so that it was bent at the knee and giving Kieran a much fuller view. “Why?”

Kieran swallowed hard, heart thundering. “I—I don’t even know, but I’ve always wanted to go down on you in crotchless panties,” she allowed, blushing furiously. 

Naomi laughed melodiously, shaking her head. “You have such a deliciously dirty mind, why not share it with me, instead of being shy about what you want?” she asked, amused.

“I guess I’m afraid you’ll think I’m weird, honey,” she replied. “I mean, really, I have no idea why sexy underwear gets me all worked up.”

Naomi held out her hand to draw Kieran down to the bed. “Wearing it for you gets me just as worked up,” she promised. “And I would never think your desires and fantasies are weird. After all, I’m married to Robin,” she teased.

Kieran laughed. “Yeah, Robbie can be pretty out there,” she agreed. “But you must not mind. She makes you practically scream when you’re coming,” she accused playfully, sliding into Naomi’s arms and kissing her. Warm hands found the firmness of Naomi’s breasts, and Naomi arched into Kieran’s palms. 

“You listen to us?” Naomi asked without a bit of scolding in her tone. 

Kieran kissed Naomi’s ear, teasing her. “I listen to you and I touch myself,” she confirmed, knowing that the admission would make Naomi rabid with lust. “I plunge my own fingers into myself and I imagine that I’m the one fucking you, even though I know that’s what you’re letting Robin do,” she growled in Naomi’s ear. “I pretend I’m buried inside you, making your walls clench around me, and I picture the way your face looks right before you come,” she said quietly. “And it makes me ache, Naomi, that look you get when you’re clutching my ass and begging me to fuck you harder. I hear you begging Robin, too, and then I know she’s thrusting into you for all she’s worth,” she hissed, “and she’s making you throb. The sound of you makes me crazy,” she whispered against Naomi’s throat, and was rewarded for her verbal seduction by a desperate whimper. “You make me wet, Na,” she breathed. “and so damned hot I could burst into flames. It’s all I can do not to barge into the bedroom and watch you,” she said throatily.

Naomi gasped as Kieran rolled them over and thrust her hand between Naomi’s legs. “Robbie would love it if you did. She’s a total exhibitionist,” Naomi reported, letting her legs fall on either side of Kieran’s hips as she pushed herself up on outstretched arms so Kieran could suckle her nipples. “Jesus, Kieran,” she sighed, head dropping forward. “Touch me,” she demanded. 

Kieran entered her with two fingers, and the sound of her juices made Kieran tremble. Naomi rocked forward to take Kieran’s penetration deeper, and the clear, thin ribbon dripped down Kieran’s fingers and bathed her palm. “You’re so wet,” she groaned. “I need to suck you,” she pleaded, urging Naomi toward her mouth. 

Naomi was only too happy to oblige, shinnying up the length of Kieran’s body and straddling Kieran’s lips, groaning loudly as Kieran surrounded Naomi’s sex with her mouth, suckling gently and flicking her tongue upward, spreading the fleshy labia. Naomi’s legs went rigid and she clutched the railing of the headboard, watching Kieran devouring her. She gasped, and Kieran’s eyes opened. Naomi was poised above her, hands gripping the rail, hips rocking against Kieran’s face, body humming with energy. “That looks so—so—Jesus, Kieran, yes,” she groaned, feeling the slickness enveloping her clitoris, the heat building between her legs. Kieran grasped her buttocks, pressing her more firmly forward, intermittently trapping the engorged bundle of nerves and lathing it with the tip of her tongue, and then backing off, sucking labia into the wetness of her mouth. Naomi would just begin to feel the ecstasy as it tried to build, only to have Kieran withdraw from the aggressive pleasuring, returning to languid teasing and exploration. 

Naomi never knew how Kieran would pleasure her on any given night. There were times Kieran was in the mood to tease, and Naomi would be brought to the edge repeatedly, but not allowed to come until Kieran was good and ready. There were times when Kieran alternated between teasing and avidly pleasuring her wife. Sometimes Kieran penetrated her, sometimes not, and then there were times Kieran just dove into the soft warmth and devoured Naomi mercilessly, making her shriek and shudder and come repeatedly until her legs gave out. There were also times when it seemed Kieran was memorizing every detail of Naomi’s anatomy, making a lazy survey of her nether regions, until Naomi was pleading to be loved more purposefully. And there were times when Kieran wanted to take Naomi orally while Naomi took her simultaneously. 

Naomi loved the variety, and she also loved that Kieran was keen on pleasuring her wife in a multitude of places and positions, in addition to the variations in technique. Kieran had made sure the Captain’s ensuite had a gigantic bathtub spa, and she frequently took Naomi into the bath for a long bubbly evening of foreplay before making love to the Ktarian. Kieran was also fond of kneeling in the floor with Naomi on the bed, face buried in the strawberry blonde bush of her young partner. When Naomi felt like pushing the envelope, she would sneak into Kieran’s ready room in nothing but a robe, and Kieran would take her on the desk or the couch or however Naomi wanted to be taken. 

Knowing that Robin was always pushing the boundaries with the Ktarian served to inspire Kieran to be more adventurous, fearing Naomi would find their intimacy too routine in comparison. But Naomi would sometimes tell Kieran she needed a sweet night together, and that meant a night of romance and tenderness and calm, spiritually binding lovemaking. Naomi always knew Kieran would remember anniversaries—not just their wedding anniversary with the Wildwomen, but the anniversary of the date Kieran and Naomi married each other, the date Kieran and Naomi made love the first time, the night Naomi proposed to Kieran on Voyager, and any number of miscellaneous dates. Kieran would show up at Naomi’s office with a bunch of yellow roses, announce that it was the anniversary of the first time such-and-such happened, and they’d be off on a romantic date. The most recent surprise anniversary had been the date of the first time Naomi and Kieran had danced together after becoming lovers. The time before that it was the anniversary of Naomi’s nomination to the All-American Velocity team. Kieran seemed to recall significant events Naomi had long forgotten, and she wondered secretly if Kieran just made up the dates, at times. Either way, Naomi adored Kieran’s tediously romantic streak, and was relieved that it had never diminished, nor had their unabashed passion for one another. 

Her mind seemed to go liquid as Kieran’s tongue danced over her clitoris, and her voice sounded far away as she babbled incoherently about how good it felt to be touched, how much she needed Kieran, how hard she was coming. As the orgasm crested, Kieran entered her from behind with one finger, and Naomi’s peak deepened and sharpened yet again. No sooner had she collapsed than Kieran had her in firm arms, kissing her heatedly, and Naomi pushed Kieran onto her belly, taking her from behind. Kieran obediently knelt on all fours, so Naomi could enter her while fondling her clit at the same time. Naomi’s finger never failed to make Kieran burn inside, as if she were being penetrated by a glowing ember, the tight puckering of her anus creating a piercing sensation in the pit of her stomach. Naomi reached beneath Kieran’s belly, then between her thighs, finding the protruding nub and stroking it in counter-rhythm to her finger sliding in and out of Kieran’s ass. Kieran never needed much stimulation after she made love to Naomi, and Naomi knew exactly how to drive her to multiple orgasms by combining the element of surprise with their familiar patterns. As Kieran began to sweat and moan in time with the pulsing of her desire, Naomi felt the tension building, and just as Kieran cried out “Yes, baby, yes, like that,” Naomi entered her with a second finger, and it made the pinnacle break over them yet again. Kieran was crawling away, trying to stop the insistent thundering inside her, but Naomi was relentless and stayed with her, pressing Kieran against the wall as she knelt on their pillows, Naomi’s fingers still thrusting and Kieran’s voice shattering into frenzied cries. 

Before the emotional torrent could overwhelm her, she reached for the drawer of the nightstand, affixed the SED to her hips, and had Naomi down on the bed again in one flowing movement, suddenly entering her and thrusting wildly. Naomi wrapped her legs around Kieran’s back, arching to meet every motion, her vocalizations guttural and clipped and her eyes rolling back in her head. Naomi tore at the sheets with her hands, and felt herself opening on a deeper level, as if her body was trying to swallow Kieran whole. Kieran’s muscles flexed vigorously as she pressed to Naomi’s core, her mind numb from the feeling of Naomi’s walls gripping her, the slickness of Naomi’s thighs and their skin sliding together, breasts pressing tightly. Naomi looked into doe colored eyes, her own desperate and flashing greed. “Harder, Kieran,” she grunted in her wife’s ear. “Fuck me harder,” she demanded. 

Kieran gritted her teeth and hunkered down, shoulders hunched as her hips flew. Naomi clawed at Kieran’s buttocks, frantic to find her release, and then blessed relief, just when both women were certain their bodies could not survive more, the wave hit, and Kieran felt Naomi’s response in that split second of motion and power and blistering heat. Letting Naomi see that side of her was so excruciating, and Kieran felt completely exposed. But Naomi cradled her, clinging to her, whispering assurance and adoration, Kieran still inside her and panting. Exquisite tenderness always filled the aftermath of any encounter so brutally honest, and the two women kissed one another gently, sweetly, searching one another’s eyes as if to say “Please tell me it’s all right to be human.”

Naomi was lying in Kieran’s arms, a vapor of sweat around her body, skin flushed from the arousal that had peaked moments before. Kieran felt a puddle forming in the hollow of her sternum, and she held Naomi tighter. “Baby, are you crying?” she asked gently.

Naomi shuddered in reply, and started to gasp as she wept. 

“Honey,” Kieran moved them so that Naomi was beneath her again, “what is it?”

Naomi bit her lip, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes. “I just love you,” she said softly. “Sometimes it’s so strong it makes me cry. That’s all.”

Kieran snuggled into her, kissing her gently. “I love you, too, Naomi Wildman. And I’m grateful you still know when to reach out to me, like you did today.”

“Just because I love Nara and Robbie doesn’t mean I feel our connection any less, you know,” she assured her wife. “I need you just as I always have. And my life would be barren without you.”

Kieran closed her eyes and dropped her face to reclaim Naomi’s lips, thinking as she did that there was nothing more precious than the love they shared. Nothing.

________________

“Damn it!” Kieran swore, shoving her chair into the desk in her ready room to vent her ire. “Not fucking Derna again,” she complained. Owen Paris, while decidedly enthusiastic about Emily’s hard work, had just advised Kieran that Sato was being redirected back to Derna, where the pressure dome environmental controls that gave the colony breathable air, radiation shielding, and moderate temperatures was failing. A terrorist raid on the colony had taken out the main generator, and the auxiliary was barely functioning. 

Kieran strode onto the bridge. “Kit, lay in a course for Bajor and assume standard orbit when we get to Derna,” she barked, disbelieving their bad luck. They were so close to nailing the terrorists, and now they had this diversion to contend with. She knew Kathryn would be beside herself, when she heard the news, because Kathryn hated those colonists more than leola root stew. 

“Aye, Captain,” Kit replied, knowing Kieran was close to throwing a tantrum.  

“Jenny, get the senior officers to the conference room,” she ordered. “And hail Naomi and Kathryn, too. Kit, hail your replacement.”

Ro Laren and Kieran Wildman followed Kathryn Janeway into the conference room, taking their seats. 

“You aren’t going to believe this,” Kieran bit her words off. “The colony at Derna is having problems. The terrorists got their pressure dome controls. And guess who gets to bail them out?” she complained. She scowled. “One tiny photon torpedo, that’s all it would take to settle their hash for good,” she predicted darkly. 

Kathryn would have laughed if Kieran hadn’t been fuming mad. “Can I be the one to hit the launch button?” she asked sweetly.

Kieran smiled, finally. “Wise ass. I know you hate that place as much as I do.”

Laren puzzled over it. “You didn’t have to deal with them, KT.”

Kieran frowned. “No, but thanks to their petty ass problems, Seven and I got stranded for eight months. I know you guys would have found us right away if not for the Derna colonists.”

Kieran briefed the group on the mission, which was to lend aid and assistance. Mostly it meant that the Science, Engineering and Astrometrics departments would have to send teams down to Derna to fix the pressure dome controls and to assess the levels of radiation damage to the residents, livestock, and crops. The Astrometrics department would be concentrating on the radiation shielding grid generators, which were almost completely destroyed, the Engineering team would be working on the pressure dome damage, and the Science team would be treating colonists, crops, and animals for overexposure.

Kieran sighed. “I want this taken care of post haste. The sooner we fix the colonists’ problems, the sooner we go hunting Cardassians. I know this is going to spread us thin in Engineering and Astrometrics with the shield modifications and the terrorist tracking program Astrometrics is working on. I need your choices for the away teams, because you’re all staying here. The Cardassians are still top on my list, and this Derna problem can be handled by routine measures. Assemble your teams and submit them to Commander Ro. Dismissed.”

Naomi Wildman stayed afterward, looking at her wife. 

Kieran stopped, waiting. “What is it, honey? Just say it.”

Naomi sighed. “Something about this feels—wrong, Kieran. It’s too similar to something that happened in one of my hallucinations, and it’s making me nervous.”

Kieran sat back down. “Elaborate,” she ordered, waving Naomi to sit also.

“My third hallucination had a similar situation, where a planet we visited had a shielding problem with the colonists suffering from radiation sickness. Kit McCallister was in that hallucination, and she took an away team to rescue me and my engineering crew when some aliens set a trap for us. They took me hostage, and Kit, who was our first officer, traded herself in a hostage exchange.  Kit can’t go on this mission. It’s too risky. Keep her on the ship, okay?”

Kieran nodded. “I will. I’m not taking any chances by ignoring your clairvoyance, not ever again.” She contemplated the hallucination. “I had forgotten that part, Na. I wish we had Sieken with us, so I could relive your hallucinations, too,” she said softly. 

“Just make sure that the teams are on their guard, Okay? I have a bad feeling about it. It’s dissimilar enough from my hallucination that I’m reluctant to be too wary, but still, there are parallels. The aliens we helped in that hallucination had environmental shielding problems, too. And they had also had a civil war, just like the Derna colony.”

Kieran smiled. “You were the hostage? That means you can’t go, either,” she said softly. “Naomi—I know I’ve been skeptical in the past, and the Hirogen incident alone should have convinced me. But I swear to you, I’m a convert to the fold, and I want your input anytime you think there might be something you’ve foreseen going on. Don’t hesitate.”

“I won’t, honey, not after what happened on the Sagan. I’m so sorry about Tom and Stephanie, and the girls. I haven’t had a chance to tell you,” she reached for Kieran’s hand. “I just love you so much, and I know you’re getting impatient to go hunting the Cardassians. But I am glad you’re running things, because you do take me seriously. It’s going to take awhile for me to get used to the idea of being the captain’s wife, though,” she said, smiling. “I keep calling you honey, instead of Captain.” 

Kieran laughed gently. “Honey, you’re going to be the ultimate captain’s wife, I promise. It’s not as scary as you think. And you can always ask Seven for input,” she assured her. “And you know I don’t stand on protocol, so if you get confused, call me Captain honey,” she teased her wife. “I have to get back to the bridge, but if you think of anything else, Na, any misgiving, inkling—whatever—I want to know.” She considered. “I think I’ll send Ro and her team to watch over the away teams. That should give me a little bit of peace. You’re dismissed, honey. Oh—and Na, I love you, too,” she added, hugging her lovely wife. “I’m so proud of you, honey. I know I can’t take credit for how great you turned out, but I wanted you to know, I’m proud all the same.”

Naomi smiled up at her, kissing her cheek. “You are responsible. You and Seven raised me, really. Not that K-Mom wasn’t a huge influence, too,” she added, thinking she would sound disloyal. “So while you’re worrying about your family, and restricting us from the away teams, what about Cassidy?”

Kieran frowned. “Hell of a way to get your first away mission, don’t you think? In the middle of terrorist central.” She bit her lip. “But I can’t justify keeping her on board the ship. It would be too obvious. Unless,” she smiled deviously, “you can magically put her in your hallucination.” 

Naomi nodded. “I would, but Cassidy has heard the story, and so has Kit. They would know better.”

“Damn. You and your big mouth, Wildwoman,” she bitched, kissing her wife. “I’ll see you soon, baby.” 

_____________

Emily Wildman headed up the Astrometrics team that went to repair the radiation shielding on the pressure dome of the Derna colony. She took three of her colleagues, determined to make a good showing on her first opportunity to fly solo. She had always taken her cue from Seven, but she knew she was up to this task. The radiation poisoning was acute by the time they arrived, and the science team was already administering medical aid and salvaging crops and livestock. 

Emily and her team set up a temporary radiation shield using a generator from Sato that they modified, and then set about repairing the damaged primary and auxiliary units. They worked until well after dark, using wrist lamps and portable lanterns to continue until it occurred to her that the temporary shielding had averted the crisis, and there was really no reason for her to keep her entire team slaving away. She could handle the repairs on the primary unit on her own, she figured, though it might take until midnight. Then the team could resume the auxiliary repairs in the morning. 

She noted that the science team had set up tents to continue treating the colonists, some of which appeared very ill, indeed. Joely Winfield had her hands full, but the science team was cross trained in medical procedures, and they were making a dent in the ranks of those seeking treatment. Emily didn’t notice the Romulan colonist until he was standing so close he was blocking her light.

“Excuse me, but I can’t see what I’m doing with you in the way,” she said politely. “I’m Lieutenant Wildman. I’m fixing your radiation shield generator. If you’ll just step over there, please.” 

The phase pistol didn’t even register in Emily’s mind as he untucked it from his tunic. “Get up, and don’t make any sudden moves. Play along or I’ll kill you where you stand,” he muttered. “Nice to meet you Lieutenant,” he said loudly enough for passers-by to overhear. “I’d like to show you the auxiliary feed lines, over here,” he said, tucking the phase pistol back under his cloak. “It’s right this way,” he said amiably, grabbing her arm and rushing her down a dark street. When they were well into the shadows, he ducked behind a building and dragged Emily down an alley. A Cardassian was waiting there.

“Nice,” he said approvingly, looking Emily up and down. “I believe you’ll find your entire fee here,” he said, handing the Romulan a bag of coins. “You’re certain no one saw you?”

“Quite,” the Romulan replied. “Nice doing business with you.”

“Where is your associate? I specifically said two, not one,” he stopped the Romulan with a powerful, scaley hand. 

“He will be along shortly. There he is now,” the Romulan said quietly. A Bajoran was skulking down the alley, shoving someone in front of him with a compression rifle.

“Idiot—you abducted her with a weapon so large?” the Cardassian snarled. 

“I used a knife,” the man replied.

“Come on,” the Romulan grabbed the Bajoran’s arm. “Before someone notices they’re missing.”

Emily saw a shaft of light cross the alley, saw it illuminate the other abductee. “Jenny?” she asked as her stomach bottomed out with fear. “You weren’t supposed to be here,” she said softly. 

“I was organizing the medical teams,” she said in return, frightened to be face to face with a Cardassian. She had heard enough of Robin and Laren’s horror stories to be appropriately worried. 

The Cardassian appraised Jenny Wildman coolly. “Shut up,” he said, inches from her face. He placed a targeting device on Jenny’s arm and one on Emily’s. He barked some order into a communicator and the three disappeared in a swirl of blue particulate light. 

Ro Laren was making her rounds, and stopped to check with the security detail assigned to Astrometrics. “Anything to report?” she asked Ben Mason.

“No Ma’am,” he replied. “Emily is just finishing—she was here a second ago,” he said, eyes darting around.

“You weren’t supposed to take your eyes off her,” Laren snapped, scanning the area quickly and vowing silently to kick Ben Mason’s ass into the afterlife. 

“I only did for a second. That little girl asked me to—where’d she go?” he muttered, unaware he had been purposely diverted from his assignment. 

Laren slapped her comm badge. “Sato, we’ve got a missing away team member. Are there any ships in orbit that you’re detecting?”

“Negative, Commander,” Kieran Wildman replied. “Who’s missing. We’ll scan for the biosignature and comm badge,” she ordered.

“Emily Wildman,” Laren replied. “Check with the transporter room. Maybe she beamed back aboard—stand by,” she said, noting the security guard running toward her. 

“Commander, Jenny Wildman is missing,” he reported, wild-eyed. 

“Shit,” Laren swore. “Kieran, Jenny is missing too. Please tell me she and Emily are in Chimera having dinner.”

Kieran sounded frightened. “Laren, they’re gone. They are not on the ship, and not in the colony.”

“Look for cloaked ships, KT,” Laren urged. “Look for tetryon particle trails,” she clarified.

“Already on it. Shit, Laren, we’ve got one. There’s a cloaked ship hightailing it out of here.”

“Follow them, KT,” Laren replied. “I’ve got this covered.”

Kieran came back across the channel. “Ro, how long until your teams finish up?” she asked tersely.“ 

“Science team is estimating two days, at least. Engineering is saying at least a day. And Emily was the only one from Astrometrics, so I don’t know how close she was, Captain. Send someone from her team to assess the repairs, and more security forces down. Then go after the girls. Ro out,” she replied. 

Damn it, where are they? she wondered, her heart racing with fear. “Mason!” she shouted at the negligent officer. 

He came over, almost cowering. “Commander?”

“Did you see anyone approach Emily? Anyone hanging around, anyone talking to her?” she demanded, practically blowing him over with her intensity. 

“I—there was a Romulan who seemed to be watching the repairs, but I didn’t see him approach her.”

The security reinforcements arrived then, beaming down in swirls of transporter blue, and Ro addressed them immediately. “I want one person on security for every crew member. Draw your weapons. Set them on stun. And do not leave your posts or look away for a second. We’ve got two people missing, likely abducted. Do I make myself clear?”

The security squad fanned out, each matching themselves to a crewmember, weapons at the ready. 

“Mason,” she grabbed his arm, “If Emily has so much as a scratch on her, I’m going to have your pips. And then I’m going have your ass,” she hissed. She went to find the security team that was supposed to have been watching Jenny to tender the very same threat.  

_______________

Emily and Jenny Wildman held each other close in the semi-darkness of a holding cell, frightened and apprehensive about what would happen to them. Emily had endured a lot in her life, and she knew if Ro Laren had survived captivity by the Cardassians, she could, too. Jenny cowered in the corner of the room, trembling and smelling death and the dregs of prisoners who had urinated and bled on the floor before them.

“It’s okay, baby, it’s okay,” Emily whispered to her. “I love you Jenny, and you know Kieran will come for us. Laren will. Robbie and Kit will. Or worse for these bastards, Seven of Nine will. We have to stay calm and strong. Breathe with me, Jen, like Kit taught us. Inner peace. Cooler heads prevail,” she encouraged her wife. 

“I can’t help it, Ems. All those stories I’ve heard—from Laren, from Robbie, from Kathryn—if I had secrets they wanted, I’d tell them gladly, but I don’t. What do you think they want Ems?” Jenny asked, nearly frantic in her terror.

“Hostage exchange, I suspect. After the war, the Federation offered to help rebuild Cardassia, but the provisional government refused any aid. It made the survivors vulnerable to every opportunistic species on this side of the demilitarized zone. And I think there’s been a change of power, and now the Cardies want our help. Only they should have asked, not forced the issue. I don’t know why these people always resort to violence and deception,” she scowled.

“You’ve really kept up with the political developments here?” Jenny asked, trying desperately to distract herself from her fear.

Emily nodded. “Laren and I talk about it a lot. You should spend more time with her, Jen. She’s so smart, and so aware. I’ve learned all kinds of things from her.”

“Do you know where we are?” Jenny asked, clinging to Emily tighter.

“Cardassia Prime. This is most likely the central POW camp, underground, where Robbie and Laren were prisoners. The size of it alone makes me pretty sure that’s where we are.”

The sound of screaming echoed down the corridor and filtered through the heavy doors of the room where they huddled together. Jenny hid her face in Emily’s shoulder. “Ems, I have a confession,” she said softly. “I am the biggest coward in the known quadrants. I hate pain. I cry if I stub my toe,” she said nervously. 

“Nobody likes pain, baby,” Emily assured her, holding her close and stroking her soft brown hair, “and you are not a coward.”

A tall, robust Cardassian entered the room, training a disruptor rifle on them. Like all Cardassians his skin was pasty grey with reptilian features, a thick neck that flared out like a cobra’s, protruding eyebrows, an indentation in the forehead, and a hard cartilaginous ridge on the chin. “Get up. Time to meet the Prefect of the camp,” he snarled, eyes alight with amusement. “You’re going to love him,” he promised with a sinister sneer. “I know for certain he will love you.”

He snatched Jenny’s arm and powered her off the floor to her feet. “You first. He likes his women one at a time,” he hissed.

Emily felt bile rising in her throat, saw the abject fear in Jenny’s eyes, and launched herself off the floor. “Get your fucking slimy hands off of her,” she screeched, lunging for the Cardassian’s throat. 

He was so unaccustomed to any sort of resistance, it took him several seconds to react, but it only took one swing of his disrupter rifle, and Emily went down in a heap. “Fool,” he accused. “I could snap you over my knee,” he threatened, kicking her squarely in the ribs. 

Jenny drove her knee into his groin, dropping him to the floor. She followed with her fists on the back of his head, and felt the satisfying crunch of his vertebrae snapping out of place. Emily was up again wrestling him, trying to get the disruptor rifle from his grip as Jenny pummeled his head, but he backhanded Emily, and she was down for the foreseeable future. He went for Jenny, enjoying the physical confrontation more than the use of the rifle, and when he had beaten her into submission, he dragged her to the Prefect, Gul Ni’vhat. 

“She’s an energetic one, Gul,” he said, shoving her onto her knees. “But I think I beat the fight out of her for now,” he added, black eyes glittering. 

“The message is going out now,” Ni’vhat said resolutely. “We’re going to execute a prisoner every six hours until our demands are met, if the Federation won’t agree. We’ll start with the ones from Bajor. I have a particular fondness for them. Get a holovid crew together. We’ll want the executions recorded to send to the Federation. Dismissed,” he said shortly. He got up from his office desk, adjusting the lighting so it was much brighter in the room.

Jenny was on the floor, dripping blood from her mouth, tasting the salt of it, aching in her joints from the beating she had taken. She was more frightened for Emily than for herself, now. The glare from the lights over the Prefect’s desk blinded her after the relative darkness of the holding cell. 

“What is your name?” Ni’vhat asked pleasantly. 

Jenny looked up at him. “Wildman, Jennifer Corrinne. Lieutenant, Starfleet ID number—”

“Just your name will do. What do your friends call you? Your family?” he asked, cupping her cheek. 

His hand was too warm, overly moist. “Jenny,” she said, not returning his smile.

“You look like you had quite a brawl with Du’vir,” he chuckled. “Let me tend to your wounds,” he offered, glancing at her split lip and the bruising around her jaw.

Jenny was stunned. He was actually being nice. She remembered Ro saying that was their way of sucking you in, so they could turn on you again. It was part of their standard torture tactics. She didn’t speak as he used a dermal regenerator to close the cuts on her face. He was a less severe looking man than the ordinary Cardassian, though the high forehead and coal black hair slicked back still gave his face a blunted appearance. Jenny noted that the bony ridges around his eyes were less pronounced. She wondered if he was pure Cardassian, or some cross-breed.

“Such a pretty girl,” he murmured. “A shame, really. A waste. Tell me, Jenny, how many lights do you see above my desk?”

Jenny glanced up. “I see four lights.”

Gul Ni’vhat smiled. “Are you sure? Count them again.”

Jenny made certain, counting carefully. “Four lights,” she repeated.

“That’s odd. I see five,” he mentioned, helping her to her feet, and gingerly placing her in a chair. “Don’t you?”

She looked again, bewildered. There were clearly only four. “There’s a fifth one behind me,” she reasoned, “but you said over your desk.”

Ni’vhat nodded. “That would make six, then. I am certain you will see the fifth one soon, Jenny. What were you doing on Derna?”

Jenny explained the mission, detailing the problems with radiation poisoning and the pressure dome controls. They conversed for nearly an hour, and Jenny began to get a false sense of security. Ni’vhat’s tone was warm, almost nurturing, and he smiled and laughed as easily as Kieran. He even got her to smile once or twice. 

“It was serendipity, you know,” he told her at one point in the conversation.

“What was?” Jenny asked, wary of his answer.

“That your crew was diverted to Derna so quickly. When my strike force attacked the base there, we expected the Federation to take several days to respond, at best.”

Jenny cocked her head to one side. “You baited us?” she asked, appalled.

Ni’vhat smirked. “Your crew was getting much, much too close to finding my people,” he replied enigmatically. “We had to deter them from their investigation.” He ended the conversation, or interrogation, Jenny wasn’t certain which, abruptly, as if he had said more than he intended. “It was nice to meet you,” he said finally. “I’ll have Du’vir take you back to your friend. But we’ll speak again soon. Are you feeling better?”

Jenny nodded. “Yes, thank you. You’re very kind.”

His smile was pure evil. “Oh, you have no idea,” he agreed. “Du’vir?” he spoke into his communicator. “Come and see our guest back to her quarters. Don’t hurt her.”  He smiled at Jenny, touching her cheek. “You and I are going to be good friends, Jennifer Corrinne Wildman, Lieutenant.”

Du’vir took Jenny back to her holding cell, which had been changed to a location that had a single bunk and smelled a bit better. Emily was waiting for her there, knees drawn up to her chest on the bunk, shaking and crying. 

“Ems?” she scurried over to her wife, “honey, what happened?”

Emily shook her head.

Du’vir laughed. “She got to know me a lot better, didn’t you pretty?” he asked. 

Jenny leapt off the bed, but he trained his weapon on her. “Gul Ni’vhat seems taken with you. Don’t make me break my orders not to hurt you,” he warned. “Not that I wouldn’t enjoy the challenge. Dinner is in an hour. I hope you like Cardassian food,” he commented, leaving them alone.

Jenny gathered Emily into her arms. “What did they do to you?” she asked, afraid of the answer. When Emily didn’t reply, Jenny checked her body for injuries. The thighs of Emily’s uniform where bloody. “You didn’t start your period, did you?” she whispered, horrified.

“No. But I might be carrying a Cardassian child,” she said softly. She curled into Jenny’s arms, crying quietly. “Laren had that happen to her dozens of times, maybe hundreds,” she murmured. “Jenny, it hurt so bad, I just screamed. And he seemed to enjoy that more. No wonder Ro learned not to make a sound.”

Jenny closed her eyes against the rush of anger. “Ems,” she said thickly. “God, I’m sorry. I love you so,” she said softly, weeping. 

“Why hasn’t anyone come to rescue us?” Emily asked tiredly. “Jenny, how long have we been here?” she asked, clearly in the early stages of shock. 

“I have no idea. A few hours?” she offered, stroking Emily’s soft, raven hair. 

Emily sighed. “Laren will come. She would never leave us here. Even if Starfleet made Sato leave, she’d defy those orders. She knows what we’re up against. She’ll come for us. Soon.” Emily held tighter to her wife. “Did they hurt you?”

Jenny felt guilty that they hadn’t, now. “Oddly, no. Gul Ni’vhat was—nice.”

“It’s a ploy. Don’t believe it—don’t trust it. It’s how they break you,” Emily warned. “Laren told me. It’s part of the process. But the more you agree with them, the easier it will go.”

The longer they sat there, the more frantic Jenny became. Emily was bleeding internally, and there was nothing she could do, nothing she could use to stop the small circle of red spreading over the bedding on the bunk where Emily sat. Jenny went to the door and started screaming for the guard, pounding and kicking the door, and finally one showed up.

“My friend is injured, and needs medical attention,” she said angrily to the Cardassian. “Please, send a medic to treat her,” she begged. 

He gave her a feral grin. “What will you do for me, if I do?” 

Jenny went for his throat. “You fucking slime bag,” she screamed. “I will kill you if you don’t help her.”

The guard was more amused than anything as he dispatched her, pummeling her until she was unconscious. He looked at Emily who was horrified at the way Jenny’s body lay crumpled in the floor, but Emily was in too much pain to move to help. “Tell her the next time she tries to take me out, I’ll kill you,” he hissed. He threw her a rag from his pocket. “Wipe up the blood.”

____________

Laren paced the length of the triage area, eyes alert, compression rifle warm in her hands. She checked the Engineering team, then the Astrometrics team, restless, anxious. The radiation shielding device was repaired. Astrometrics was working on the auxiliary generator. But the medical teams were up to their necks in casualties, and they were a long way from being able to leave Derna.

Jenny and Emily were Prophets knew where, and had been missing over 24 hours now. Kit had taken the Aurora to tail the cloaked ship. Even though Kieran and Seven were with her lover, Laren was not reassured of their safety. Meanwhile, Kathryn Janeway was temporarily in command of the Sato. 

Laren wanted to kill Ben Mason. He had one person to watch, only one, and that was too much for him to handle. I should have watched her myself. Prophets fucking the Pah-wraiths, what if the Cardies got them? Kai, I will slit my own throat if anything happens to her. To them. What would they want them for? To trade with the Federation? Slavery? Profit? Laren’s mind turned to darker reasons. Fun? Oh, Kai, not that, not Emily, not Jenny. I could take it, I have, I would. Not them. Oh, please, not them, her brain screamed. 

Her hands trembled as the memories lanced through her. Cardassian torture techniques were really just amusement to the Cardies. A challenge, to see how desperate the victim could get, how loud they would scream, how hard they would beg. Laren’s chin quivered, her chest aching. Emily. As if she hadn’t suffered enough in her short life. Laren had wanted to protect her, to shelter her, when Emily had spoken of her abuse. And now the Cardies probably had her. Laren felt it in her gut, knew it as certainly as she knew her own name. Jenny. She had such an innocent way of looking at the world, such trust in the goodness of people. If anyone took that from her, Ro Laren would make them sorry for it. They’re gone and there’s not a thing you can do. 

Laren began to pray. 

____________________

Kit Wildman was careful to stay out of sensor range of the Cardassian ship that was ahead of the Aurora. The tetryon particle trail led to a barren area of Cardassia Prime, one of the worst “scorched earth” segments on what was left of the planet. The Dominion, the totalitarian government of the Founders, had decimated Cardassia Prime for betraying them. Cardassia had refused the help of the Federation in rebuilding, refused the help of the Klingons and the Romulans. Most of the population that survived had spread out through the Alpha Quadrant as refugees, but there were some die-hard Cardassians that remained on Cardassia, convinced the Empire could be rebuilt, renewed, revitalized into the powerful, militaristic society it had once been. 

“Don’t get any closer, Kit,” Kieran warned her. “I don’t want to get the Aurora pulverized. Lenara hasn’t had time to upgrade her shields. One polaron wave and we’re toast. Seven, can you get biosignature readings from here?”

“Generally speaking yes, but I cannot isolate human ones. I’m sorry, Kieran,” she replied, worrying at her bottom lip as she thought about Emily and Jenny. The Borg had assimilated Cardassians. In Seven’s mind, they were capable of any level of depravity, and she was terrified for the girls. 

“Not your fault. We know where they took them, anyway. Seven, did you transmit our position to Sato?” Kieran asked, trying to hide her nervousness for Kit’s sake.

“Affirmative. Sato reports that the efforts on Derna have hit some unexpected delays,” she replied. 

“I think we should go after them,” Kit put in, her golden eyes flashing with determination to mask her fear. “Mom, what are we waiting for?” she demanded. Kit Wildman had always considered her mother a hero of epic proportions, and she had fully expected to take the Aurora to the rescue, weapons blazing, under Kieran’s command. 

Kieran shook her head. “We can’t, Kit. We are defenseless against the modified polaron weapons if the Cardassians launch against us. We can’t help Jenny and Emily if we’re captured ourselves, or dead.”

“Agreed,” Seven chimed in. “Lenara was very close to having the shield modifications completed for Sato. We should let them run the mission.”

Kieran sighed. “I can’t risk the ship. Lenara and the engineering team will have to start from scratch to outfit the Starsailor or a Viper. We’re looking at a long wait,” she noted, frustrated. 

Kieran crossed her arms, shivering, though it was plenty warm inside the ship. Cardassians. Could it be any worse? she wondered. Robbie and Lenara are probably climbing the walls. Robbie knows what the odds are we’ll get them back in any presentable condition. Kathryn knows. 

Robin Wildman sat in the Captain’s Ready Room, explaining Starfleet’s clandestine cloaking technology to Kathryn Janeway, who was temporarily in command of the Sato. Kathryn had not known that during the Dominion War Starfleet had dabbled in the technology, and with the Romulans as allies, they had come up with some excellent cloaking devices. Robin knew the specs for the devices, at least to outfit the Viper craft, because she had helped design them while she was at Mars Planetia rehabbing from jumping off the Admin building in an attempted suicide. She omitted that fact to Kathryn, but detailed the construction of the device for B'Elanna and the acting Captain and Lenara Wildman. The rescue plan would rely upon that technology to get the recovery team onto Cardassia Prime undetected. 

Robin was demanding to go on the mission, and Kathryn and Ro Laren were trying to convince her she could not. 

Finally, after arguing too long, Laren put her foot down. “Damn it, Robs, this is my rescue mission, and you’re not going. End of discussion,” she snapped. 

“You tell me who is better qualified, Ro,” Robin shot back. “I was in the camp there, Laren. If that’s where they are, I know the tunnels that run underground, the holding areas.”

“Fine. Draw me a map,” Laren replied coolly. “I’m taking Joely Winfield. No one else.”

Robin’s cheeks darkened. “The doctor? You’re taking the doctor of the ship?” she asked incredulously.

Laren nodded. “She was in that camp, too. And she is built like a Jem Hadar, and could kill a Cardie with one hand. And she was in Section 31. She is more qualified than you or I ever could be. And damn it, Robbie, I need someone on Derna to oversee it. Cassidy’s in charge right now, but she’s an Ensign, and green as hell. The only reason I put her on it is because she’s a Thompson, period. So I need you to handle Derna, as the senior officer on the ship. Next topic,” Laren said decisively. 

Kathryn nodded as Robin ran out of arguments. “Insertion,” Kathryn stated flatly. “Here,” she showed Laren the relief map. “This is where Aurora traced the tetryon particles to. You’ll have to scan for their biosignatures when you get in range. Aurora couldn’t. Aurora is still monitoring, and no ships have left. If they’re alive, they’re here,” she poked her finger into the map. “Laren, brief Joely. And we’ll get the cloaking device up and running. I don’t need to tell you you’re only going to get one chance to get them out, and that’s it. Starfleet is very reluctant to send us after them at all. Not that Kieran and I didn’t fight tooth and nail to try,” she said darkly. 

“I won’t need more than one try,” Laren replied, jaw set. “Joely and I will kill anything that gets in our way.”

Kathryn nodded. “Get her briefed, and get some rest. I’ll hail you the second that Viper Six is outfitted.”

______________

First thing the next morning, Jenny Wildman was dragged back to the Prefect’s office, kicking and screaming. 

Gul Ni’vhat seemed stunned. “You and I got along so well yesterday,” he admonished, his dark eyes glittering like a snake about to strike. “Aren’t you happy to see me? I am happy to see you,” he advised her, touching her cheek as Du’vir made her kneel in the floor. 

“I didn’t want to leave my crewmate. Du’vir raped her while I was with you yesterday,” she said honestly. 

The Prefect gave Du’vir a scathing look. “Is that true, Du’vir?” he asked mildly. 

“No, Prefect. These humans lie,” he scoffed, teeth glittering.

“There. You see?” he asked Jenny warmly. “Your friend must be mistaken.” 

“No, Sir, she was bloody. She was not mistaken. Prefect, please, tell him not to hurt her, the way you told him not to hurt me. He obeyed your order,” she begged. She would not beg for herself, but for her lover, she would do anything. “I’ll do whatever you ask, Gul Ni’vhat.”

He smiled. “Such fierce loyalty. Du’vir, you are not to touch that girl again. Or I will let Jenny kill you herself,” he decided. “Get out.”

Du’vir seemed flabbergasted, but took his leave.

Jenny reached for the Prefect’s hand and kissed it, still kneeling. “Thank you, Prefect. I am very grateful,” she said softly. She forced herself not to think about Emily, and to put up a front. If her cooperation got Emily safety, she would cooperate however they asked.


Gul Ni’vhat helped her to her feet. “What happened to you, if Du’vir obeyed my order?” he asked gently, looking over her wounds.

“I asked the guard to treat Emily’s injuries, Prefect. She was bleeding. He refused and I lost my temper. I’m sorry,” she said softly.

He threw back his head and laughed. “Highly spirited. Good for you,” he praised her. “Let me help you. You’re moving as if you’re in great pain,” he offered, retrieving a medical scanner. He clucked his tongue. “Dear, dear, you’re a mess,” he murmured. “Jenny Wildman, you really need to pick your battles more carefully. You’ve got nasty bruises. Broken ribs. Torn tissues. Stand still so I can take care of this.”

Jenny felt a rush of gratitude. “Thank you, Prefect. I am in a great deal of pain,” she admitted.

When he had finished, he gave her a seat and offered Jenny tea, talking pleasantly to her. “Tell me, Jenny, how many lights do you see over my desk today?” he asked.

Jenny blanched. She considered carefully. “How many do you see, Gul Ni’vhat?” she asked.

He smiled broadly. “Clever, clever girl,” he praised her. “I see five.”

Jenny nodded. “Then, Sir, I see five as well.” 

He appraised her curiously. “You’re not like the other Starfleet officers, Jenny. Not as arrogant, not as brash. Most of them—all of them, in fact, insist there are four lights, when clearly there are five. I’ve never had anyone capitulate with so little effort.”

Jenny smiled faintly. “I’m not stupid,” she replied. “I don’t see any reason to argue, or be unpleasant.”

“I’m glad you see it my way,” he replied. “These cookies are quite good,” he handed her one. “Try one. My daughter Pre’lira makes them.”

Jenny bit into the confection, and genuinely smiled. “It’s wonderful. What’s it called?”

“Na’kadj,” he replied. “She is a very good hostess, and a better cook,” he said proudly.

“How old is she?” Jenny asked, trying to make polite inquiries.

“She is ten,” he sighed. “They grow up so fast. Would you like to meet her?”

Jenny nodded eagerly. “Very much. Is she in school, now?”

“Of course. Cardassian children attend year round. She’s a very good student. We lost her mother in the Dominion scourge, but she has been very strong, very brave.”

“You sound proud of her,” Jenny said softly. “And I am sorry for your loss, Prefect.”

“Najial was a lovely woman,” he sighed. “I have been lonely. It’s difficult to raise children alone. Do you have children, Jenny?”

“No, Sir. Not yet. I haven’t been out of the Academy long enough to start a family,” she explained. “But I would like to someday. Is Pre’lira your only child?”

“The only living child,” he said sadly, studying his tea. “The Dominion scourge destroyed the school where my other three children were. Pre’lira’s school was not hit, thankfully. So she and I survived. Most of my people died that day,” he said softly.

Jenny nodded. “And I am sorry for that, Gul Ni’vhat. But Prefect, why did Cardassia not accept the assistance of the Federation to rebuild? We would have gladly been allies with you,” she asked, genuinely puzzled by it. 

“The Federation’s terms were unacceptable,” he replied. 

“Terms?” Jenny asked. “What terms?” She had not heard of any conditions placed on the offer to assist.

He scowled. “Understand, my society is a militaristic one, and Starfleet—the Federation—insisted that we dismantle what little was left of our military. And that we install a provisional government made up of Federation administrators.”

“Ah, and that was too difficult for a proud and noble people such as yourself,” she nodded, her tone sincere and understanding. “To a Cardassian, having no military—that would be like surrendering your cultural identity?” she asked quietly.

“Something like that. You are very perceptive, Jenny Wildman. That is why we refused their aid. It was less an offer of aid than a promise of a Federation yoke of servitude.”

“There are definitely compromises to make for Federation membership. Yours is not the only culture that refused to agree to those compromises. But I also can see how some changes are simply too much, and would cost your people too greatly,” she said sympathetically. “What is it that you hope to gain from kidnapping Federation citizens, Prefect? You told Du’vir that you would execute a hostage every six hours until the Federation meets your terms,” she pointed out.

“We are demanding that the Federation provide us with assistance but we are insisting they allow us to retain our military,” he replied. “Such unpleasant topics,” he added with a sigh. 

“Prefect, you do understand, don’t you, that the Federation will not agree to your terms? Not that they don’t value our lives—but they have a strict policy of refusing to negotiate under duress,” she advised. 

“So I’m told. A pity. I like you, Jenny. I am sorry you will die.”

She forced a smile. “As am I. But I understand why I must,” she replied. 

He seemed rattled at her response. “You truly are not like any Starfleet officer I’ve ever met. Ordinarily there would be bravado, and posturing, and morals thrown about,” he noted. 

Jenny shrugged. “What possible good would it do? I know you have your position, and the Federation has its position. I’m not saying either is right or wrong. They just—are. But thank you for your candor, Prefect. And thank you for the cookie. I hope your people are able to rebuild, however they can. I spoke with some of the Cardassians on Derna, and they seemed like such good people, if odd to be living among Klingons and Romulans,” she added. 

“Those good people are the ones who sold you to me,” he replied. 

“But I was abducted by a Bajoran,” she protested. “Not a Cardassian.” Her frost-white eyes showed that she was quick to defend anyone falsely accused, even the species that held her captive. Ni’vhat was impressed at her fair mindedness.

He smiled. “You only thought so. We can make ourselves look like whomever we please,” he disagreed with her. “It is a simple surgical procedure to turn a Cardassian into a Bajoran or a Romulan,” he explained. “You said if I protected your crewmate you would do anything for me,” he continued. 

Jenny swallowed her immediate fear. “Yes, Prefect, I did. What shall I do for you, Sir?” she asked pleasantly. 

He got up from his desk, sat down on a small couch along the back wall, and held out his arms. “Come and sit with me. I would like to know you better.”

Jenny obliged, knowing this was not going how she intended, but not having any choice. Emily was safe, and that was all that mattered.

“What would you like to know, Prefect?” she asked, trying to keep her voice calm. 

“I would like to know what pleases you, Jenny,” he said, a genuine tone in his voice. He moved her into his lap, arms about her waist. “I believe you understand my meaning,” he added, brushing his lips over hers. “Humans enjoy this, do they not?” he asked, kissing her again. 

She nodded. “Most do, Prefect,” she admitted.

“Please, call me Ni’vhat. Prefect is for underlings and children. You are clearly a woman,” he complimented her, kissing her once more.

His mouth was firm, but not unyielding, and he coaxed her as gently as a woman would. Jenny forced herself not to resist, not to be repulsed. She tried to think about Kit, about Emily, and how much she loved to kiss them. But in her fear, it was Laren’s face that came to her, Laren’s strength that comforted her. Ni’vhat kissed her more avidly, exploring her mouth, his tongue gentle and inquisitive. He opened her uniform, hands warm over her breasts, fondling her. He gasped faintly as her nipples hardened.

“Jenny,” he breathed. “What does this mean?” he asked, rubbing the hard bumps. 

“It means—when humans are aroused—our bodies respond like that,” she explained. 

“Your flesh becomes swollen?” he was fascinated by it. 

Jenny nodded. “Women respond to cold, sometimes, with the same reaction. But direct stimulation has that effect,” she replied. She felt sick inside at the way her body was betraying her, the involuntary nature of the response. 

“Are you cold, now?” he asked, amused, fingers working her nipples gently. 

“No, Ni’vhat, I am not cold,” she replied, kissing him to shut him up. 

She felt his hands grasping her undershirt, lifting it over her breasts, and the clasps of her brassiere opening. She spilled into his palms, and his kiss became more fervent as he tugged  and rolled her exposed nipples between his fingers. He moved her so that she was straddling his thighs, her breasts in his face, and he began to suckle them, to nip and lick and squeeze them. Jenny’s eyes closed, and she made herself think about her wives, about anything but the man at her teat, trying not to be frightened as he peeled her uniform down her shoulders and below her thighs. He fluttered his tongue over a full nipple, her breasts peeking out from beneath the gold mock turtleneck which he had merely pulled over the generous swells so he could touch them. He pushed her panties down her thighs just far enough to get his hand between her legs. She held his head in her hands to steady herself, her body beginning to ache with need, in spite of the circumstances, in spite of her fear. 

She was puzzled and appalled at her body for reacting to him, but it was undeniable. The fear and loathing had somehow channeled into her arousal, and she was very wet as his fingers entered her, and she gasped and trembled as he touched her. 

“Is this place sensitive?” he asked, stroking her clitoris.

‘Yes, Ni’vhat,” she sighed, arching against his touch. 

“I can see that it is,” he laughed softly, reclaiming her breast with his lips. He fondled her gently until she climaxed, then picked her up and carried her to his desk. He stood her up, stripping her uniform off, and sat her down on the hard surface. “Lie back,” he instructed her. 

She expected to be penetrated, but instead he put his face between her legs and suckled her, tasting her and pleasuring her until she was groaning and coming against his face. 

When she had stopped shuddering, he tenderly dressed her and sent her to his private ensuite to wash up. She stood before the sink, splashing cold water in her face, scrubbing the taste of his kiss from her lips, rinsing her mouth out. She washed her hands three times, relieved herself and washed her hands again. She stared into the mirror, angry with herself, but the woman who gazed back at her showed pure bewilderment. She went back into Ni’vhat’s office then, confused and riddled with guilt and self-loathing. Emily had been raped, and she had been loved. The contradiction unnerved her. Ni’vhat was actually a good lover, she realized, disgusted with herself for enjoying him. 

“I told you we would be very good friends, Jenny,” he said as she came back and he hugged her. “Very good friends. I am going to take you back to your cell now. But I hope you will come back soon.”

Jenny walked back with him in silence, and he kissed her at the door of her cell. “Be well, Jenny Wildman,” he said fondly. 

______________

Du’vir was furious at the Prefect’s scolding, and he went immediately to Emily Wildman’s quarters. She cowered on the bunk as soon as he came in, and he glared at her with pure hatred. “My Gul has ordered me not to bother you. I’m not taking that order seriously. But you had better consider this, and take it seriously,” he told Emily. “I know that other woman is your lover. And if you tell her anything I do or have done, there will simply be a mix-up at the next hostage execution, and Jenny will be the next in line. An accidental misidentification. By the time the Gul figures out how the switch took place, it will have ceased to matter to him. Perhaps you will be his friend by then,” he explained, moving toward her menacingly. “Do you understand me? I will have her killed if you tell her anything. If you tell her I was here, she will die. Are we clear?” he demanded, reaching for Emily’s already disheveled uniform.

Emily swallowed hard, but nodded. 

“Good. Take this off,” he jerked at the bodice of her blue jump suit. “All of it,” he added. “This time, there will be no screaming, or I will choke you until your voice is nonexistent,” he threatened her. 

Emily was very careful not to make a sound. She imagined the reef, the cool, swirling waters, and Jenny smiling at her, swimming nearby, and Laren pointing to a clown fish playing among the tendrils of soft coral. Kit held her hand, and squeezed her fingers to reassure her. The Cardassian thrusting on top of her ceased to exist.

Jenny did not tell Emily that Gul Ni’vhat had made love to her. She could not call it rape, because it had not been forceful, and while she had not wanted to consent at all, she had climaxed twice while he did those things to her. And it dawned on her that this was how Kit felt with her Uncle Kenny, when he forced Kit to have sex with him. Kit had said some of it felt good, and that made it more confusing than anything, because it was mentally and morally repugnant, yet her body responded. 

Kit had confided in Jenny that there were times she looked forward to the abuse, because it was sexual release, if nothing else, and sometimes, Kenny was good about pleasing her. And she learned to respond to the things that pleased him, simply as a means of self-preservation. Jenny was as conflicted in her heart now as Kit must have been, repulsed by Ni’vhat as a species, as a person, and certainly not willing to be his sexual consort, yet unable to deny that what he had done felt good. The contradiction in her head was making her half crazy. She wanted to talk to Emily about it, but she couldn’t let her wife know that she was letting Ni’vhat touch her, that she was allowing him to take liberties with her body in order to buy Emily’s protection. Emily would have been horrified.

Gul Ni’vhat sent for her again late that afternoon, and she was immediately anxiety ridden. But when she arrived, he had brought photos of his children to show her, photos of his dead wife. He talked lovingly of them, of the events depicted in the photos, and more than once his eyes clouded with pain. Jenny touched his hand in those moments, trying to convey some sense of solace. When he came to his wedding photos, Jenny was stunned to see that his wife was actually a lovely woman for a Cardassian, with much less prominent features than a typical Cardassian woman. 

“Ni’vhat,” she said softly. “Najial truly was beautiful. I am so sorry for you.”

His throat closed with sadness, and he caressed the picture. “It was a happy day. It was an excellent match socially, so my parents were pleased,” he pointed to his mother and father. 

Jenny was startled. “This is your mother? A Bajoran?”

Ni’vhat nodded. “Father was in the high command of the occupational forces, and she was his servant. He fell in love with her and they married. She married into wealth and privilege. She was very lucky.”

Jenny regarded him curiously. “I didn’t think both of your parents were full blooded Cardassians. Your own features are much more subtle than Du’vir’s.”

He smiled at her. “And which do you find more appealing?” he asked, setting the photo book aside. 

“Forgive me for sounding xenophobic, Ni’vhat, but I find humans the most attractive—I am conditioned to, of course—so your features are much more appealing than Du’vir’s because they are more like my own. Is that horribly narcissistic?” she asked, hoping she had not offended him.

“It is delightfully honest, Jenny Wildman,” he replied, leaning over to kiss her. She knew better than to resist, and he deepened their kiss, leaning her down on the couch and pressing between her legs. He began to move against her, kissing her throat, hands warm over her breasts and again, he made love to her, taking nothing for himself, intent upon pleasuring her. He held her afterward, his own breathing labored, his need apparent in his uniform, but he only smiled at her. “You said you would do anything for me if I protected your friend. Has she been well?”

Jenny nodded. “She has been. Thank you.”

“And have I pleased you, Jenny, my pretty girl?” he asked softly, cupping her cheek.

“Yes, Ni’vhat. You are very gentle. Human women love that in a man,” she admitted.

“Good. Then I will take you back to your friend.”



While Jenny had been with the Prefect, Emily had mercifully been alone in her cell. Perhaps Du’vir had found a new conquest, a more welcoming victim. After all, Emily had consciously switched off her reaction to him, schooling herself to calm indifference, and she suspected Du’vir, though he had told her to be quiet, had responded more when she had screamed and pleaded with him to stop. And Emily noted with gratitude, as she squatted in the corner of the cell to relieve herself, that the urine streaming down the drain was not as bloody as earlier in the day. She bit her lip at the burning sensation, but she had held off as long as she could stand it, and her bladder had begun to ache. She had kept the bloody rag the guard had thrown at her, and used it to pat her vulva dry. There was a smattering of fresh blood, but nothing too extreme. 

Emily sat on her bunk, forcing her mind to happier times, making herself oblivious to her surroundings. When someone started screaming in another cell, she plugged her ears with her fingers, and sang loudly to drown out the agonized sounds. A slot in the door swung open and a tray of food slid beneath it. Emily was so hungry by then, she didn’t care what it tasted like, which was good, because the stew was so salty, she almost gagged on it. 

Emily thought about the Sato, about her family. Lenara and Kit would be half mad with fear and worry, and Emily silently prayed that Lenara wouldn’t lose the baby from the strain. She tried to send her thoughts to them both, to assure them of her safety. She fell asleep thinking of conveying a message to them. The sound of the door swinging on its rusty hinges several hours later awakened her.

Emily assured Jenny that while Jenny was gone, Du’vir had not come back, and that Jenny had no reason to assault another guard. She had been petrified at the beating Jenny had taken, the night before, and was relieved that Ni’vhat had treated her injuries, for whatever reason. Emily knew something was wrong in Jenny’s affect, but Jenny refused to divulge anything. They slept and had dinner, and when morning came, the guard returned for Jenny, taking her to Ni’vhat’s office again. 

Jenny walked slowly down the corridor, stunned at her own reactions. She was like Pavlov’s dogs, who had been classically conditioned to salivate at the sound of a bell. She was getting wet, in anticipation of being with Ni’vhat. Kit had told her how that used to happen to Kit, when she was waiting in her room every night, not certain whether her uncle would molest her or not. Kit wasn’t sure if it was conditioning to expect pleasure or conditioning to prevent the pain of dry penetration, but for whatever reason, by the time Kenny arrived most nights, she was wet and ready. In the beginning, he had sniffed her fingers suspiciously, thinking she had been masturbating, but when he realized she had not, he was inordinately pleased with himself that she had been anticipating him. In his mind, it was a sort of justification, because if Kit hadn’t wanted to have sex with him, she wouldn’t have become aroused just thinking he might come into her room.

Jenny shuddered inwardly, angry with herself, but the physiology involved was undeniable. She was looking forward to being with Ni’vhat. And she hated herself for it.

Ni’vhat had breakfast for them both, and he discussed his family with her, the children he had lost. Jenny found herself actually pitying him, mourning his losses as she thought about the photos he had shown her the day before. He was a sentient being, after all, and he knew how to love, how to hope and dream. And his children had been taken from him, murdered by the Dominion. It was easy to forget this was the same species that occupied Bajor.

Jenny held his hand in her own as he divulged his wounds, his loneliness, his attempts to deal with Pre’lira’s grief. His voice caught as he detailed Pre’lira’s nightmares and sadness, and Jenny actually held him like a small child, comforting him. He began to kiss her, then, to sublimate his own grief through distracting himself. He lay against her on the couch, exploring her mouth, fondling her breasts through her uniform.  “Come with me,” he said in a low, quiet voice, sitting them both up. He led her to a wall and touched a panel, and an invisible door slid open. “This is my private sanctuary,” he said softly. “Only Du’vir knows it is here. No one will disturb us,” he advised. 

The lighting was extremely dim, and he undressed her, laying her down on the bed that was tucked away there. He removed his own clothing, but it was too dark for Jenny to see his body. He laid down upon her, between her legs, but did not penetrate her. He dwarfed her in size completely, his hips so broad she almost couldn’t spread her legs enough for him to lie between them. “Relax, my pretty Jenny,” he whispered to her, kissing her sweetly, coaxing her lips apart. As he opened her mouth for his tongue, he opened her labia with his fingers, rubbing gently until the fluid coated them and made them slick. He eased one finger into her opening, then two, palm pressing against her sex as he moved in and out of her walls. He dropped his face to her breasts, suckling, teasing her, nipping until her breathing betrayed her arousal. 

He removed his hand from her depths, then, pressing against her with his hips. She put her legs around his back, which was more slender than his hips, and much more comfortable than trying to accommodate his width. He moved against her, not penetrating, but sliding through her fluids with his member until he was rock hard and ready for release. He shuddered over her, gasping, and she felt the warm discharge on her belly. He crept down her body, ravishing her clitoris with his lips and tongue, and Jenny came to him, writhing and panting as he loved her. 

“I am sorry, Jenny,” he said kindly, “but I must take you back to your cell. Pre’lira will be home from school and waiting for me to eat lunch.” 

Jenny touched his face. “Family is important. Of course you must go to her,” she agreed. 

“I will have Du’vir take you, then,” he offered, putting his own clothing back on. “Please, Jenny, think of me today,” he cupped her cheek in his moist, warm hand and kissed her. “When you are dressed, go into my office. Du’vir will be here shortly.”

______________

Acting Captain Kathryn Janeway entered the shuttle bay, where her daughter Naomi Wildman was working along with Robin and Lenara Wildman and B'Elanna Lessing to get the Viper Six’s polaron shields in place. The cloaking device was in process, but not complete. The medical team was still working on Derna, and it seemed that some of the colonists had had to come back for second and third treatments, and there was still radiation illness in the colony. 

“Lenara,” Kathryn said quietly, looking closely at the Trill, “you look exhausted. The team on the planet is still not close to being done. You should go home and rest.”

Naomi nodded vigorously. “Thank you, Captain, we’ve been telling her that for the past three hours.”

Lenara looked helplessly at Kathryn. “My daughter is hostage to Cardassians. My rest will wait,” she insisted. 

Robin took Lenara’s hands. “Be’thal,” she said persuasively, “the three of us can handle it. Think about the baby, if not yourself,” she urged, kissing her forehead.

Lenara closed her eyes and tears ran down her cheeks. “Robbie, I’m scared for her. I’ll never be able to close my eyes if I’m lying there alone, thinking about Emily. I need to keep working for my own sanity,” she argued.

“Naomi, go with her,” Kathryn said to her daughter. “Lenara, you need to take a break. I can’t let you push yourself like this. I promised Kieran,” she added, her blue-grey eyes intent with concern for the Trill’s well-being. “Kieran took care of my wife when she was vulnerable, and I owe her the same consideration. The away team won’t finish for hours, and the Viper Six can’t leave until Sato can be there for back up. That’s the plan we all agreed upon. We don’t need you, right now,” she informed the stubborn Trill. 

Naomi smiled warmly at her wife. “Come on, Cha’on, let me take you home. Please, Nara. I’ve been so afraid for your health,” she said gently, touching the vallette at Lenara’s temple affectionately. “The beginning of the second trimester is so crucial for the baby, honey. And you told me yourself your symbiont has been sending you warning signals.”

Naomi could always convince the Trill with her winning smile and her tender words, and Lenara was moved by the entreaty. “All right, for a little while. And then we’ll come back,” she intoned decidedly.

“Of course we will,” Naomi agreed. “We’ll come right back.” 

__________________

Emily Wildman sat glassy eyed against the wall, legs drawn up on the bunk. Jenny came back to their cell, noting immediately that Emily was more subdued than when she had been taken to Ni’vhat.

“Baby,” Jenny enfolded the smaller woman in warm arms, “are you all right?”

Emily nodded. “Just tired. And every time they take you I just fret the whole time you’re gone. What in the hell are they doing with you?” she demanded, holding Jenny tighter.

“Mostly talking,” Jenny lied. “I told Ni’vhat all about the Derna mission, and he talked about the Dominion scourge, and his family, and his dead wife. His entire family was killed by the Dominion except one daughter, who is ten. He showed me photos, and got pretty emotional about them. He’s got a good side, even if he is executing hostages,” she sighed. “Ems, did you know the Federation told the Cardassians that if they wanted our help, the Cardassians had to dismantle their military?”

Emily nodded. “Yes, and understandably,” she contended.

“But Ems, that would be like telling a Klingon to forget about honor, or making a Ferengi stop seeking profit. It seems unrealistic and unfair to make the Cardassians give up their identity as a people,” she argued. 

Emily pulled out of her arms. “Oh, really? Tell that to Ro Laren. Or to any Bajoran. I’m sure they’ll tell you it’s just fine and dandy if the Cardies keep their weapons so they can bounce back in full force and subjugate some other helpless population,” she hissed. “Honestly, Jenny, how can you feel sorry for these monsters? Knowing what they did to Robbie, to Laren?”

Jenny touched her face. “I didn’t say I’m on their side, Ems. Just that the Federation was asking a lot. And I don’t forget ever what they did to Laren and Robbie. Or to you,” she pulled Emily back into her arms, kissing her fiercely. “I love you, baby. So much.”

Emily settled into her arms, certain Jenny was doing more than talking to Ni’vhat. She wondered if Jenny was being sexually assaulted, and protecting her from the fact.

When Ni’vhat sent for Jenny again that afternoon, Emily was certain that he wanted more than friendly conversation.

Jenny ambled along the corridor, again feeling a sense of anticipation about Gul Ni’vhat, and the thought of him created an unmistakable tingling in her clitoris. What the fuck is wrong with me, she chastised herself. He is coercing me to do this, and how can I be responding to him?  Her mind flashed upon the first time he had performed cunnilingus on her, and she saw herself lying on her back on his desk, his face between her legs. Her brain screamed at her, but her body reacted with warmth and desire. Ni’vhat was a very proficient lover, very skilled. 

When the guard shoved her through the door, Ni’vhat wordlessly moved across the room, gathering her into his arms and kissing her. “I missed you, my sweet girl,” he said softly, kissing her hair, her forehead, her cheeks. “Did you miss me?” he whispered, hands moving over the planes of her back, rubbing her muscles gently.

Jenny trembled, partly from fear and partly from arousal. “Yes,” she admitted, immediately ashamed because it was true. She would rather be in his office, where it was clean and didn’t smell of urine, where no one was screaming in pain, than be in that dark, dank cell with Emily, where she was forced to think about Emily’s rape. Jenny sighed into Ni’vhat’s mouth as he fumbled at her jumpsuit closure, opening the front. His fingers were warm and coaxing, kindling her nipples to hard, heated knots, and she gasped as he tugged on them. 

‘I can feel how much you want me,” he said against her throat, biting delicately at her flesh. Jenny’s skin pebbled at his touch, and he congratulated himself inwardly for his apparent ability to please his captive. As soon as he had her uniform open and crumpled at her feet, he drew her into powerful arms and lifted her, carrying her to his desktop. He sat her down on it, yanking her panties off, and buried his face between her thighs. Jenny lay back, groaning, her body immediately poised on the edge of an orgasm, the lights above her blurring as she came: all five of them. 

_____________

Ro Laren rattled around inside her vacuous quarters, wishing someone were home. All of her life she had preferred solitude, but now, living at Chez Wildwoman, she was accustomed to a crowd, to plenty of conversation and laughter and music. The silence was deafening to the frightened and lonely Bajoran. She crept into Emily’s room and found a discarded sweatshirt in her clothes hamper. Laren put it on, smelling the younger woman in the fabric. Then she went to Jenny’s room and curled up in her bed, pulling the bedding around her to breathe Jenny’s essence. Her brain was subdued long enough by the familiar fragrance that she slept. In her dreams, she prayed to the Prophets to protect her family, to make her strong, to make the rescue a success. 

The woman from her vision appeared to her, and it was obvious to Laren now that the woman had been Kit Wildman. She beckoned Laren, holding out her arms. “The time approaches,” she said softly. “The Ro must be vigilant. Patient. The Ro must surrender,” she said firmly.

_____________

Emily and Jenny Wildman had been in captivity six days, and still, there was no sign of the Sato. Emily despaired that they had been left for dead, that the Federation had simply refused to negotiate with terrorists, and she and Jenny were casualties of that political policy. 

Over the past several days, Jenny was almost never in their cell. Du’vir came to see Emily nearly every time Jenny left, and Ni’vhat kept Jenny occupied for hours on end. Jenny had breakfast every morning with the Prefect, and then every afternoon he came for her, as well. Jenny had spent hours in his bedroom, lying in almost total darkness, Ni’vhat’s body hard against her own, but his hands gentle. He had pleasured her unselfishly every day, several times a day, and the most he ever did for himself was to lie between her legs and rub against her labia until he had relieved himself. Jenny was ever more conscious of his inevitable frustration, and wondered why he had not penetrated her. She knew from Emily’s experience with Du’vir that if Ni’vhat did finally insist upon intercourse, he would likely injure Jenny, whether he intended to or not. Jenny remembered from interspecies sexuality just how Cardassian men were endowed, and it was a terrifying thought. She managed to force it from her mind, but every hour she spent in Ni’vhat’s arms, she worried more that he would need to take her that way. 

In an effort to make sure he was satisfied without actually having to enter her, Jenny decided to take matters into her own hands, and into her mouth. Ni’vhat was relieved tremendously by her attentions, and stunned that she understood the anatomy involved. Cardassian men had bony plates on the head of their penises, but a subtle pressure in the right spot moved the plates, spreading them open, and exposing the bare and sensitive flesh beneath them. A tongue flicking against that flesh was enough to drive the Gul to a frenzy, and to leave him in a quivering, gelatinous heap beneath Jenny’s soft nakedness. 

And Ni’vhat always returned the favor afterward, pulling Jenny to straddle his face, and watching her riding his lips from his vantage point beneath her. She was exquisite, in those moments, hands pressed against the wall, thighs taut, buttocks clenching as she came in his mouth. Ni’vhat was simply mesmerized by her responsiveness. He had taken many, many prisoners in his time at the facility, and in fact, Jenny was not his only current consort. He was also on friendly terms with a young Bajoran woman, but she was not as enthusiastic as Jenny, not as receptive, despite the fact that her own anatomy accommodated his perfectly. Ni’vhat knew that if he were not fucking a Bajoran, he would lose himself with Jenny, and he would hurt her. And it wasn’t time for that yet. He could sense the conflict in her, and wanted to wait until she was truly his. He knew the breaking point was near, because she had said to him, panting from release on his desk the day before, that she had seen five lights above his desk. 

This morning had been no exception to the pattern. While Emily ate bread and water, Jenny had a sumptuous meal with Gul Ni’vhat. This morning, Ni’vhat took Jenny walking in the gardens of the camp. Although the Dominion had mostly destroyed the surface of the planet, this area had been restored. The garden was in fact, magnificent, especially in contrast to the devastation in the surrounding area. 

“Ni’vhat,” she said quietly, breathing the scents of the flowers and bushes, “this is marvelous. You have done so well rebuilding,” she complimented the Prefect. “Your home—has it been rebuilt?” she asked, thinking of Pre’lira. “I would think losing your family and your home at the same time would be a crushing experience,” she sympathized.

Ni’vhat smiled, squeezing her fingers in his own. “My lovely Jenny,” he said softly. “Your compassion moves me. I was fortunate in that my house was unscathed. There were strips of the city that were spared, although between the Klingon raids and the Dominion, not much of Cardassia Prime remains. When Cardassia aligned itself with the Romulans to attack the Dominion, our losses were enormous. But when the Dominion took their revenge, the Founders left Cardassia Prime almost uninhabitable. But my home is intact. I should show it to you. It’s the envy of many, I must say. And I am so grateful Pre’lira wasn’t displaced, as so many others were by the scourge.”

He considered for a long time, strolling along the pathway. “Your company has done wonders for my state of mind, Jenny Wildman,” he said kindly. “Your friendship has become so important to me. Will you do something more for me, Jenny?” he asked solicitously. “Come to my home for lunch. Pre’lira will be there to take her meal, and you can see my domicile. You seem interested in my culture. I would like to share it,” he offered. 

“I would be honored, Ni’vhat. Shall I come back later then, or remain with you?” she asked politely.

He smiled warmly. “Your manners are impeccable. Please, come back in two hours, and we will go together. My housekeeper is a decent sort, and she cooks quite nicely. Come, let me take you back inside the prison, and Du’vir will escort you home.”

________________

P’Arth, Chancellor of the Klingon High Council, listened in abject distress as Laren’s subspace message brought her up to speed on the Sato’s problems. Laren was frantic with fear over the captivity of the girls, and P’Arth was glad Katie Torres was aboard the Klingon vessel, rather than underfoot on the Sato. It sounded as though B'Elanna and Laren and Kieran had done nothing but fret and slave away since the Chancellor had parted company with them. Laren looked so washed out, P’Arth’s sympathies were provoked. She made a quick decision to hightail it to Derna to lend whatever assistance was needed. A ship capable of cloaking was always an asset, and at least Kieran wouldn’t be facing a potential terrorist faction alone.

Ja’Kir and Katie were in a practice gym, fighting with bat’leths, and P’Arth was hailed on an emergency frequency to report to sickbay. The Klingon’s blood ran cold when the doctor advised her that her son was injured.

P’Arth jogged into sickbay, only to find both youngsters bleeding, but gazing at one another like love-struck fools. They sat together on one examination bed, holding hands, smiling goofily while the doctor assessed their injuries.

“Ja’Kir,” P’Arth scolded her son, “how did this happen?” 

“Katie is a warrior, mother,” he replied approvingly. “And so am I,” he said proudly, lifting his shirt to give his mother a better view of his seeping wound. 

P’Arth recognized the razor sharp slash of a bat’leth immediately. “You have been fighting one another with real blades?” she asked, astonished. 

Katie flushed slightly. “Yes, Ma’am,” she admitted. “Ja’Kir is a very good teacher.”

P’Arth growled deep in her throat. “Katie, your mothers will have a seizure if they find out what you’ve been doing,” she admonished the smug Klingon child. 

“That is because my mothers are weak. They have no honor. No appreciation for our people’s customs,” she retorted, sounding as arrogant as any Klingon child. 

“Your people are humans,” P’Arth reminded her. “As much as you aspire to be Klingon, you are not,” she asserted forcefully, her brow knitted sternly. 

“I want to be a warrior,” Katie replied. “I want you to sponsor me. Please, Chancellor, I have the heart of a warrior. I swear it on the blood of Kahless,” she vowed. 

P’Arth was at a loss for words. “Let me see your wounds,” she finally said, ignoring Katie’s entreaty. Katie obligingly lifted the back of her tunic where Ja’Kir had scraped her as she spun around to sweep his feet from beneath him. “Impressive,” she murmured, unable to contain her genuine respect for Kieran’s child. “You have your mother’s athletic ability, I see,” she complimented the young warrior. “The two of you clean up and get yourselves pieced back together. Then, Katie Torres, you will report to my conference room on the double.”

“Yes, Chancellor,” Katie agreed readily. 

P’Arth regarded her with wonder. Katie was very clearly not afraid to face her, when Ja’Kir, in the same circumstances, would have a trembling bottom lip and tears in his eyes. Perhaps, this child truly did have the heart of a warrior. 

________________

Kate Pulaski wrung her hands, pleading with Joely Winfield to listen to reason. Joely crossed her arms in defiance, refusing to knuckle under to Kate’s fear.

“Damn it, Jay,” Kate was saying, pacing the length of the CMO’s office, “you’ve done your share of Cardassian whoop-assing,” she asserted. “This reckless indifference could get you captured by those maniacs again,” she insisted, throwing her hands up in resignation.

Joely smirked. “Kate, you lost the right to tell me what to do when you packed your shit. Now the way I see it, there’s not a man or woman alive on this ship, except Ro and Robin, who understand the true nature of this mission, and I’ll be goddamned if I am putting those girls’ lives in the hands of an idiot like Ben Mason,” she hissed. “I’d kill him myself, but Laren is going to beat me to it if there’s a single hair missing on the girls’ heads.” 

Kate started to argue, but Joely shook her head. “Don’t waste your breath, Kate,” she said coldly. 

“My opinion—what I want—none of that matters to you? You just think you can slap on a six shooter and cowboy up, and waltz in there and steal those girls back?” she demanded hotly, her silvery curls shaking with her anger, anger spurred by terror.

“My wife might have something to say about my choice of assignments,” Joely allowed, chuckling indifferently. “But you weren’t interested in being my wife. Don’t think you can come in here and throw your weight around just because we were lovers once.” 

Kate flopped down in a chair on the opposite side of Joely’s desk in her sickbay office, the fight gone out of her. “Past tense?” she asked, her ire draining away at the sound of Joely’s resignation. “You’re giving up just like that?”

Joely held out her hands, imploring. “Did you think I’d beat my head against your stubbornness for a few years? I can take a hint, and you don’t want to be with me, so why do you care one way or another if the fucking Cardies capture me?”

“I do care,” Kate defended herself, her face crumbling as though she might cry. “More than you can ever know,” she added, swallowing hard. 

“Then why am I sleeping alone?” Joely asked rhetorically. “I’m going on the mission, Kate. End of discussion. Now if you’ll get the hell out of my office, I have work to do. There are still plenty of sick people on Derna,” she advised her former mentor. “If you feel like working a full shift, we could certainly use the help. Dismissed,” she snapped impatiently. 

Kate stood to go, but her mouth opened and closed in disbelief. “Dismissed?” she repeated.

Joely looked up from her workstation. “I am the Chief Medical Officer. Protocol is protocol,” she said blandly, as if Kate were nothing more than a medical technician assigned to empty waste receptacles. 

Kate wandered out of sickbay, flummoxed. She had damaged the relationship beyond salvaging, if Joely had sunk so low as to treat her like a subordinate officer. She had only intended to sort out her feelings. Not to end the relationship. 

________________

Kathryn Janeway laid out a carafe of hot coffee, stopping Kate Pulaski from spiking it from her pocket flask of rum. “I have to keep a clear head until the girls are safe and sound,” Kathryn explained. “What was so urgent that you needed to see me?” she asked, setting lunch down on the ready room table for Kate and herself. 

“I feel foolish bringing this to you, Kathryn, but it’s Joely. I don’t think she should go on this mission. I know she’d kill me for telling you that, but I don’t care,” she contended, pouring a shot of rum into her own coffee. 

“Are you saying she’s unfit?” Kathryn asked, worried. “Because if that’s your medical 

opinion—,” she began.

“No,” Kate interrupted nervously. “It’s not my medical opinion. It’s just—she shouldn’t go Kathryn, not with her history with the Cardassians,” she supplied.

“Half this ship has a history with the Cardassians, Doctor,” she retorted impatiently. “Your personal feelings about Joely aside, is there a valid reason she can’t perform her duty?”

Kate nearly choked on her coffee. “Kathryn—” she fumbled for words, failing entirely.

“Kate, I love you dearly. But you’ve been in Starfleet long enough to know that when it comes to the mission, the most qualified person goes on it. That’s Joely. I’m sorry that you’re worried and frightened for her. But if you want to talk about worried and frightened, talk to Kit, or my daughters-in-law. They are sick over this. Joely is built like a slab of duranium, and she was the best operative section 31 had for a very long time, from what I understand. I can’t—I won’t—change the mission specs.”

Kate eyed her warily. “Maybe I should ask Kieran,” she said pointedly.

Kathryn snorted. “If you think I’m a hard ass, you go right ahead. She’ll whittle you down to nothing at the mere suggestion. You don’t tell someone who nearly starved herself to death to save a crewmember that you don’t want your partner in danger,” Kathryn advised her. “We’ve all been there, and you just suck it up and get over it, Kate. Besides, from what the grapevine says, you and Joely broke up,” she observed.

Kate bit her lip. “That wasn’t my intention, but apparently, Joely sees it that way. I didn’t say I didn’t love her, or didn’t want to be with her—only that I didn’t want to marry her and I needed some time to think about things.” 

“You’re a fool, Kate,” Kathryn opined, biting into her chicken salad sandwich. “If you love her, marry her. Don’t hesitate. I wasted enough years loving Seven and being afraid to tell her so, and at your age, you can’t afford to wait that long,” she lectured. “You’d be lucky to have Joely. You should be flattered she asked. There are any number of women on this ship that would jump at the chance to be her lover,” she added.

Kate was taken aback by Kathryn’s callous treatment. “What’s gotten into you?” she snapped, practically knocking her chair over as she stood up. “The Kathryn Janeway I know would never talk to me like I’m some goddamned cadet.” 

“Oh? Well the Kate Pulaski I know would never suggest a Starfleet officer do less than her duty, and she damn well wouldn’t try to use our friendship to manipulate things to her advantage. Do you think it’s easy putting people in danger, Kate? Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? I have put Seven’s ass on the line more times than I can count, despite the fact that Justin and Daddy died together. That sort of trauma would cripple some people’s command ability. I refuse to let that happen to me. Kieran is cut from the same cloth I am, and I guarantee you she’d be furious if you took this to her. So don’t. She’s got enough trouble as it is, dealing with this situation, grieving for her lost players and her friends on the Sagan, and worrying about Lenara and Katie. In fact, as long as you’re in that uniform, why don’t you make yourself useful, and go check on Lenara? If she loses this baby Kieran will have to be slapped into a straight jacket. I mean it Kate. She is on the verge of a mental collapse, she is so wound up, and don’t you dare make it worse,” Kathryn ordered her. “The last thing she needs is another ration of guilt.” 

Kate considered momentarily. It had been a long time since anyone took her to task. Decades, in fact. But she knew deep down Kathryn was right. “I’ll go see to Lenara,” she agreed. “If I’m dismissed, that is,” she added, not wanting to test Kathryn’s patience.

“You are. Kate?” Kathryn said quietly.

Kate turned back around. “Yes, Captain?”

“I mean it. You should marry Joely. Before she goes on this mission. Don’t screw this up,” Kathryn warned her solemnly.

________________

Ro Laren could not sleep. The cloaking modifications for the Viper Six were almost complete, but it had taken several days. The Captain had ordered her to sleep, but her quarters felt so empty. Kit was on the Aurora, monitoring the camp on Cardassia Prime. And Emily and Jenny were in that camp, going through Prophets knew what. Laren could scarcely close her eyes for a second, let alone sleep. 

She thought about the past year, months of it spent living with Kit and Kit’s wives, and how quickly all three women had become part of her daily routine, an integral piece of her life. They felt like her family, all of them. And while only Kit was her lover, she had begun to feel so comfortable with Jenny and Emily she didn’t think of them as categorically different than Kit. It was more that she was waiting to find the right way, the right time, to make that transition with the other two. She was trying to get her head around the idea her heart had embraced, but she was still struggling.

Not that she had allowed herself to think about it consciously, not much. But now, the thought of those Cardassians hurting them, the thought of anyone even being remotely unkind to her girls, rankled in her. Outrage, anger, and frustration kept her agitated. The whole ship was on high alert, with everyone working around the clock that had anything to contribute. And all Laren could do was worry, until it was her turn to help. 

Emily had reached out to Laren so sweetly, so selflessly, asking eager questions about Bajoran culture, spending hours lying in Laren’s bed talking about their respective pasts, waiting up for Laren when her work schedule kept her out until all hours. Emily said it was to allow Kit and Jenny time together, but Laren had begun to suspect it was more than that. Emily’s attention to the small things floored the stoic Bajoran. The patient way Emily was learning to cook Bajoran dishes, the little touches she put on things, like picking up Laren’s room every day, making her bed. Laren barely had time, lately, to sleep, grab some food, and get back to work. And Emily had filled in the gaps, recycled uniforms left in a heap, replaced dirty towels and sheets, even laid out pajamas for the exhausted woman every night. And when Emily was too tired herself to wait up for Laren to sit with her while she ate dinner, Emily left her dinner under a stasis lid, and a funny or friendly note folded on her pillow. Laren had come to need those things, she realized, to depend upon them to cheer her and sustain her spirits. 

Jenny had been just as inviting and welcoming, though more cognizant of giving Laren plenty of space and time to acclimate herself to the situation. Jenny, more than Emily or Kit, understood the leap of faith it had taken for Laren to submit herself to this experimental living situation, and Jenny understood Laren’s personality, her need to analyze everything, to second guess and rethink. Jenny had that tendency in herself, to talk herself out of her own feelings, to hold back. They were alike in that way. Jenny like Emily did Laren’s laundry and cooked for her, and Jenny was always polite, interested, and ready to do anything Laren asked. When Laren was restless and needed to stretch her legs, it was Jenny who took her to the arboretum in the middle of the night to walk with her. When Laren was feeling crowded by the living situation, Jenny was the first to clear everyone out of their quarters, not in an obvious way that would embarrass Laren, but subtly, so that Kit and Emily probably didn’t realize what she was doing. And Jenny was as aware of the world around her as Laren was. For Laren, coming out of captivity and isolation had been an overwhelming experience, and she was just learning, even now, to let herself love the life she had regained. Jenny helped that love, nurtured it by talking to Laren about beauty, about places they would see as a family someday, about things she wanted to share with Laren.  Laren had responded to that connecting energy.

Jenny had given her poetry for Christmas, poetry Jenny had written, some of it especially for Laren. Jenny had done lovely, colorful drawings in the book, places of beauty, and sketches of Laren, of Kit, of Jenny, of Emily. Jenny was a talented writer and artist, and a sensitive, tender woman that loved music, loved the arts, loved nature. Laren cringed to think that at that very moment, a Cardassian could be beating that appreciation out of her Jenny. 

When Laren didn’t see Emily or Jenny for days, there was a decidedly empty feeling in her Pagh, the conscious awareness of how much she missed the younger women. Laren sighed, thinking of the way Emily smiled, how she laughed, how gentle her heart was. She thought of Jenny’s innocent, accepting way of looking at the world, her beautiful spirit, her kindness. And those Cardassians were probably doing unspeakable things to them both. Laren knew in that moment she loved Emily and Jenny, loved them every bit as much as Kit, and needed them just as fundamentally as she had ever needed Kit. She regretted that she had never told either of them how she felt, that she had never responded to the silent request so often in Emily’s demeanor, or Jenny’s spoken request to be closer. She had never attempted to cross the boundary between the platonic and the sexual, to truly be everything they felt for one another. Laren had hesitated, languished in her reluctance. And now neither of them knew how she felt, might never know that Laren loved them, or that she would do anything in her power to protect them, to get them home.

She needed to be rested to pull off this mission. Emily and Jenny’s lives were on the line. And she could not let anything go wrong. She would get them out of there, or by the Prophets, she would die trying. She tapped her comm badge. “Ro to Winfield.”

Joely came back across the link, sounding just as wide awake as Laren felt. “Ro, are we launching early?”


”No. Joely, I can’t sleep. I need you to give me something, so I’m not dead tomorrow,” she asked, not too proud to admit this weakness if it meant Emily and Jenny had a better chance of escape.

“I’m on my way,” Joely agreed. 

She rifled through her cabinets, pulling together her medical supply bag, and headed for Laren’s quarters. She ran into Kate Pulaski in the corridor, and Joely was relatively certain Kate had been headed to Joely’s. 

“If you came to try to talk me out of this, again—” Joely began, forestalling any entreaties from her former lover.

Kate shook her head, looking the younger woman up and down. Joely was dressed in assault team black, and every muscle in her body bulged in the form fitting fabric. Kate had a fleeting memory of how those muscles felt beneath her fingertips. “That’s not why I’m here. I came to wish you luck,” she replied. “And to tell you—” she faltered, floundering with her emotions. 

“To tell me what, Kate? I’m in a hurry,” Joely advised her impatiently, the square line of her jaw twitching with agitation.

Kate couldn’t get the words out. “Damn it,” she swore, grabbing Joely’s face and kissing her forcefully. “That,” she said when they broke apart again. “I came to tell you that.” 

Joely studied Kate’s face, saw the very real worry in her blue grey eyes, and gathered her into a hug. “I’ll be careful, I promise,” she said against the wizened softness of Kate’s cheek. 

Kate gazed up at her, meeting Joely’s much bluer eyes, forcing herself to speak. “I love you, Jay. If I marry you tonight, will you opt out of this mission?” she asked hopefully.

Joely ran her darkly tanned fingers through the short crop of her silver hair, sighing. “You know I can’t do that, honey,” she replied. “And if that’s the only reason you want to marry me, then the offer no longer stands,” she added reproachfully. 

Kate trembled in Joely’s arms, desperately afraid of the danger Joely was willfully walking into. “It’s not the only reason,” she said quietly. 

Joely kissed her once more. “Then marry me when the mission is over,” she said resolutely. 

“But I love you,” Kate asserted, clutching at the fabric of Joely’s tightly fitting shirt. “Damn it Jay, I don’t want to lose you.”

Joely touched Kate’s face tenderly. “And I love you. But if you’re going to marry me, Kate, then you have to take me as I am. And you know this is who I am. It’s who I’ll always be. If I were to shrink from danger, what sort of officer would I be? Hell, if I couldn’t take the risks any longer, just because the Cardies got me once, I would have retired like so many other POW’s did. Don’t think I’m not scared, either, because I am,” she admitted. “But I’m more afraid of what those fuckwads are doing to our girls than I am of what they might do to me. Laren feels just the same. Don’t ask me to be someone I’m not,” she implored her lover.

Kate swallowed hard, but nodded in resignation. “I suppose I wouldn’t love you as much if you weren’t a swashbuckling, superhero-esque fool,” she complained without an ounce of actual disgust. “And damn, you look good in assault garb,” she added appreciatively.

Joely laughed happily, hugging Kate close. “You lecherous old coot,” she accused her intended. “Save it for the congratulatory homecoming,” she requested, kissing Kate soundly. “Now, I have to go to Laren’s. She can’t sleep, and I’m going to knock her out.” 

Kate smiled up at her lover. “I’ll walk you to her quarters,” she acceded.  

Joely Winfield stayed with Ro Laren, medicating them both so they would sleep, both women knowing that the morning would bring horrifying memories for each of them.

Laren’s last thought before she drifted off was of Jenny and Emily at the feast of the Emissary, the fond smiles they had given her when she sang the jumja song for them. She prayed fervently that they would be singing it together soon. 

____________

The cloaking device was installed in the Viper, and Sato was in position just beyond the Cardassian border, where they would wait for the Viper to retrieve their people. Aurora was still monitoring the planet, but no tetryon particle trails had been identified. 

“Laren,” Kieran hailed over subspace, “if you get in trouble, Kit and Seven and I are right here,” she reminded her. “Just holler.”

“KT, I appreciate it, but Aurora is too vulnerable without the modified shields or a cloaking device. I’ll keep you apprised. Viper Six out.” 

Laren turned to Joely Winfield. “Ready?”

Joely nodded grimly. “Those girls are probably scared to death. Let’s go, already,” she urged. If they’re still alive.
The Viper launched and went to warp. “Engage the cloak,” Laren instructed. “Pull up the map of the complex,” she ordered her colleague.

“My best guess would be in the processing center, here,” Joely pointed to the map, “or the preliminary holding cells, here,” she added. 

“We’ll scan for biosignatures. If we don’t locate them that way, I’ll take the processing center. You take the holding cells. And while I don’t want to make a big entrance, I’m telling you Joely, I don’t mind killing a few Cardassians.”

Joely nodded. “Me either. And if they’ve hurt those kids I’ll kill them all,” she promised. 

Laren’s brain squirmed, replaying images of her own captivity. She knew by now both of her roommates had been beaten, raped, or both. Cardassians knew nothing of mercy.

___________________________

Emily Wildman napped fitfully, worried sick about Jenny, and the longer Jenny was gone, the worse her trepidation became. 

When Du’vir shoved Jenny through the door, Emily flew into her arms. 

“Did they leave you alone, honey?” Jenny asked tenderly. “Ni’vhat promised me they would,” she added.

Emily held her at arms length. “What did you have to do to extract that promise?”

“Same as every day. I had to have breakfast with him. And lunch later. He wants to show me his home,” she fretted over it. 

Jenny bit her lip, noting that Emily was moving as if in pain. Clearly, Du’vir’s sexual assault five days before had damaged her. “You’re moving as if you’re hurt, baby. I’ll ask Ni’vhat for a dermal regenerator, for medical aid.”

“No. Don’t, Jenny, don’t let them do you any more favors. It’s enough that Du’vir didn’t touch me today. And I’m afraid that concession will be very costly. Promise me, my love,” she kissed her gently. 

Jenny nodded briefly. “If you say so Ems.” She crawled onto the bunk they had shared the night before. “Can I hold you, honey?”

Emily slid in beside her. “Please,” she replied. It was the only time she felt warm, in the prison camp, she realized. If Jenny held her, she could almost chase the chill from her bones. And the sound of Jenny’s voice drown out the screaming and the moaning and the crying coming from the other prisoners. Emily was all too aware of the fact that the Cardassians continued to execute prisoners, and they were making their way systematically down the corridor where Emily and Jenny were housed. Emily knew it wouldn’t be more than two days longer until she died, and maybe sooner, since she couldn’t tell how many captives were in each cell. The guard had come for someone in the cell across the corridor, and the hostage was screaming and fighting for his life, but as always, in the end, the Cardassians won. Emily hid her face in Jenny’s shoulder. “Our number is almost up,” she commented. 

Jenny hugged Emily closer. “There are worse ways to die, Ems. Phaser blast is relatively quick and painless, don’t you think?” she asked tiredly. 

“Haven’t you noticed? They use some sort of disruptor—the kind the Federation outlawed,” Emily advised, shuddering. A disruptor disintegrated organs from the abdomen outward, and the victim was conscious just long enough to feel the blast tearing through them before they died. 

“That explains all the screaming, then,” Jenny agreed, sounding numb. “I wonder what happened with the crew—if they even planned a rescue,” she said hollowly. 

Emily gazed into Jenny’s frost colored eyes. “Baby—do you think for a second Kieran would obey any order Starfleet gave her to leave us? Come on, Jen. You played on her team. You know better.”

Jenny sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. She’d tell Admiral Paris to get stuffed.”

Emily nodded emphatically. “Damned right she would. Because if nothing else, Kit would beg her, and Kieran can’t say no to Kit.”

“So what happened, then? Where the hell are they?” Jenny demanded. And then the horrifying truth dawned on her. “Jesus fucking Christ, Ems—the terrorists must have gotten the Sato,” she breathed, collapsing against the wall behind the bunk. Tears burned in her eyes as she acknowledged the possibility. “They could all be dead,” she realized, pressing her fingers into her eye sockets. 

Emily swallowed hard. She had been thinking it for days, herself. She glanced at her wedding ring, at the birthstones of her wives, wondering if Kit were alive. “I had so wanted to add Laren’s stone,” she murmured aloud, not really addressing Jenny. 

Jenny wiped impatiently at her eyes. “Yeah. Me too,” she admitted. “It would have made your mom so happy, Ems,” she added, thinking of the gentle Trill scientist. 

“If Mom is dead,” Emily decided, absently touching the Trill markings tattooed on her temples, “I’m glad I could at least give her this before she died,” she said resignedly. 

Jenny kissed her tenderly. “You make a gorgeous Trill, Ems,” she assured her. “Emily,” she said after a long pause. “I just want you to know—” she began, trying to keep her emotions in check, “to know that our marriage has been the most amazing thing that ever happened to me. It’s been so much more than I had ever hoped or imagined,” she said sincerely, stroking Emily’s cheek. “I know I’ve never deserved you, honey, but I am so grateful I got to share the past few years with you and with Kit. I couldn’t have asked for a more devoted or loving partner than you, Ems,” she complimented her wife. “And I wish more than anything we would have had a child together,” she decided. 

“I feel the same about you,” Emily echoed the sentiment. “I never felt like I deserved your love, Jenny. I couldn’t begin to imagine what you saw in me,” she laughed sadly. “But I eventually accepted that you did see things in me I couldn’t. I’m glad I didn’t disappoint you, Corey,” she said softly. “When you married me, I really wasn’t completely sure I had enough in me to succeed at anything. But your faith in me made it happen.”

Jenny kissed her soundly, lingering over it. “Well, can you imagine the mourning they’ll do at the Academy when the famous biographer of Lenara Kahn dies?” she teased. “I’ll bet you get a statue right next to Kieran,” she chuckled. 

Emily managed a smile for her wife. “Just what I always wanted. My pathetically small breasts in a bronzed tribute,” she joked. “Damn. I wish I could tell them to make by boobs bigger,” she complained. “Seven of Nine sized,” she decided. 

Jenny howled with laughter. “Ems, honey, if you had a rack like Seven’s, you’d topple over from the weight, you’re so thin,” she teased her wife. “I like your body just the way it is,” she assured her. “In fact, I think about making love to you so much, I think it’s a bona fide obsession,” she admitted, kissing Emily’s forehead. 

Emily hugged her. “That goes both ways, Jenny,” she agreed. “What do you think happens to our souls when we die?” she asked.

Jenny shrugged. “Well, to hear Kieran tell it, Cassidy is living the high life in some other plane of reality. I hope that’s what happens to us. Naomi has been there, too, so I believe them when they say it’s a good place,” she decided. Even in the face of certain execution, Jenny was an optimist. 

“It’s so weird,” Emily said thoughtfully. “I wanted to die so badly that day on the Admin building,” she recalled. “I wanted to be free. And now I love my life so much, I never want to die,” she grinned ruefully at the irony. “I just want to grow old with you and Kit and Laren,” she sighed. “And you know what really pisses me off?” she demanded.

“No, what?” Jenny asked, chuckling.

“Nothing makes me madder than not knowing how a story ends—like when you’re called away in the last five minutes of a movie, or you lose a book before you finish it,” she explained. “And now we’ll never know if Laren would have ever agreed to be part of our fanu’tremu,” she complained. 

“Yeah,” Jenny griped. “Well, if she and Kit are alive, Laren finally got what she wanted. Kit, all to herself,” she smiled sardonically.

_____________

“Your home is magnificent, Prefect,” Jenny breathed appreciatively. “And Pre’lira was delightful. Thank you for lunch,” she said sincerely. 

He toyed with his wine, nodding. “You are welcome. Tell me, do you study Cardassian culture at the Academy?”

“Not much,” Jenny admitted. “There is a short discussion of Cardassian music in one anthropology class. And in interspecies sexuality, we got a primer on Cardassian anatomy,” she said, blushing. 

He threw back his head and laughed. “I’m sure that was interesting. And possibly mostly fallacious,” he allowed. “We are a very private people. I asked because I have a very well respected art collection. Would you like to see it?”

Jenny smiled. “I would, very much, only please, don’t think I know anything about art, even in my own culture,” she laughed. “I can’t sculpt or play an instrument or sing, though I draw a little,” she admitted. “No aesthetic sense, my mother says,” she confided, though her humility was a gross underestimation of her skills. She slighted herself by not mentioning she was a poet and a painter.

“I am a lover of other people’s talents precisely because I have none of my own,” he said amiably. He stood and held out his hand to her and Jenny couldn’t help thinking that he was actually quite charming. “Come with me,” he offered, taking her arm through his own.

He was easily half a foot taller than her, and twice as heavy, and she was momentarily intimidated by his size. But he talked soothingly to her, explaining the architecture of his home. He showed her paintings and sculptures and woven tapestries, and showed her how Cardassian art is incorporated into every day household fixtures. “My crowning pride is my bathroom,” he said. “I had a master mason do a tile mosaic that is simply breathtaking,” he advised. 

He tapped the light pad and there was an inground tub, really more like a spa or a small swimming pool, done in lustrous tiles that showed the wormhole opening in the Denorios belt.

“Prefect,” she gasped, “It’s astonishing.” She touched the walls, admiring the precision of the image. “I can’t believe these tiny little tiles are inlaid individually. This must have taken months,” she said appreciatively.

“Two years,” he agreed. 

“How wonderful to have a bath always drawn for you, too,” she added, touching the water. “It’s so warm.”

“Then join me,” he insisted, hoping she wouldn’t resist.

She gave him an enigmatic look. “Join you?”

“I have enjoyed our time, Jenny, and I think we should consummate this relationship. I have made myself wait a very long time for you. I believe the terms of our agreement were that you would do anything for me if I protected your crewmate. I kept that bargain, did I not?” he asked, his face as soft as his tone. 

Jenny swallowed hard. She had promised, and if she refused, he would most likely force her anyway, and then be angry she didn’t acquiesce. And he might renege on his part of the deal if she did, and Emily would be at risk again. “You did, Prefect,” she agreed, frightened.

“Jenny,” he touched her face, “am I so undesirable?” he asked softly.

Jenny shook her head. “No, Prefect, it’s just—I told you, I studied Cardassian anatomy. I know ours is not particularly compatible, without it causing me a great deal of pain,” she admitted. “And Du’vir injured my crewmate very badly.”

“I will take care of that, too,” he promised. “Disrobe for me,” he said pleasantly, “and I will have a medical technician treat her.”

Jenny dipped her head. “Thank you, Prefect. You are very considerate.”

Ni’vhat hailed his medical aid and told the technician to see to Emily’s injuries. “Now then,” he smiled. “You have seen the beauty of my home’s artwork. And I would like to see your personal beauty,” he murmured. 

Jenny hesitated. She had only been naked with her lovers, her teammates, and her siblings, and it was different having Ni’vhat undress her than to do it herself for him. 

Ni’vhat laughed. “I believe you are shy,” he teased her. 

Jenny smiled nervously. “I am. My people don’t usually—disrobe in front of other people,” she gathered her courage. “I am probably not very clean, Prefect,” she warned him. “I haven’t bathed since I was brought here,” she added, tugging her uniform open. 

His eyes became slitted as he watched her gradually revealed to him. “There are cleansing agents in the water,” he said, his voice nearly a whisper as Jenny walked into the bath, completely exposed. “You are lovely, Jenny Wildman,” he noted. “Humans are so soft, so vulnerable. It’s fascinating.”

Jenny sat down on the bottom step, hiding beneath the warm water. She was in no hurry for him to join her, but he did soon after. She couldn’t help looking at his body, the hard angles and bony protuberances. And then she understood why Emily had bled. His endowment was much larger than any human male she had ever known of. She steeled herself against the fear, against the inevitable, and tried desperately to relax. She practiced the deep breathing techniques Kit had taught her. She made herself think of Emily, of the way she had needed this agreement for protection. She had no choice but to make this sacrifice. 

He moved her into his lap, touching her, opening her, coaxing her. She sat there stiffly as he touched her breasts, making her meet his cold, dark eyes. “Relax,” he said, not entirely kindly. “You’re as bad as a Bajoran,” he scolded impatiently. “Come here,” he commanded her, grabbing her hips. “Put your legs around me. That’s it,” he praised her, “much better.” He reached between her legs, stroking her there. “As I understand it, humans need to be aroused for intercourse to be pleasant,” he said quietly, rubbing her clitoris. He touched her until he felt the ribbon of receptive fluid at her opening. “Jenny, you have always enjoyed me. Yet now you are so rigid, so unyielding. Have I not pleasured you every day, several times a day, unselfishly?” he asked reproachfully.

“Yes, Ni’vhat,” she replied softly. “You’ve been more than generous as a lover. I’m sorry. I am just nervous. This is a new dimension for me, for us,” she explained, touching his face, hoping to delay the inevitable. She kissed him then, trying to persuade his patience, and felt him relent slightly, his hands moving around her waist, his mouth feverish against hers. “I am not experienced compared to most humans my age,” she added, resting her face against his. 

He studied her face, and noted she was telling the truth. “Cardassian girls take lovers much younger than you. Human women do not?”

“Some do,” she agreed. “I have only had one partner for intercourse, and it was several years ago, before I was even a cadet.”

“And was your experience a good one?” he asked, kissing her throat seductively as they talked. 

Jenny met his eyes. “No. It was not a good experience, and the relationship ended badly. He was not faithful to me.”

“Fidelity is important to you?” he asked softly, hands smoothing over the planes of her back. 

“It was in that relationship. We were to be married,” she confided. “And he disrespected that promise,” she added pensively. 

“My sweet Jenny,” Ni’vhat kissed her gently. “Your heart was broken,” he stated. “I know how that is. Najial was my first, and the only woman I have ever loved. In fact, I was so committed to her that since she died, I can only be sexually fulfilled if I think of her when I am with a woman,” he confessed.  He gave her a feral grin. “And so, Jenny, do not make a sound,” he told her, “or you will deeply regret it. You see, my wife never made a sound, and I can only believe you are her if you are perfectly quiet. I don’t want to hurt you, Jenny. Don’t make me. Do you understand?”

Jenny nodded, immediately fearful. She made herself think of Ro Laren, of how Laren had endured this many, many times, and tried to prepare herself for the pain she knew would come. “Yes, Prefect.” 

“Good,” he said softly, moving her over his girth. As he positioned himself at her opening, he turned them over, so she was beneath him with her legs wrapped around his hips. 

Jenny needed to scream at the splitting sensation, but she forced herself not to move, not to breathe, not to react, despite the blood coloring the water around them. She bit her lip so hard she tasted more blood, and her tears wet his shoulder. 

“Don’t cry, Jenny,” he said gently. “Please. I need to believe you want me,” he urged her, thrusting harder. 

Jenny gasped in pain—one brief, clipped moment of weakness. 

And as he had promised her, he made her very sorry for making that one strained sound. 

________________

The Viper assumed orbit around Cardassia Prime, cloaked. Ro Laren and Joely Winfield waited until nightfall, and beamed down to the planet, setting the controls of the ship so that they could beam back aboard with a command to the computer. They made their way into the tunnels of the prison camp, both women remembering the stench of the place all too well. As they followed the sloping ramp into the bowels of Cardassia Prime, the cold and damp that always pervaded the prison seeped into their bones. Laren shuddered, the hair on her neck standing straight up. Joely saw her face and knew exactly what Laren was feeling—the memory of how you simply could never get warm in this place.

“I’ve got their biosignatures,” Laren said softly. “They’re together. This way,” she whispered, creeping along the darkened tunnel. The tricorder beeped softly and Laren muted it. She fingered the trigger of her compression rifle, nervous, agitated. The Cardassian guard slept leaning against the door of Jenny and Emily’s cell, and before he knew what hit him, Joely Winfield broke his neck and left him dead against the wall. 

“Neat trick,” Laren said admiringly of the way the Cardassian’s head flopped sickly to one side.

“Section 31,” Joely shrugged, stealing the guard’s key. “Come on.” 

Jenny heard the door and she scrabbled into a corner, begging them to leave her alone. 

Laren grabbed her and covered her mouth. “Jenny, it’s me. Shut up.”

Jenny started to cry. “Laren? Oh fuck, get us out of here,” she pleaded, letting the Bajoran pull her upright and clawing at Laren’s black knit shirt. 

“Emily’s unconscious,” Joely noted as she knelt at Emily’s limp form. “They beat her half to death,” she advised as she did a quick examination of Emily’s body, noting that several bones were fractured and the woman was a solid bruise head to toe. “I’ll carry her.”

Laren held Jenny close, whispering softly, “Jenny, are you okay?”

“I want to go home,” she said, eyes wild with fear. She tried to walk, but she was clearly hobbled. 

Joely knew immediately she had been raped by the way she held herself. “I’ll give you this for pain,” she whispered, pressing a hypospray to her throat. “And we’ll fix you up as soon as we’re on the Sato, honey,” she said quietly. 

Joely gathered Emily in her arms. She handed Jenny her compression rifle. “Be quiet and follow me. Laren, you’ve got the lead,” she said softly. 

The women crept along the corridor, and heard voices behind them, where they had left the guard with the broken neck. “He’s dead,” the Cardassian said. “Hail the central guard.”

Joely looked at Laren, the fearful desperation evident in her eyes. “Run,” she said. Laren didn’t have to be told twice. 

Joely heaved Emily over her shoulder, praying she wouldn’t do more damage to her already tortured body, but knowing her own survival was getting less likely. Their footfalls echoed in the darkness, which was suited much better to Cardassian eyes than human or Bajoran. They made it out of the tunnels with the Cardassian guard hot on their heels, and Joely tapped her comm badge. “Computer, four to beam up,” she said softly. The energy particles swirled just as the guard fired a round at them, and Laren went down on her knees. She materialized with her leg bleeding profusely, and forced herself not to buckle. Joely lay Emily in the fold down bunk while Laren dragged herself to the pilot’s seat, keying the controls to leave orbit. The Viper shot off into the blackness. 

Jenny sat down in the aft section, in the floor, huddled in a corner, while Joely tended to Emily. 

“Laren, you’re bleeding badly,” Joely said, noting the puddle of blood forming beneath the pilot’s seat. “I need to put a tourniquet on you, or you’re not going to make it,” she noted, grabbing the strap off her compression rifle. She knelt in the floor to bind Laren’s thigh, and the pulsing stream of blood stopped. 

Laren fought to stay conscious. “Joely, leave it. I’ve got Cardies on my ass. Take weapons. I’m dropping out of warp where the Sato is waiting. Hail them and tell them to get the polaron shields up,” she ordered dizzily. “Joely, is Ems okay?”

“She’s in bad shape, Laren. I needed to get her to sickbay yesterday,” she answered. 

“She’s going to have to wait,” Laren muttered, biting herself to stay conscious. “Joely—” she gasped, losing her visual focus, “you have to fly this damned thing,” she said, slumping over the controls. 

Joely left Laren in the pilot’s chair and took over navigation just in time to drop the ship out of warp.

“Sato to Viper six,” Janeway’s voice called out. “Take cover behind us,” she ordered.  “We’re launching the Viper fleet,” she announced. 

The Cardassians that were following Viper Six dropped out of warp, firing at will. A strafing volley barely missed the nose of the Viper Six, and suddenly, Joely could not see the Cardassian ship. A Klingon Bird of Prey decloaked in the path of the Cardassians, blasting the unsuspecting pursuers halfway to hell. P’Arth’s weapons slowed the Cardassians, who broke off pursuit of the Viper Six. Joely got the Viper into place behind Sato by doing a spin and a banking maneuver. What the Cardassians hadn’t anticipated was finding a massive Federation ship dead ahead, and a runabout on their tail at the same time a Klingon War Bird was swooping down on them. Kit Wildman had followed the Cardassians the second they jumped to warp, and she was barreling down on their asses as they let the first polaron wave go. Sato’s shields held, and Aurora made a strafing run over the Cardassian ship, doing heavy damage where the Klingon’s phasers had missed, which was precious little of the Cardassian hull. Sato returned fire the second Kit cleared the target area, and the Cardassian ship was disabled after two rounds of photon torpedoes.

Kathryn Janeway smirked as the viewscreen showed the ship adrift, power fluctuating. “Laren,” she hailed her security chief. “Board that ship,” she barked. 

“Captain,” Joely replied, “Laren’s down. I need to get this crew to sickbay pronto.” 

“Acknowledged. Kieran,” she hailed her Captain, “board the Cardassian ship and secure it. I’m sending a security team, fully armed. You’re beaming aboard on my mark,” she ordered. “Chancellor,” she said to P’Arth, “nice timing. We appreciate the assist.”

______________

Jenny Wildman lay huddled in a ball on her biobed, glassy eyed and numb. The EMH worked on her to prepare her for surgery. Emily had done her best to treat Jenny’s injuries when the guards had brought her back after her luncheon with Ni’vhat, but some of them would have to be retreated since Emily had only been able to guess at what Jenny required to survive. Emily had no sooner gotten the bleeding stopped when the Cardassian guard came looking for the missing med kit, and assumed Emily had somehow stolen it. He beat her to a pulp without even asking where she got it.  Doctor Pulaski treated Emily, who needed extensive surgical intervention, as well, and Joely tended to Laren’s leg. Laren was conscious again, and grimacing at the pain. 

“Sit still,” Joely barked at her. “Shit, Laren they blew your leg half off,” she bitched. “Can you feel this?” she tapped Laren’s calf.

“No. Damn it, Joely, it’s killing me above the knee though,” she complained. 

“Yeah, it almost did kill you,” she agreed. She got the bleeding under control, and cut away Laren’s black assault team uniform. “Nasty. I’m putting you under for this, Ro. You’ll thank me.”


Laren grabbed her hand, snatching the hypospray back from her own throat. “No. Is Jenny okay? Emily?”

“They will be fine in a couple of days. You’re in a lot more immediate danger than they are. Now shut up and lie down,” she snapped.

_______________

Ro Laren awakened from surgery, swatting at the cortical nerve blocks on her forehead. Gentle hands prevented her from touching them, and she opened her eyes to find Kit standing there, looking worried.

“Don’t touch them, Laren. You need them. Joely debated whether or not to amputate your leg, Ji’talia. She just spent six hours piecing you back together. You need those cortical blocks or you’re going to be in a lot of pain,” she advised, leaning down to kiss her lover. 

Laren swallowed the cottony sensation in her throat. “Emily and Jenny?” she croaked out the words. 

Kit smiled, inclining her head across Laren’s body. Emily Wildman stood there in her hospital gown, waiting patiently to be acknowledged. “Hi, sweetie,” Emily said softly. “How are you feeling?”

Laren reached for Emily’s hand. “Much better than I was yesterday, when those bastards had you and Jenny,” she admitted. “Ems, are you okay? Good Prophets, you were a mess when we found you,” she said, squeezing Emily’s fingers. 

“I’m a lot better. I had some fractures and cuts and bruises, that kind of thing,” she detailed. “But I’m going to be fine. Thank you for rescuing us, Laren,” she whispered, leaning down and kissing the Bajoran’s cheek. 

“What about Jenny?” Laren asked Kit and Emily.

“She’s not doing so well,” Kit reported. “Physically she’s going to be fine, but mentally, we’re holding our breath. She’s pretty shaken up, Laren. She was babbling all kinds of nonsense when she came in. Amy Scott is treating her, though, and thinks medication will clear up Jenny’s confusion. She’s due out of surgery any time now.”

“She had surgery?” Laren asked, trying to sit up and grimacing in pain.

Joely Winfield came in, noting the Bajoran was trying to move. “I’ll help you sit up, Laren. But I want you to stay still, at least for a few hours, okay?” she said gently, moving Kit aside and scanning Laren with a tricorder. “You damn near lost that leg. I want you immobile while my handiwork cures. I’m going to give you a hypospray to augment the cortical blocks,” she advised, slapping together the medication and deploying it in Laren’s throat. She sat the biobed upright and helped Laren get comfortable. 

“Joely, what’s going on with Jenny?” Laren demanded, no longer concerned for herself. 

“You’d have to talk about that to a counselor,” she replied. “Laren, you know how those Cardies get in your head. Considering, Jenny’s doing well.”

“But why did she have to have surgery?” Laren insisted. “She seemed like she was a little sore or something, but not critically injured when we took them out,” she pointed out, running her fingers distractedly through her hair. 

Kit took Laren’s free hand. “I think we’d better fill her in, Ems,” she said softly to Emily. 

Emily carefully explained the putrid details of what Ni’vhat had done to Jenny Wildman, and the state Jenny had been in when the guard carried her back to the holding cell. Ro Laren wept in Emily’s arms, appalled at the abuse Jenny had suffered, and Emily held her, letting her cry. “I knew it,” she sobbed, “oh, Ems, I’m so sorry,” she cried, clinging to the willowy woman. “Did they hurt you?” she demanded, holding Emily’s shoulders in a crushing grip. 

Emily sighed. “I’m going to be fine, Laren. But yes, they hurt me. Not nearly as bad as Jenny, but I don’t think anyone gets out of that place whole. But it’s okay, now. You saved us, you and Joely.”

Laren hugged Emily close, heart aching. “Ems, I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault,” she whispered. “I should never have trusted Ben Mason to protect you. Oh, Prophets, Emily, please know how sorry I am,” she apologized, shuddering with her upset. 

Emily stroked her hair, soothing her. “It’s okay, Laren. Please don’t cry.”

Joely Winfield debated whether to give Laren a sedative. She was stunned at how deeply disturbed the woman was, considering Laren had endured years in Cardassian captivity herself. “Emily,” Joely said softly, “you know I told you you could only be out of bed a few minutes. I need you back resting, honey.”

Emily nodded. “Let me stay with her a minute or two, and then I’ll get back to bed, I promise,” she replied. 

Joely shook her head. “No, now. I’ll talk to her,” she said firmly.

Laren let her go then, forcing a smile. “It’s okay, honey. Go lie down. I’m fine,” she insisted. “Just really relieved you’re alive. And so grateful you’re not angry with me,” she added. 

Emily kissed her forehead tenderly. “Angry? Are you crazy? You two are heroes, if you ask me. I have a huge debt to repay you both, now. I’m right over here, sweetie. You rest now, and I’ll do the same.”

Joely took Laren’s hand. “Listen, Ro, you have got to pull it together. These kids have been through a nightmare. They are going to need you to be strong, and that means you can’t let them see how horrified you are by what they’ve been through. And you can’t be wrapped up in self-recrimination,” she lectured.

Kit nodded agreement. “Honey, nobody thinks this is your fault. And damn, I need you now. Jenny is a mess, Laren. And Ems seems fine, but I think there’s more going on than she’s saying.”

Laren stuffed her guilt and her fear down, nodding. “Okay, Kittner. I’ll get my benawa together. When will we know about Jenny’s status?”

“She’s due out of surgery,” Kit replied. “And I need to go there, so she’s not alone when she wakes up. I’ll try to get Amy to let her see you. I know she wants to.” Kit kissed Laren tenderly. “I love you so much, Laren.” She reached for Joely’s hand as well as Laren’s. “I can never thank either of you enough for breaking them out of there. There’s a long line of family members waiting to kiss you both,” she advised, smiling faintly. 

_______________

Chancellor P’Arth escorted Katie Torres back aboard the Sato, one hand gripping Katie’s shoulder to reassure her. Katie was most certainly in trouble with her parents, and the second the two women materialized on the transporter dais, P’Arth could see just how upset Kieran and B'Elanna and Noah were with their daughter.

Katie stood on the dais, fidgeting, not wanting to approach them. She wore the clothing of a warrior, complete with the oddly pointed shoes Klingons favored, the leather greaves, and the spinal armor. Her parents were stunned at how much she had grown, and how truly Klingon she looked dressed this way.

“Well,” Noah Lessing said to break the silence, “you don’t look any worse for the wear.” He wanted to yell and cry at the same time, but he knew B'Elanna would do plenty of yelling, and Kieran was more likely to cry. He watched the two women debating mentally what to say to the stowaway.

“Kathryn Ada Torres,” B'Elanna growled deep in the back of her throat. “You are grounded until you’re twenty,” she advised her daughter. “Chancellor, I am so sorry for any inconvenience she caused,” she offered, holding her hand out to P’Arth, who took it and stepped off the transporter pad. 

“She was no trouble, honestly,” P’Arth assured B'Elanna. “She even ate her qagh without protest every night.” 

Katie regarded Kieran with fearful eyes. She would rather face the sharp side of a bat’leth than Kieran’s anger, which was a rare, but potent thing. 

Kieran started to speak, but was interrupted by a shout and a streak of arms and legs and white blonde spiked hair as Geejay Janeway darted into the transporter room and grabbed her long lost best friend. “Katie!” she hollered, hugging the Klingon and swinging them both around.  “You scared the plasma out of all of us,” she informed her with no small hint of irritation.

Katie shoved her back, not hugging her. “I didn’t want to be here. I still don’t,” she replied. “I don’t belong here,” she added faintly, feeling disoriented by the brighter lighting of the Federation vessel and the cooler temperature of the air on the ship. 

Kieran was more angry for the haughty reception her daughter had given Geejay than for the stowing away. Naomi had tried to help Kieran understand the confusion that comes with being a hybrid child, and B'Elanna had talked to her at length, as well, trying to make Kieran understand the turmoil Katie felt. She was supposedly human, but she looked and felt like a Klingon, and that was a cause of constant consternation on her part. “You’re confined to your quarters until further notice,” Kieran advised her recalcitrant daughter. “No holodeck privileges. No after school activities. No sports,” she sentenced the young woman. “And no visitors,” she added, so that there would be no question about Katie seeing Ja’Kir or P’Arth. 

Katie glared at Kieran defiantly. “You can’t punish me for wanting to be who I am,” she sniffed arrogantly. “You can do whatever you want to me, but nothing is going to change who I am,” she advised them all. “I’m never going to be some lilly-white human who thinks diplomacy is superior to a blade,” she said snottily. “You might just as well send me to Qo’noS with the Chancellor. That’s the only thing that will make me whole,” she insisted. 

Geejay regarded her with no small amount of apprehension. “You want to be a Klingon warrior?”

Katie gazed coolly at her. “I am a Klingon. Haven’t you noticed?” she asked sarcastically. “Mom never bothered to tell any of you that I am a perfect duplicate of my great aunt Gazara,” she stated flatly. “Were you afraid I’d identify with her, Mom?” she asked B'Elanna, her expression hateful. 

B'Elanna wasn’t sure what to make of her daughter’s demeanor. The little girl was most certainly gone, and the pre-adolescent before her was a stranger to her. “Honey I never knew Gazara. We left Qo’noS before I was old enough to remember her,” she explained. “I never really thought about your looking like her.” 

Katie scowled in disbelief. “How could you miss it?” she demanded. “Oh, wait, that’s right, you try to forget you’re a Klingon yourself,” she accused.

“That’s about enough out of you, young lady,” Kieran barked, grabbing Katie’s arm and pulling her off the dais. “You want to be a proper Klingon, that’s just fine. But Klingon children do not talk disrespectfully to their elders,” she advised her daughter.

Katie turned to P’Arth as if seeking confirmation.

P’Arth hardened her expression. “She is absolutely correct. Your behavior is dishonorable,” she pronounced judgment. 

Katie’s face fell. Clearly, P’Arth’s opinion of her meant everything to the young girl. But Katie was angry with her family, and resentful of the fact that she had to go back to school with the same children that scorned her. 

“You would do well to listen to your mother,” P’Arth lectured. “Kieran knows the Klingon culture as well as any human can. If you want to be Klingon, you must learn how.” The Chancellor crossed her arms over her chest, the same gesture Klingons used when issuing a discommendation to a representative of a house. The gesture indicated there would be no discussion. Katie understood it for what it was, and she bowed her head humbly, an acceptance of the edict. 

“Why can’t you teach me, Chancellor?” Katie pleaded, not meeting P’Arth’s disapproving eyes. “Why won’t you let me come with you?”

P’Arth knelt in the floor so she was face to face with Katie. “A child belongs with her parents. I would not allow Ja’Kir to leave me, nor will your mothers permit you to leave your family. This is your home. Not Qo’noS. When you are an adult, and old enough to attend college, if you still want to come to Qo’noS to train in the ways of the warrior, you may stay with me, and I will see to it that you are educated and given your Rite of Ascension. But not before then,” she stated flatly. She sighed. “Katie, don’t tell me you didn’t miss your mothers, your father, your friend,” she admonished gently, persuasively. “Even a warrior knows where his blanket is folded and which hearth to warm himself by,” she encouraged her to relent. “No warrior rejects the love of family. He carries it into battle with him, like a mantle of honor.”

Geejay thought Katie was acting plain ridiculously. “Besides, how can you be a warrior when there’s no war?” she asked innocently. “These are peacetimes.” 

P’Arth grinned at the blue-eyed blonde. “Very astute observation. She has a point, Katie,” P’Arth affirmed. 

Kieran was less than amused. “You should go home now, Kathryn,” she told her daughter. “You are well behind your classmates in school.” 

Katie stuck her chin out. “Who cares about quantum physics and algebra,” she said bitterly. “What have they got to do with anything?”

Geejay smirked. “Somebody in the Empire must have thought they were important,” she noted wisely, “or the Empire wouldn’t have warp capability.” 

Kieran couldn’t stay angry when Geejay was busy being clever, and making Katie look outrageously illogical. “Geejay, you never cease to amaze me,” she chuckled. “Katie, I suggest you treat Geejay halfway decently, and maybe, just maybe, she’ll help you get caught up with your assignments. Otherwise, you’ll be held back a grade and you won’t be ready to move to the next year’s classes with your peers,” Kieran scolded her. 

Geejay nodded. “Yeah, and that’s another year you’ll have to wait to go hack people up with your bat’leth,” she said sarcastically, sounding so much like Seven that B'Elanna and Kieran exchanged amused glances. “But maybe Ja’Kir can help you over subspace,” she decided. “You didn’t even send me one message the whole time you were gone,” Geejay berated the Klingon. “You’re on your own,” she informed her former best friend, crossing her arms defiantly. 

Kieran was glad Geejay had finally stood up to Katie, who was acting too big for her britches. “Well, then, you’ve got your work cut out for you,” she advised her daughter. “P’Arth, thank you for bringing her back safely. Oh, and Katie? Get out of those clothes. You can’t wear the uniform until you’re a true warrior,” she noted correctly. “And you’re too old for play-acting, as you have so pointedly reminded your mother and I for the past year.” 

Katie started as if she’d been shot. “I like these clothes,” she argued. “They feel natural to me.” 

P’Arth shook her head. “Your mother is right. That is a warrior’s garb. Until you have undergone the first Rite of Ascension, you should not wear it. It’s a matter of ceremony and honor,” she explained. 

Katie resorted to pouting full out. “Then why did you let me wear them in the first place?” she demanded of the Chancellor.

P’Arth laughed. “Children are allowed to play games, but if your aspirations to be a warrior are genuine ones, then you must put away childish games, and earn the right to dress as a warrior. As for schooling, it is most certainly relevant and necessary for any warrior to be as well-educated as possible. The keener your intellect, my dear, the more likely you are to survive by your cunning. A warrior also understands obedience to the chain of command, and you had better get used to taking orders, young lady. When your mothers or your father tell you to do something, by Kahless, you had better do it. Because you are not a native of Qo’noS, you cannot undertake warrior training without sponsorship. I’m willing to sponsor you, but only if you obey your parents, do your lessons, and generally uphold the code of honor. Kieran,” she turned to her former lover, “I want regular reports on her progress. If you and B'Elanna and Noah feel she is not performing to her fullest potential, I want to know it.”

Kieran smiled faintly. P’Arth was busting Katie’s chops but good. “Of course, Chancellor. I promise you, we will not let you risk humiliation by sponsoring a trainee who is not worthy.”

B'Elanna tried not to chuckle. “We’ll send you updates every month. And if you like, we’ll transmit her schoolwork once it’s been graded.”

P’Arth’s teeth glittered. “An excellent idea. Katie,” she rose from the floor again, towering over the child. “I have enjoyed having you with me, but duty calls. Run along.”

Katie glanced around at all of the assembled adults, then Geejay. She bolted out of the room and headed for her quarters. 

P’Arth threw back her head and let out a booming laugh. “Suddenly,” she chortled, “being a warrior isn’t so glamorous,” she noted, laughing heartily. 

B'Elanna moved forward and hugged the taller woman. “Thank you for everything. I am so sorry she was able to get on your ship.”

P’Arth hugged B'Elanna back, though she was startled at the affectionate gesture. “It was no trouble. She truly is a delightful child, if unruly. And she has become quite good at bat’leth technique. She and Ja’Kir nearly dismembered one another,” she reported. 

Kieran’s eyes widened and she started to sputter her disapproval.

“Spare me, Captain,” P’Arth said sternly. “I didn’t permit them to use real blades, but they went behind my back. I only found out because the doctor hailed me when Katie bested Ja’Kir and wounded him. Her own cut was quite superficial. I’m afraid Ja’Kir was soundly defeated by a girl, and a younger one at that,” she laughed. “Oddly, instead of hating her for it, he is quite smitten with her.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “Oh, great. Katie’s first romance and she’s not even ten,” he bitched. 

P’Arth howled with laughter at Noah’s disgust. “Yes, there were quite a few longing gazes passing between them both, I’m afraid. And plenty of pre-courting gestures. When they weren’t beating each other senseless they were generally holding hands and staring at each other. It was amusing,” she reported.

Geejay looked up at her. So it was true. Katie was in love with Ja’Kir. She bit her lip, but said nothing.

P’Arth saw the hurt in her ice-blue eyes, and knelt back down to address her. “I know it’s hard to care for someone who doesn’t appreciate what you are trying to offer,” she said pointedly, casting a meaningful glance at Kieran. “But don’t become heartsick, my little friend. Katie is just very confused right now about who she is supposed to be. Can you understand that, and forgive her?” she implored.

Geejay studied the Klingon before her, debating with herself. “Naomi says it’s because Katie isn’t really human,” she murmured. “And I have to understand how hard it is for her being an outsider, being an alien.”

P’Arth nodded. “Your sister is correct. And being half Ktarian, she is uniquely qualified to understand how Katie feels. B'Elanna can also tell you what a difficult adjustment it is being only partly human, and looking different than everyone else. Katie stole aboard my ship because she was tired of being different. On my ship, everyone looks like her. And her behavior wasn’t unacceptable there. She didn’t do it to hurt you, or her family—only because she was in so much pain herself and she wanted that pain to stop.” P’Arth smiled gently at Geejay, hoping she would comprehend some of what she was saying. Children could be so sensitive. 

“I don’t want her to be in pain,” Geejay admitted. “Even though she’s treated me like forshak for the past year.”

P’Arth laughed melodiously at Geejay’s use of Klingon profanity. “If you want to help her, try to learn whatever you can about Klingon culture, so you can understand her better. Read about Kahless, about the way of the warrior. Try to be her friend, even when she is harsh with your feelings. Eventually, she will realize your concern for her is authentic, and she will want your friendship. Right now she is just trying so hard not to feel anything, and she erroneously assumes that being a warrior will insulate her from emotional pain. But I will tell you, she spoke of you very often, and I know deep in her heart, she loves you, and she did miss you.”

Geejay smiled then, nodding. “Good. Thank you, Chancellor, for telling me so.”

Kieran rested her hands on Geejay’s shoulders. “Okay, Sport, you run along too. The Chancellor and I have some unfinished business.”

Geejay looked up at Kieran and smiled. “Yes Ma’am, Captain,” she teased her lanky friend.

Kieran leaned down to kiss Geejay’s forehead. “And don’t forget how much I love you, Sport, okay?” she said sincerely.

Geejay closed her eyes, concentrating of the feeling of Kieran’s kiss. “I love you too, Kato,” she replied in a tone that could only be described as worshipful. “I miss you.”

Kieran hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry I’m so busy, right now. But we’ll get together soon, I promise,” she assured Seven’s carbon-copy.

Geejay walked slowly out of the transporter room, thinking about Katie, about how confused she seemed. Seven had tried to explain to Geejay how hard it could be to fit in, when you feel like your culture is incompatible with the one you live in. Geejay resolved to do what P’Arth encouraged her to do, and to learn whatever she could about Klingon society.

Kieran said her goodbyes to B'Elanna and Noah, then turned back to the Chancellor. “Can you spare a few minutes? I’d like to talk to you.” 

P’Arth inclined her head. “Of course, Captain.”

“My ready room,” Kieran motioned the Chancellor out of the transporter bay and into the corridor. They walked along in silence, Kieran composing her thoughts. “How did you know to show up when you did?” she asked quietly.

P’Arth smiled. “Ro Laren has kept me apprised of the situation. I was suitably panicked by the abduction of your crewmembers—your daughters,” she amended. “I wanted to help. And I felt so impotent. It’s a disconcerting feeling for a warrior.” She sighed gustily. “I thought a surprise attack might throw the Cardassians off,” she explained. 

Kieran smiled. “Your cloaking device made the counter attack perfect,” she allowed. “The Cardassians were notably outraged that you snuck up behind them. How like a terrorist, to cry foul when others resort to the very tactics they use,” she noted. “Thank you for the assistance, P’Arth,” she added, addressing the woman informally. Kieran considered what else she wanted to say, but struggled to find the words. They entered the ready room, and Kieran motioned P’Arth to sit on the couch. “Can I get you something to drink?”

P’Arth nodded. “Raktajino would be good,” she decided. “Too early for anything stronger. What did you want to see me about?” she cut to the chase. 

“P’Arth—Chancellor,” Kieran corrected herself, uncomfortable with the informality of first names, “Laren tells me she’s been trying to convince you to take the posting aboard my ship accorded to the Klingon Empire. As Ambassador. She felt compelled to bring the idea to my attention.”

“And did you lop off her head, yet?” P’Arth asked, dark eyes sparkling with mirth. She reached for the mug of coffee, scooting aside so Kieran could sit down. 

Kieran laughed. “Maybe later,” she decided. 

P’Arth sipped the drink, nodding approval. “Your replicators do such a good job with Klingon cuisine,” she noted. “I tried to tell Laren that you’d never agree, that it would be entirely too awkward serving together. But she is opinionated.”

“She’s an excellent first officer,” Kieran praised her absent number one. “And a good friend. I have a great deal of respect for her, and she is not won over by anyone easily, but she’s taken up your cause with enthusiasm. In fact, my own daughter has put in a good word for you more than once. Kit tells me everything, incidentally, so you can fully expect that anything you have told her, I know about,” she added, chuckling. “Thank you for not killing her when she challenged you.” 

P’Arth waved her hand dismissively. “VeQ,” she replied. “She is a beautiful girl. She reminds me so much of your sister, it’s no wonder you have bonded so deeply with her. And she was right to challenge me for what she perceived as a huge injustice. Kieran, please believe me when I tell you, I had no idea I had injured you the night I decided to leave the Academy. I thought you were drunk, nothing more.” P’Arth’s eyes were sincere, and Kieran noted there was nothing dishonest in her demeanor at all. “I was young, and impetuous, and I was very off balance because I was so in love with you. I’m afraid my judgment was impaired, and my sense of your vulnerability, in the physical sense, was dulled by the fact that you were such an amazing athlete, I thought you could take whatever I dished out. And Lukara,” she said softly, touching Kieran’s hand, “you knew sex with a Klingon was a risky proposition.”

Kieran studied her face, thinking that P’Arth was still as lovely as ever by Klingon standards. “I talked at length with Worf about you,” she confessed. “He told me that the first time he and Jadzia made love, they both ended up in sickbay looking as though they had been in a fight. It was no secret on DS Nine that they broke bones that night, and no one thought of it as an abusive relationship. But then, humans are more familiar with Klingon culture now than when we were kids. I didn’t realize what I was getting myself into.”

“Then why did you choose B'Elanna Torres as a mate?” P’Arth asked gently. “Didn’t you learn your lesson with me?” she asked lightly, playfully. 

Kieran laughed. “I assumed since B'Elanna was half human, I’d be a bit safer,” she admitted. “I was wrong.” 

P’Arth turned to face her, one leg crooked on the couch and her arm slung across the back of it. “You perceived our relationship as abusive,” she stated. “That’s what Lenara told me. Is that true?”

Kieran nodded. “It’s true. Whatever the reality was, P’Arth, that was my perception, or at least, it was after the fact. And all the emotions and confusion I experienced in our relationship I can now identify as part and parcel of the abuse cycle that occurs in human domestic violence.”

P’Arth bit her lip. “And I thought of our relationship as pure perfection, by Klingon standards, other than that I wanted you to fight back more, to be more aggressive.” She sighed. “Kahless, Kieran, I am so sorry. Naomi and Lenara let me read your medical records. I had no idea how badly you were hurt.”

“If you weren’t afraid of the repercussions of beating me up, why did you leave?” Kieran asked, almost afraid of the answer. She had believed for two and a half decades that P’Arth had left one step ahead of a court martial. But now she realized it was a failing of the relationship—of what she offered P’Arth as a lover—that drove her away.

P’Arth tried to touch Kieran’s cheek, intending only to brush her thumb over it, but the second P’Arth’s hand neared Kieran’s face, the Captain instinctively batted it away as she lunged backward and away from the Klingon.

P’Arth’s eye went wide as it dawned on her that Kieran had assumed P’Arth was going to hit her. She sighed, shaking her head. “I left because I loved you so much. That letter I wrote you, about wanting to marry into a prominent Klingon family, about how weak you were—Lukara, that was a ruse, intended to help you make a clean break from us. I told myself for years after that how you were a weak human being, and incapable of the strength a Klingon needs in a lover, but the fact was, I knew I was making you unhappy. I didn’t know it was because you thought I was abusive, though. I thought it was partly because Cassidy was sick, and your energies were wrapped up in her. But I also felt, fundamentally, that I wasn’t what you wanted or needed, no matter how hard you tried to convince me that I was. I left because I wanted you to be happy, and I couldn’t give you that.”

Kieran sighed. “We were always horrid at communicating. I thought if I asked you to be more gentle, you would only perceive that as weakness on my part. And there were times, it seemed, you understood what I wanted from you—after the aggression was spent, you were capable of incredible tenderness. Only for me, it was as though I had to endure the abuse to get to the good parts.”

“If you believed I was intentionally abusing you, why did you not leave me? Report me?” she asked, bewildered. 

Kieran sipped her coffee, remembering back to those days. “I thought I deserved to be abused,” she said simply. “I had such low self-esteem, and a driving urge to punish myself, and I used you to do it for me and to reinforce my self-loathing.”

“I blame that on your parents. God, how I hated, them,” P’Arth hissed. “They managed to belittle everything you wanted of your life, and to make you feel worthless.”

“It wasn’t their intent, but yes, that was the undercurrent. And I began to believe I was a total failure, and didn’t deserve anything good. I thought you were justified in smacking me around. I just felt so unlovable, that it made perfect, logical sense to me that to be loved, I had to take the abuse too.”

P’Arth’s eyes took on a faraway air, and she gazed at the ceiling. “That night, when I left you alone in your room, I went home and I composed that letter. Before I left Earth, I tried to contact you. I got enough information to ascertain you were hiding from me, and that you had somehow convinced Kate Pulaski that I was stalking you, because when I contacted her she told me if I ever tried to contact you again she would kill me herself. At the time I thought it was because I had broken your heart. I didn’t know it was more because I had broken your jaw. I was furious with Kate, because in my mind, she was interfering with our blood-bonded relationship. I focused my anger and my hurt on her after that, blaming her, somehow, for the breakup. Irrational, I know, but that’s what I did.” 

Kieran swallowed her hesitation. “Did you try to kill her?” she asked flatly. 

P’Arth’s eyes widened. “How can you even ask that? I spared your daughter, why would I try to assassinate your friend? Kieran, of course not,” she protested, her face showing her feelings were truly injured.

“Forgive me,” Kieran said softly. “It’s just that I’ve carried this image of you in my head for so long, a distorted one, that painted you as a violent and ruthless person,” she explained. 

“Make no mistake,” P’Arth replied darkly, “you do not ever want to face me in battle. I am the most ruthless warrior to grace the Empire. But I also know there is a time for talking and a time for shedding blood. Not every day is a good day to die,” she asserted calmly. “Whatever bitterness I carried in my heart for Kate Pulaski died long ago.”

Kieran finished her coffee, one final question plaguing her. “Kit says—” she faltered. 

P’Arth regarded her kindly. “What, Lukara? Just say it.” 

Kieran’s heart tugged at her. The way P’Arth said ‘Lukara’, full of approbation, gently, made her want to cry. “Kit says you never removed the scar I placed on you,” she said softly, her voice retreating to nearly a whisper. “Why?”

P’Arth smiled indulgently. “Why do you think, Lukara?” she asked quietly. “You know my culture, our history. That should answer your question for you.” 

“Did you love Mor’dehK?” Kieran asked, confused.

“In the way a sister loves a brother, more than a mate loves a mate,” she allowed. “Mor’dehK was a glorious politician, and socially, it was an excellent match. And before you conclude that I am a machiavel, consider this: I am also a visionary, and sometimes, the good of the Empire requires personal sacrifice.” She picked at a piece of lint on her warrior’s vest, remembering her dead husband.

“But what about the Oath? Love?” Kieran pressed her. The P’Arth she had known was idealistic in all things, and would never have forsaken the chance at love to marry for a social match.

P’Arth nodded sadly. “Consider how long I was unmated, Kieran. I was well past the age of childbearing, and Ja’Kir is a miracle. I had found love only once, with you. After looking for it for a very long time, I concluded that it would not come again, and I might as well marry, though I didn’t love Mor’dehK. I am not sorry I agreed to mate with him. I love my son, and I am the most powerful woman that ever lived in the Empire, short of Lukara herself. I can do wonders for the plight of Klingon women. It is a small thing, to forego love, if women in the Empire can someday own property, hold offices in the high council routinely, choose one another for lovers openly.” She narrowed her eyebrows resolutely. “I am working for a day when I could conceivably bring a woman—my mate—into the Empire and have her recognized as my partner, my lover, with all the legal trappings. How different would our relationship have been if that had been possible for us?” she asked softly. 

“You are an honorable woman, and the Empire is fortunate to have you leading it,” Kieran said, her voice tinged with new respect. “I forget sometimes that not all cultures accord women an equal place beside men,” she murmured, thinking how backward some societies could be. “So you kept the scar because you have never been in love again,” she commented. 

“And you removed my mark because you have,” P’Arth replied. 

“Is it true that if you return to Qo’noS, you’ll be assassinated?” Kieran asked, remembering Ro Laren’s urgings to her captain.

P’Arth nodded. “Undoubtedly. It is not a question of ‘if’, but ‘when’. I knew when I took Mor’dehK’s seat on the high council I would be murdered eventually. There have been several attempts. Now that Martok is no longer Emperor, I’m afraid there is a darker element running the show on Qo’noS. I have very few allies, and their allegiance is tentative, and based solely on the fact that Mor’dehK was a much beloved man. I wonder, in my moments of weakness, what will become of Ja’Kir when I am dead.” 

Kieran realized the truth of it. “Dear God, your brother will end up raising him,” she said softly. 

“Unless I marry again, yes,” she confirmed. “I have considered marrying Keh’grang, if only to be certain my brother does not get his hands on Ja’Kir,” she admitted. “But that would devastate Detara,” she added sympathetically. 

“You should take Ro’s advice,” Kieran stated definitively. “Join my crew. You and I don’t have to agree on things, necessarily, or be friends. But you’d be safe here, and the Beta Quadrant would have an example of Klingon leadership in you, a positive impression. That would have to give mileage to the advancement of women in the Empire.”

P’Arth was startled at Kieran’s insistent tone, and more so by her capitulation to Ro’s plan. “You would approve the appointment?”

Kieran nodded curtly. “I would. I won’t say I’m entirely comfortable with you, just yet, or that I even trust you. But I’m willing to try. After all, you’re my only ex-lover I am not friends with,” she laughed. 

P’Arth’s throat tightened. “It is generous of you to invite me. If you’re sure, I will make the formal arrangements through the proper channels. Ja’Kir will think I am a reincarnation of Lukara, if he gets to be near your daughter.” 

Kieran scowled. “I didn’t say I’d want to be related to you by marriage, Chancellor. Don’t get any big ideas,” she teased. 

_______________

Starfleet had sent an invasion force as soon as Jenny and Emily Wildman had been abducted from Derna, and now that Laren’s strike team had rescued them, the invasion force had shut down the prison camp and liberated the prisoners. There had been twenty-eight prisoner executions in the time between the Cardassian’s ultimatum and the liberation of the camp. The Federation sent a peace-keeping force of armed soldiers to make certain Cardassia Prime did not become a militaristic threat. In an ironic twist of fate, Cardassia was now occupied, just as they had occupied Bajor. 

Emily Wildman was recovering in sickbay and Ro Laren was resting there as well. Jenny Wildman, however, was not recovering. She had withdrawn into her quarters as soon as she was released from sickbay and locked the bedroom door, refusing to come out. Kit couldn’t talk reason to her, Kieran couldn’t get her to unlock the seal, and the counseling staff was called in to override her privacy shielding and to try to intervene. Robin and Naomi Wildman broke the seal on her door and went inside. Jenny was not there. Naomi checked the closets, under the bed, and out in the living room. 

She found Jenny sitting naked in the floor of the shower, huddled in the corner, face pressed against the tile, water sluicing over her. Naomi noticed that blood was running across the white tile and into the drain. Jenny had her arms wrapped around herself, fingers sunken into her own flesh so deeply that her fingernails had gouged bloody wounds in her own ribcage. 

“Jenny, it’s Naomi,” she said softly. “Honey, you’re bleeding. Let me help you,” she urged her. Naomi came into the shower, shutting off the water.

As soon as the sound of the water stopped, Jenny started to scream at her to get out, trying so hard to press herself into the corner that she bruised her own forehead. “I tried to be quiet,” she shouted. “I tried, god damn it,” she shrieked. 

Naomi looked at Robin helplessly. Robin nodded. “It’s all we can do, Na. I’ll do it if you can’t,” she advised her colleague. She held out the hypospray to her wife.

Naomi took the sedative hypospray and lunged at Jenny, who would have clawed Naomi to pieces if she hadn’t gone limp. 

“I ruined it,” she laughed, sobbing at the same time. “How do you like your fucking tile now, Gul Ni’vhat? Your wormhole is stained red, you snake faced son of a bitch,” she spat, body gone gelatinous and mind fragmented. 

“I told you they’d be a mess after the Cardies got a hold of them,” Robin muttered. “Let’s get her dressed and into sickbay.”

Naomi nodded, hesitating. “Robbie—” she touched her wife’s face. “When you were in the camps?”

Robin nodded. “Not as bad as they hurt Jenny and Emily,” she said, running her fingers through her hair distractedly. She had to consciously omit the details of Jenny and Emily’s conditions, as only she, Kieran, and Joely were privy to them. Naomi could only know if she were Jenny’s counselor. “I never needed surgery. Emily said she isn’t sure why the med tech left the medical kit for her, but that’s how she patched Jenny up. And then when the guard found out she had medical supplies, he assumed Emily stole them and beat her senseless for it.”

Naomi shuddered. “Do you think we ought to take Jenny back to Starfleet to the psych ward?”

“No. She needs to be here, where Emily and Kit are, where we are. This is where she’ll heal the best.”

Jenny sang to herself then. “The jumja bears in the jumja trees, eating leaves and laughing,” she sang softly. “I tried to be quiet,” she cried. “I tried.”

_________________

Lenara Wildman visited her daughter, Emily Wildman, as soon as Emily was out of her second surgery. No one would say precisely why Emily was being kept in sickbay, especially considering that Jenny had been released already, and Lenara had badgered Joely Winfield until the poor doctor was ready to throw Lenara out of the medical ward on her ear. She tried to tell Lenara that Emily’s medical records were confidential, but Lenara was having none of that. When Joely threatened to eject her from sickbay, Lenara stopped pestering Joely and turned her attention to Emily. 

Emily seemed subdued, but grateful to be home and safe again. She was worried about Laren and Jenny, more than anything. But when Lenara pressed her about her medical issues, Emily clammed up and refused to divulge anything. Lenara found it odd and frustrating, all at the same time. She decided to try to get Kieran to confide in her, or Kit. After she had visited with Emily for over an hour, she went to find P’Arth, to thank her properly for her assistance in saving Emily and Jenny’s lives.

The gentle Trill found P’Arth supervising Detara and Keh’grang, who were moving P’Arth’s belongings to the Ambassador’s quarters on the Sato. P’Arth was only occasionally lifting boxes or crates, and letting the younger vassals do the heavy work. Lenara greeted P’Arth as if she were an old friend.

“Doctor Kahn,” P’Arth said warmly, taking the Trill’s dainty hands in her own. “I am so glad to see you again,” she said sincerely. “Detara, go and make the Doctor and I some iced raktajino, please,” she requested. “Keh’grang, take a break. You look exhausted,” she said pleasantly, kissing his cheek. Detara barely concealed the scowl she wore. P’Arth had been favoring Keh’grang for several weeks now, in fact, ever since Detara had voiced her suspicions about Lenara Kahn. Detara was just about fed up with it. 

P’Arth led the Trill inside her quarters, which had already been furnished with a few items. She seated them both on the long sofa, smiling. “What brings you by my home?” she asked.

Lenara smiled at her. “I am so glad you’re coming aboard the ship for the opening of the Beta Quadrant,” she enthused. “But I came to thank you for helping us with the rescue mission. My daughter was suitably impressed that you went to such lengths to get to our coordinates at the appropriate moment, and Kit begrudgingly admitted you’d done some spectacular flying to pull it off,” she chuckled, knowing Kit was jealous of P’Arth’s friendship with Ro Laren. 

P’Arth waved off the compliment. “I wasn’t at helm, after all,” she deflected the praise. “And I am not a big fan of the Cardassians,” she added, as though that explained her decision to help out.

Lenara accepted her drink from Detara, whose eyes fairly burned holes in the Trill’s back as she went to retrieve P’Arth’s raktajino. “Whatever your motives, the fact is, you put your ship at great risk. You knew as well as we did that there was a chance the terrorists’ weapons were far superior to our own and yours. It was incredibly brave,” she insisted. “And I am in your debt,” she added.

P’Arth felt butterflies in her stomach at the mere thought of having made an impression on such a prestigious scientist. She inclined her head slightly, accepting the thanks. “It was my pleasure to be of assistance, however slight,” she said humbly. “How is Emily?” she asked. 

Lenara sighed, and her eyes filled with tears. “You fought in the war. You can guess what her captors put her through,” she managed to say without entirely losing her composure. 

P’Arth nodded. “I do know. I led the mission that liberated the main POW camp on Cardassia Prime. I won’t tell you what that place was like. It made Rura Penthe look like a country club,” she said softly. “I have never seen the likes of that place before or since. And the prisoners were barely subsisting. It was appalling,” she allowed. “I am so very sorry for the pain that has visited itself on your honorable house,” she offered her condolences. 

Lenara forced a smile. “You’re very kind, Ambassador.”

P’Arth set her mug on the end table, turning to face her guest. “I know no one believes me, Doctor—”

“Please, call me Lenara,” she interrupted.

“Very well. I know, Lenara, no one believes me, but I do care about Kieran and her family, and Laren told me how devastated you all were by the events at Derna. I had to make myself useful. That’s all. I know it is very unlikely that I will ever truly be friends with your wife again, but I feel as though I have a debt myself, to pay.” 

Lenara regarded her contemplatively. “May I be perfectly blunt with you, Ambassador?”

P’Arth let out a low, threatening growl, but her eyes sparkled playfully. “Only if you call me P’Arth,” she replied. 

Lenara nodded. “P’Arth, then. I know what it is like to be intimately involved with lovers from other cultures, and there is tremendous room for misunderstanding and cultural ignorance. The more I know of you, the more I am convinced that what happened with you and Kieran was nothing more than that, and I do not believe you had any malicious intent. Kieran only perceived that because she was raised in a pacifist family. Her parents were outraged when she joined Starfleet. If they were left-wing enough to consider Starfleet a fascist influence on their daughter, and Kieran was raised in that environment, it’s no wonder Kieran thought Klingon mating rituals were not much more than abuse.”

P’Arth studied her silently. “And what exactly makes you so sure I am not the monster Kieran believes me to be?” she asked, puzzled. “Incidentally, while we were on our mission to DS9, I read Emily’s biography of you. I know you to be unwaveringly loyal. For you to take a lenient view of my past with Kieran must mean you’ve seen some convincing evidence,” she commented. 

Lenara chuckled. “My convincing evidence is my own cultural background and upbringing. My symbiont tells me that you are trustworthy. And I have learned through great suffering and frequent regret to listen when my symbiont talks,” she explained. “You spared Kit’s life. You negotiated with the Federation from a place of rational intent and respectfulness. You put your life in danger to help my daughter. Those are not the actions of a person inclined to senseless violence as a means of oppression.”

“Thank you,” P’Arth said softly. “I have wanted nothing more than to prove myself to you all. Kieran actually asked me yesterday if I tried to kill Kate Pulaski,” she said sadly. “That only strengthened my resolve to show her she has misjudged me.” She gazed appreciatively at Lenara. “You have had your difficulties, then, being married to humans?” she asked.

Lenara laughed. “More than my share. It is a nearly impossible task to make aliens understand Trill customs, but I am fortunate to have three very motivated wives. Not everyone is so lucky. Kit, for example,” she said knowingly.

“Laren is struggling,” P’Arth admitted. “But it is not for lack of loving Kit. A warrior learns to assess her opponent in a mere glance, and my impression of Laren is that she is so used to hiding her emotions that it is completely overwhelming to consider exposing them to multiple partners.”

Lenara sighed. “I know. I love her dearly, and I wish she could just get past that mental block.”

P’Arth shook her head. “I don’t believe she can, anymore than you could change your spots,” she offered. “She wants to. But there is something buried beneath the surface with her that is terrified of the fanu’tremu,” she opined. “She is a magnificent warrior,” she said with an unmistakable longing in her tone. 

Lenara was startled by it, but hid her reaction. 

P’Arth folded her hands in her lap. “I am afraid young Kit will have her hopes dashed,” she said thoughtfully. 

“And you will be there to pick up the pieces?” Lenara asked gently. 

P’Arth bit her lip. “I am transparent in my old age. I admit, she is a treasure I would love to win,” she confirmed. 

Detara sat in the kitchen, awaiting additional orders, but listening intently to the conversation. Her countenance darkened, and she glowered at her mistress. 

Lenara nodded. “Laren is special. Strong, resourceful, brave. I hope you’re wrong about her ability to accept the fanu’tremu. I know my daughter, and she is quite in love with Laren. And Kit has been for a long time now. I cannot imagine how Kit would ever deal with losing Laren,” she offered. 

P’Arth bowed her head. “I do not wish to cause your family pain. I will act honorably, Lenara. I will not do anything to undermine Laren’s relationship with your daughters. But if she offers herself to me, I will not hesitate to claim her,” she said flatly. “A woman like her comes along once in a lifetime,” she said reverently. “And a warrior of her caliber, less often than that.” 

Lenara settled her flowing tunic in azure waves around her delicate waist. “Don’t concern yourself about it. Laren has her own mind, and she will do what she thinks is best. And I won’t ever denounce you for following your heart, even if it leads you to her,” Lenara promised. She glanced at the chronometer, standing to go. “Well, I need to get to my lab. I have last minute fine tuning to do on the wormhole project.”

“Lenara?” P’Arth arrested her exit verbally. “Could I ask you for a favor?”

Lenara nodded, smiling. 

“Would you sign your biography for me?” she requested, sounding as innocent and worshipful as Geejay sounded with Kieran. 

Lenara laughed liltingly, and P’Arth thought it was so like music, the Trill’s joy. “Of course. I can’t imagine why you’d want it, but I gladly will,” she agreed. 

“Detara? Will you get my copy of Emily’s book?” she asked, not looking at her servant. 

Detara muttered a reply and went to P’Arth’s study, rummaging through boxes. She emerged a few moments later with a hard-backed copy of the book. “Here it is, councilwoman.” 

P’Arth glanced at her servant momentarily. “There is a pen in my desk,” she said, as if the girl would never have remembered on her own. 

Detara’s eyes burned with embarrassment, but she retrieved the pen and handed it to Lenara, trying bravely to swallow her pride. “Doctor Kahn,” she said, her head bowed in respect. 

“Thank you, Detara,” Lenara said pleasantly. “That is a lovely necklace,” she added, studying the stones around the young woman’s neck. 

“Chancellor P’Arth gave it to me for my eighteenth birthday,” she replied, still not meeting Lenara’s eyes. 

Lenara wanted to reach out to this girl, because Detara so obviously detested anyone or anything that was of the Federation. “My step-daughter Katie has said many wonderful things about you, Detara—about both of you,” she amended as she signed her name in the cover of the book. “We’re all very grateful for the hospitality you showed her.”

Detara’s face remained inscrutable. “She is a true Klingon, and she will someday eat the hearts of her enemies,” she advised the Trill. 

P’Arth gave Detara a warning look. “Must we speak in such graphic terms?” she scolded her vassal, knowing the Trill was vehemently opposed to violence. “Lenara, forgive us. I am afraid my people are not as discreet as we could be,” she apologized. 

Lenara handed the book and the pen to the Chancellor. “You needn’t apologize, P’Arth,” she said gently. “I have known many Klingons through the various lives of my symbiont, and yours is a proud and noble people. I am honored to be your friend,” she said hopefully.

P’Arth’s heart leapt with happiness. “And I yours, Doctor. Will you visit me again soon?” she asked. “When my quarters aren’t such a mess?”

Lenara laughed. “Of course. And you must visit me as well. Come by my lab anytime you like, and I will show you my most recent experiments. I am so glad you’ll be coming with us to the Beta Quadrant,” she enthused, reaching for P’Arth’s hand and squeezing it. 

P’Arth escorted her to the door. “I am looking forward to it, as well,” she replied sincerely. “Thank you for stopping by.” 

Lenara bade her farewell and left P’Arth’s future home, leaving the woman to deal with Detara. 

“Thank you for being civil to her, for a change,” she said, her voice dripping sarcasm. 

Detara had restrained herself as long as she could bear it. “Why do you apologize for who you are—who we are? Klingons do eat the hearts of their enemies, and why should we pretend otherwise because some Trill hasn’t the stomach for it?” She sighed. “I do not understand this obsession you have with the people on this ship. You shouldn’t have to prove anything to a single one of them,” she insisted. “You are a hero of the Empire, our most revered female,” she noted. “And yet you humble yourself before these Feddies,” she accused. 

P’Arth’s temper flared. “I will not have you questioning me, Detara. You are a servant, not my spouse, and I will never explain myself to you,” she stated coldly. 

Detara dropped to her knees, taking P’Arth’s hand and kissing it. “Understand me,” she begged. “I love you. I always have. It grieves me to see you kneeling before anyone,” she reasoned. “It is beneath you. There is not a person in this quadrant who shouldn’t be kneeling at your feet,” she pleaded. 

P’Arth’s heart softened considerably, and she lifted Detara off her knees. “I know you love me, and I know you want more than I have to give you. But I cannot keep reprimanding you for your behavior. You must learn to get along with these people,” she implored. “Look at Keh’grang—”

Detara’s disgust spewed forth. “Keh’grang? That sniveling, bIHnuch,” she snarled. “I would rather die than be like him.” 

“Be careful what you wish for, Detara,” she threatened. “You are on very thin ice, surrounded by angry targs. Now get out of my sight,” she dismissed her. “I have had all of you I want for one day.” 

Detara looked at her with wounded eyes. “I remember when you could never get enough of me,” she accused. 

“BE GONE!” P’Arth thundered at her, not moved by her entreaty. “Better yet, I will go. I have a visit to make to sickbay,” she decided, storming from the room. 

_________________

Chancellor P’Arth crept into the sickbay, a large bouquet of flowers hidden behind her back as she glanced around the medical ward, trying to identify which biobed held Ro Laren. 

Joely Winfield stepped up beside the Chancellor, not smiling. “Can I help you?” she asked tersely. 

P’Arth actually took a step back to appraise the doctor, who was easily as well-muscled as P’Arth was. “I would like to see your first officer, if she’s allowed to have visitors,” she requested politely. “I don’t mean to intrude, though, Doctor Winfield,” she added respectfully.

Joely tamped down her inclination to throw this woman out by the scruff of her neck, reminding herself that P’Arth had actually come to the rescue, and if not for her heroics, the Viper Six might have been destroyed. But Joely had also read the medical records of the entire crew, including Kieran’s. Kate had also given Joely an earful about her objections to P’Arth becoming the Klingon Ambassador to the Beta Quadrant, and so the good doctor was anything but objective. 

Ro Laren had heard the conversation and sat up, waving at the Chancellor. “It’s fine, Joely, let her come in,” she said, trying to assure the CMO. 

P’Arth smiled warmly at her friend, striding over to her biobed and presenting the flowers. “I think humans give flowers to sick people to wish them well,” she offered.

Laren laughed. “They do. Odd custom, don’t you think?” she asked, her Bajoran nose ridges wrinkling as she grinned. She deposited the stems in a vase at her bedside table, watching them relax in the homeostatic gel. 

P’Arth nodded. “I do. They only wither and die, though they are quite pretty at the moment,” she decided, studying the bundle of colorful blossoms. “How are you feeling, Commander?” she asked, touching Ro’s hand. She was surprised, to say the least, when Ro actually took P’Arth’s hand in her own and squeezed it.

“I am feeling much better. Doctor Winfield removed my cortical blocks this afternoon, and the pain is bearable,” she reported. “I am going to have to rehabilitate my leg, unfortunately,” she added. 

P’Arth nodded. “I understand you’re fortunate to have that leg,” she said pointedly. “You will have impressive scars, I imagine,” she said eagerly, as if that were a desirable thing. 

Laren laughed, her whole body shaking. “Prophets, P’Arth,” she howled. “Only a Klingon would get excited about looking like a carved targ,” she teased her friend. 

P’Arth laughed with her. “I guess so. I suppose you’re going to have the tissue regenerated, then, and the scars removed?”

Laren smiled, nodding. “They’re already gone,” she indicated, pulling up her surgical gown to reveal her freshly healed leg.

“Good Kahless on a pike,” P’Arth breathed, gazing at Ro’s legs. One leg had well defined calf muscles and bulged attractively. The other was nothing more than bone with flesh stretched over it. “The muscle was lost?” she asked faintly.

Laren affirmed the worst. “Yes. Joely is cloning a new muscle for me from my own cells, and we’ll do the transplant next week sometime. Don’t look so disturbed, it doesn’t hurt,” she assured the woman. “And the nerves were repairable, which is the crucial thing.” She squeezed P’Arth’s hand again. “Really, don’t trouble yourself over it.”

P’Arth grew silent momentarily, studying Laren’s features, the angles of her face, the jet black hair framing her rosy cheeks. “I’m relieved you weren’t captured,” she said softly. “Even I know enough to fear the Cardassians,” she admitted her lack of courage. “It is said, on Qo’noS, there is nothing more fearsome in the known worlds than a jealous Klingon woman and a Cardassian warlord.”

Laren chuckled. “Having seen B'Elanna Torres get jealous, I would agree,” she concluded. “Thanks for helping us out on the rescue, by the way. Joely and Kit said you did some pretty fancy flying to get yourself between our strike craft and the Cardassians,” she said admiringly.

P’Arth inclined her head. “Cloaking devices are a lifesaver,” she agreed. “I would have liked to have seen Ni’vhat’s face when we decloaked,” she added, laughing. “Our viewscreen showed the evasive maneuver they had to undertake, and the g-forces nearly ripped their vessel apart. Of course, by then, Kit was blasting holes in their hull plating. She was the one doing the fancy flying,” P’Arth recalled. 

“She’s our best pilot,” Laren bragged on her lover. “But your timing was very much appreciated, Chancellor.” 

“You can’t call me that any longer,” she said faintly, watching Ro’s reaction. “It’s Ambassador, now,” she advised. “The high council demanded that I step down to take this posting, but when I return to Qo’noS, I will be reinstated,” she explained. “They’ve appointed a Chancellor pro-tem.” 

Laren tried to contain her glee. “You’re joining the crew?” she asked, pumping P’Arth’s arm animatedly. 

“I am,” P’Arth confirmed, laughing. “Thank you for talking Kieran into supporting the decision.”

Laren was grinning ear to ear, thrilled at the news. P’Arth’s intervention in the rescue had only served to increase Laren’s respect for the woman, and she was glad that the Chancellor would live to see another year. “This is such good news,” she enthused, still clinging to P’Arth’s hand. 

Laren’s enthusiastic response made P’Arth’s heart flutter in her chest, and her hopes blossomed, if only slightly. “How are things at home?” P’Arth asked, reminding Laren of the last time they had spoken face to face. 

“I’m doing better with the situation,” Laren supplied, “but then I’ve been preoccupied by the abduction. Jenny and Emily are in a very delicate state of mind, and are expected to recover slowly, if at all. They were treated very badly by their captors,” she confided. 

P’Arth scowled. “Typical of the Cardassians. I am so sorry for them both,” she offered. “Is there anything I can do? Anything at all that you need?” she asked warmly.

“Not that I can think of. I’m sorry my subspace messages have been sporadic,” she replied, thinking she had been more than a bit remiss in corresponding.

“You’ve had a few things to tend to,” P’Arth said sarcastically. “I didn’t expect communicating with me to be a priority,” she allowed. “Though I wouldn’t have minded if it had been,” she added, her grip on Laren’s hand intensifying. 

Laren sighed, wishing she didn’t have to say anything, but knowing she had to confront the Chancellor. “Kit was none too happy about our staying in contact,” she reported, gauging P’Arth’s reaction. 

P’Arth smirked. “I’ll bet. That’s because deep down, she is threatened by anyone who would offer you what she refuses to,” she observed. 

Laren’s palms began to sweat. Had she heard the Chancellor correctly? What exactly was P’Arth supposedly offering that Kit wouldn’t? She nervously withdrew her hand, feeling off balance suddenly. “Humans can be almost as jealous as Klingons,” she said, aiming for a bit of levity. 

“She needn’t be jealous,” P’Arth assured the Bajoran. “As long as she makes you happy, she has nothing to fear from anyone outside your relationship,” she said knowingly. “However, if she isn’t making you happy, she had better watch her back,” she added, though she kept her tone quite mild.

Laren blushed visibly. “I’m not complaining, P’Arth,” she reminded her companion. 

P’Arth fixed her with an intent gaze. “Perhaps you should be. Laren,” she said with unmistakable admiration, “your rescue of Kit’s wives was simply superlative, brave beyond the deeds of most of the sainted heroes of the Empire. You are a courageous, captivating woman, and you deserve a lover who is focused on you and only you,” she asserted. “I only hope that someday, you recognize the truth in my words.” She noted that Laren was drinking in every word, hanging on them. “If you were my partner, I would claim you and make you the most exalted Pagh in my entire region,” she vowed. 

“I—am flattered, P’Arth,” she admitted reluctantly. “Truly. But I love Kit. I hope I haven’t made you think otherwise,” she said regretfully.

“Not a bit,” P’Arth assured her. “I am merely pointing out that a love like yours deserves more than she seems able to give.” She smiled, closing the subject. “So, when are you going to be released? I understand your holodeck has a program of Lake Qo’noS, and I want to take you sailing there,” she offered. 

“Soon,” Laren agreed. “And I’d like that very much.” 

_________________

Captain Kieran Wildman read the medical reports on her crew, teeth grinding so hard she gave herself a headache. She had seen her own injuries after the wormhole accident, and hadn’t batted an eye. But reading Jenny Wildman’s intake report from sickbay made her break out in a cold sweat. Kieran knew too many people who had been captured by Cardassians. And given a choice, she would have rather had one torture her methodically than rape her, especially so violently that her pelvis fractured, as Jenny’s had. It was no wonder Jenny was still not in her right mind. 

But the good news was that Emily and Laren had been released after two days, and now Jenny’s immediate family was available to help her. Jenny’s mental state had been so tenuous that Kit had actually broken down and cried after visiting her, and done it without hesitation in Kieran’s arms. Everyone had been to see Jenny, and while she was at least partially aware of where she was again, she was struggling. 

The Cardassian prisoners were in the brig, including Gul Ni’vhat and Du’vir, who had been aboard the ship that pursued the Viper. A thorough inspection of their ship revealed that the terrorist attack on the Sagan had been their doing, as the dolamide weapons were still on board. Ni’vhat had filled his camp with surviving crewmen from the Sagan, crewmen assumed to be lost in the decompressions of the Engineering and habitat decks. Now Sato was taking the prisoners back to Earth to stand trial in the Federation courts. 

Kieran sighed, tossing the medical report on her desk. Jenny’s file had her rattled. She decided to go see her Lieutenant, and wanted Kathryn and Seven to go along. She left Kit in charge of the bridge, asked Kathryn to accompany her and walked to Astrometrics, where Seven and Emily were talking quietly.

“Ems,” Kieran said to the Lieutenant, “Joely hasn’t released you to duty, yet. Why are you here?” she asked, stooping over to kiss Emily’s cheek and then Seven’s. “You’re looking much better,” she added.

“I just wanted to see Seven,” she admitted. “I needed to talk a little,” she said to Kathryn. “Your wife is an excellent listener. She’d make a good counselor,” she teased the Borg. Emily seemed almost back to normal, emotionally, save for the upset she felt over Jenny’s mental state. “Laren is off in the gym doing her leg exercises, Kit’s on the bridge, Jenny’s in the counseling ward—my quarters suddenly seemed too big,” she advised her captain and former captain.

Kathryn smiled. “I was going to visit Jenny myself,” she replied. “But if you’re bored I can entertain you. Ambassador’s prerogative,” she added, her blue-grey eyes lighting up. “How are you really doing, Emily?” she asked sincerely. 

Kieran let Kathryn take the lead. Kathryn Janeway was so God-like to most of the crew, she could reach people in ways no one else could. And Kieran knew Emily needed desperately to talk. 

“I’ve been better. I’m scared about Jenny. You know? I mean, I’ve been through the whole abuse thing, and it’s not such a big deal to me that they beat me. It’s just sort of the fact of the matter. But Jenny—this is new territory for her and she’s a mess. And I mean to tell you, when Ni’vhat brought her to the cell after he did that to her, I thought she was going to bleed to death,” she shuddered. 

“Mason to Captain Wildman,” Ben Mason hailed. He was on security detail at the brig, having recently been demoted back to Ensign for his blunder on Derna that got Emily kidnapped. Ro Laren had taken the security chief’s position back, though she was currently delegating everything.

“Go ahead,” Kieran sounded impatient. 

“Captain you need to come down here immediately. Gul Ni’vhat is dead. So is prisoner Du’vir,” he said. “Jenny Wildman killed them. I need a counselor and a security team.”

“Is Jenny in custody?” Kieran replied.

“Sort of. She’s holding the phaser to her own head,” he answered tersely. “I think you’d better get someone here quickly, Captain. She’s out of her mind,” he explained. 

Emily’s eyes bugged in her head. “Holy fuck,” she swore. 

Kieran pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m on my way,” she said flatly. “Ladies, another time.” 

Emily grabbed Kieran’s arm. “Let us come with you. She might need me to help calm her down.”

“Agreed. Let’s go.”

_______________

Jenny Wildman had seemed lucid enough when Amy Scott talked to her that morning. Amy had done a battery of tests, and Jenny had passed them all. Jenny had requested permission to get something from her quarters, and since she hadn’t been committed against her will, she was free to leave. In fact, she hadn’t been committed at all, because she had been so compliant, the forms were never completed. Amy had no idea Jenny was planning to murder the Cardassian prisoners. 

Jenny went to her quarters and got the phaser Ro Laren kept in her room. Since Ro was security chief, now that Ben Mason was demoted again, she was allowed to have weapons anywhere she deemed appropriate, and Jenny knew she kept one under her mattress, a holdover practice from Laren’s Maquis days. She took a shirt from Laren’s hamper, folded it with the phaser inside, and went to the brig. She took Ben Mason at gun point, and made him drop the brig’s forcefield. She shot Du’vir and turned to Ni’vhat.

“Jenny,” he said pleasantly, thinking he still had her under his spell, “you’ve come to rescue me, my good girl,” he held out his hand for the phaser. “Give it to me Jenny, and I will take you back to Cardassia with me.”

Jenny cocked her head to one side. “Poor Pre’lira,” she said. “An orphan.” She shot Ni’vhat in the genitals, watching him fall to the floor, writhing and screaming. She leaned over him, snarling, “Now Ni’vhat, don’t make a sound, or you will regret it.” She shot him between the eyes, the phaser aimed right at the indentation in his forehead.  

Before Ben Mason could stop her, she backed into a corner of the holding cell, and sat down with the phaser at her temple. She was talking to herself, or more precisely, to Ni’vhat’s dead body. Ben hailed the captain, urging her to come with a security team and a counselor.

“How do you like your tile now, Ni’vhat? Blood everywhere. Your ugly fucking daughter will never see your sorry ass again,” she hissed, shooting his dead body again. She put the phaser back to her own head. “Laren saved me. Laren helped me. Just too late for it to do any good,” she reminded herself. “She loves me. I knew she did. She just couldn’t figure it out. Find it in herself. I tried to be quiet, but it hurt so much,” she explained to no one. 

Kieran Wildman dashed into the brig, dropping to her knees as she entered the cell where Jenny sat. “Jenny, it’s Kieran. Honey, let me help you. Jenny, please, give me the phaser,” she begged, holding out her hand.

The crisis counselor on duty was Naomi Wildman, and she came into the brig, then. Emily was standing there, fists pressed into her mouth to keep herself from screaming. Seven of Nine was holding onto Emily, looking terrified. Kathryn and Kieran were both trying to approach Jenny.  “Kieran, get away from her,” Naomi counseled. “Right now. Back up. Slowly. No sudden moves.”

Jenny stared blankly at Kieran, who was still reaching to her. “It has to stop. It has to stop,” she said, eyes red and swollen. “I feel it over and over again, and it has to stop,” she bawled. “I tried to be quiet, like he said, and I couldn’t, it hurt so bad. So he made it hurt worse. And I cried. I screamed. I ruined his tile. His pretty artwork, his pride and joy. Blood everywhere. He raped me in that tub. And I bled everywhere. The grout was stained. I tried to be quiet, but it hurt too much. Laren wouldn’t have made a sound. Robbie wouldn’t have. But I’m weak. A coward. And I made one sound, one tiny little sound, and he made me sorry. He said he would. Didn’t he?” She withdrew into herself again, talking to herself, pounding the phaser against her temple. “Damn it Jenny, shut up, shut up, shut up, be quiet, don’t cry don’t cry it doesn’t hurt that bad,” she wept, rocking herself. “It has to stop now,” she pleaded. “I can’t keep feeling it over and over.”

“Jenny,” Kathryn crept closer, “I need you to give me the phaser. No one is going to hurt you again. No one. You’re safe now.”

Jenny’s eyes registered some comprehension. “Laren made me safe. I’m safe when she’s here. Joely made me safe. They came for me. I told him not to hurt Emily. I begged him. I gave myself to him so he would protect her. And then he hurt me, and they hurt her anyway, and he lied. It was for nothing, nothing. I was such a sniveling, miserable cunt, thinking he liked me and would save Emily if I just cooperated. Laren saved me.”

Kieran turned to Ben Mason. “Hail Ro Laren.” She turned back to Jenny. “Honey, Laren is coming. She’ll help you. She’ll make you safe. Tell me what happened, Jenny, keep talking.”

“Mom,” Naomi repeated. “Back away from her and let me try. You’re not helping,” she said softly. “Kieran, you too. I mean it. Back off,” she ordered them.

Kathryn obediently slipped backwards gradually, moving away, tugging Kieran’s arm so that both women eased out of the cell. 

Naomi walked to the entrance of the cell. “Jenny, will you let me come in there?” she asked softly, calmly. 

Jenny looked at her. “Na? Did I tell you I ruined his tile?” She laughed. “I did. Vengeance on his artwork. I bought it with my blood. Blood money. Naomi, Laren has to save me. Joely has to save me. Someone has to come for me before he does. I can’t take this pain any more. I can’t,” she sobbed. “He’s coming back for me. He’s coming back, Na.” 

Ro Laren arrived and her heart nearly stopped. Jenny was huddled in the corner of the brig like a frightened animal, a phaser at her own head, and Naomi was trying to talk to her.

“She’s been talking about how you saved her,” Kathryn said quietly.

Laren was in her workout unitard, muscles lean and sweaty, and she was on an adrenaline high. “Let me try to talk to her, Naomi,” she insisted. She got down on her knees and crawled toward Jenny. “Jen, honey, it’s Laren. I’m here now. I’ll take you home. I’ll protect you, I swear it,” she said softly. 

Jenny looked at her and nodded. “Laren, get me out of this place,” she begged. “He’s coming for me. He’s going to hurt me. He-he-he—Laren,” she sobbed. “Oh my God, this is what they did to you. For years and years. Oh, Christ, no,” she howled. “No,” she repeated. “Help me Laren. You know how to survive it, I don’t. I don’t. Laren, how do you take it? How do you lay down and take this shit from them? It hurts so much, it hurts.”

Laren crept closer. “Sweetie, I’m here now. Let me take you out of here. Give me the phaser, so I can fight the Cardies, honey. I can get us out alive, Jenny. Trust me, baby. Trust me,” she said firmly, calmly. 

“You won’t hurt me? Because you love me?” Jenny asked in a small voice.

“I won’t hurt you honey, and yes, I love you. I love you with all my heart, Jenny. I will protect you. I won’t let them hurt you,” Laren promised fervently.

Jenny’s face went hard. “They hurt you,” she said angrily. “Fucking psycho bastards, they raped Emily,” she shouted. 

She aimed the phaser at Ni’vhat’s body and Laren knocked it out of her hand. She grabbed Jenny, holding her so she couldn’t scuttle after the dislodged weapon. Naomi lunged for it and threw it out of the cell. 


Laren had Jenny in her arms, rocking her, kissing her hair. “I’ve got you, now, baby. It’s okay. I promise, it’s okay now,” she soothed her. 

Jenny collapsed in her embrace, crying desperately. “I couldn’t be quiet, Laren. It hurt too much. He laughed. He laughed at my pain, and he made it hurt worse,” she sobbed. 

Laren rocked her tenderly. “I know, baby. I know. It’s all right now, though. He can’t hurt you anymore. I won’t let anyone hurt you again, not ever,” she promised. “Oh, Jenny, honey, I love you. I’ve got you, now. Don’t cry, Averone. Don’t,” she whispered, certain her own heart would shatter any second. Her words started to get through, and Jenny calmed momentarily.

 “Laren? Sing me the jumja song. It makes me laugh. It makes me forget what he did. I like bears,” she said, no longer crying desperately.

Laren obliged her and sang the jumja song, hanging onto her fiercely. When Jenny was quiet again, Laren whispered comfort to her. “Please, Jenny, let me take you out of here, baby. I need to take you out of this place, where you’re safe.”

“I’m safe with you, Laren,” she replied. “I want to go with you.”

Naomi nodded. “Let’s take her to your quarters. I can sedate her there, and she can sleep in your arms, so when she wakes up, she won’t freak out again.”

“Lieutenant,” Ben Mason said to Naomi, “she killed those guys. She pulled a weapon on me. She’s under arrest.”

Naomi glared at him. “She’s clearly not mentally capable of premeditated murder, Ben. She’s not capable of knowing where the hell she even is. Drop it.”

Laren looked pointedly at him. “I’m in charge of security, Ben. Return to your post.” She stroked Jenny’s matted brown hair, whispering to her. “I love you, Jenny. I’m right here. I won’t leave you, baby. I’ll take care of you, now.”

Jenny hugged her. “I’m safe now. The Cardies are scared of you. You and Joely.”

“Can you walk, Jenny? I’ll help you, but honey, I can’t carry you. You’re bigger than I am,” she teased her. 

“I can walk. Will you stay with me?” she asked innocently. 

“Yes. Come on, sweetie. Let’s go home, now. You can sleep in my bed with me, and I’ll keep you safe.”

Kathryn, Emily, Seven and Kieran watched Laren lead Jenny out of the brig, arm wrapped tightly around Jenny’s waist, talking nonsensical comfort to her lover’s wife, Naomi Wildman close behind. There was a gentleness in Ro Laren none of them would have believed, had they not seen it for themselves. And it occurred to each of them that Jenny was right. Laren had endured years and years of Cardassian torture. Yet somehow, her best qualities had survived.

Kathryn and Emily dropped behind them, but still followed closely, Emily looking like someone had pulled the plug on her lifeforce. Kathryn slipped an arm around her shoulders, shoring her up. “It’s okay, now Ems. We’ll watch her more carefully.”

Emily nodded. “I thought she really was going to shoot herself.”

“Me, too,” Kathryn replied, sighing with relief.

__________________

Ro Laren had taken Jenny to her room, where Jenny had crawled into the Bajoran’s arms, the safest haven she could imagine. Laren held her tenderly, praying to the Prophets that she would do and say all the right things, that somehow, she would be able to help Jenny knit her sanity back together. 

Naomi Wildman stayed in the Wildman girls’ quarters, so that if Jenny needed anything, there was a counselor on hand. Seven went back to Astrometrics to check on her staff while the Ktarian talked to Kieran, Kathryn and Emily for a long while. Naomi explained the medication Jenny would receive and the therapy employed for dissociative disorders, which was what Jenny’s diagnosis was. Trauma in severe forms could result in this sort of post traumatic stress disorder, now understood to be dissociative in nature, though not manifesting as multiple personalities, per se. Jenny’s mind used the defense mechanism of dissociation from her sense of reality, of not being connected to the trauma by “checking out” mentally.

Kathryn was fascinated, both by the condition, and by her daughter’s extensive knowledge of it. Kathryn had mostly thumbed her nose at the counseling profession, until Robin Lefler had become her therapist and had helped her reconcile with Seven of Nine. She had gained new respect for the profession because Robin truly had helped them, and now, listening to Naomi, she realized that the counseling staff was their only hope of getting Jenny to “check in” again. Kathryn indulged herself in a momentary sense of maternal pride, listening to Naomi.

“I think, Ems, because part of Jenny’s trauma was what the Cardassians had done to you, she needs to know you’re all right. I think you should go and lie with Jenny and Laren, let Jenny feel you both. She might reconnect to this reality if you’re both a strong, constant reminder of it. Kit, too. She connects deeply with Kit, and I think Kit should be here, Kieran. Can you spare her?”

“Absolutely. The mission is routine, now, just a trip home to present our findings and attend the trial. I need to consult with Robin, though, to find out what kind of steps we need to take so no charges are brought against Jenny. As far as I’m concerned, we can get everyone who was there to sign an affidavit saying she was clearly mentally unaware of her actions and not responsible for them. But I want to protect her. God forgive me, but I’m glad she killed that bastard Ni’vhat. I read her medical records, and it almost made me throw up,” she confided. 

Emily nodded, grimacing. “Kit and I read them, too. Very disturbing. I cannot imagine the pain she must have been in,” she shivered.  

Naomi gave them a puzzled look. “I haven’t read them yet, but as the crisis counselor, I can know what’s in them. Care to enlighten me?”

“Wait,” Kathryn put in. “I am not privy to this sort of information. Not anymore.”

“You’re the Acting Co-Captain,” Emily argued. “Isn’t she, still, Kieran?”

Kieran nodded. “For the next few days,” she agreed. Kathryn gave her a quizzical look. “Don’t tell me you’re going to bail out on me now, Kat—not with all the formal reports to do on this mess, and Laren out on leave.”

Kathryn smirked. “I knew you couldn’t run this tub without me,” she quipped. “Okay, so I’m still the Acting Co-Captain, I guess. Spill it.” 

Emily wrapped her own arms around her body, turning to Naomi. “Ni’vhat raped her repeatedly, so badly he fractured her pelvis and tore her completely open, Na,” she explained, indicating that Jenny’s body cavity had been torn from the pelvis down.  “I had to piece her back together with a bone knitter and a dermal regenerator. And I’m convinced that he only allowed me to do that so he could come back for her later and do it again. She was severely beaten, clawed, scratched, bitten, bruised head to toe, her eyes were swollen shut, and she had other fractures. It took me two hours to mend her. And the whole time she kept saying ‘I tried to be quiet.’ I wonder what that means?”

Naomi bit her lip. “That much I figured out. Gul Ni’vhat told her not to make a sound when he raped her. She mentioned that in her intake rambling. He told her if she made a sound she’d be very sorry.”

Emily hung her head, and Kathryn squeezed her eyes with her fingers, suppressing angry tears. 

“Naomi, is she going to recover?” Emily asked softly. “She’s worse than any victim I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen my share,” she added.

“It’s too soon to tell. That’s why it’s critical to surround her with familiar, safe, and comforting things. We’ll try to get her to connect with those memories and reassociate with this reality. I think it’s very promising that she asked for Laren or Joely, because now they’re icons of safety and protection for her. I’m going to talk to Joely about coming to see her, too. And then if we can get her semi-lucid, I want the entire extended family around her, eventually. She needs to feel that inclusiveness with us, that sense of belonging to something worth checking back in for,” she explained. “Honey,” she said to Kieran, “could you relieve Kit and have her come home?”

“Of course. I’ll go relieve her,” Kieran agreed. She stooped over to kiss Emily. “You hang in there, sweetheart.”

Emily stood up, forcing a smile. “Thank you all. If she had hurt herself—I don’t think I could have taken that.”

Naomi snagged Emily’s hand. “In all this concern and trauma over her, I haven’t even asked how you are. Damn, Ems, you went through a bad ordeal, too. It’s remarkable that you’re holding yourself together,” she praised her friend.

“Maybe I haven’t started to feel it yet, myself. I’m just so worried about Jenny,” she admitted.

“Yeah, well honey, don’t neglect yourself. You know where to find me, and I think it would be a very good idea if you talked to Amy Scott. I can set up an appointment, if you like,” she offered.

“I can do it myself if I feel the need, Na. Thanks. I’m going to go lie down with them. And send Kit in when she gets home. Jenny needs us more than ever, now.”

Ro Laren was lying on her back with Jenny Wildman curled around her, Jenny’s fist tangled in Laren’s workout unitard in a desperate, clinging expression of her fear. 

“Jenny?” Emily said softly. “Honey, it’s Ems. I’m going to lie down with you, and Laren and I will protect you, now,” she promised. 

“Okay,” Jenny sighed. “Ems, you helped me. I remember. I was bleeding. You helped it not hurt so much,” she recalled, letting Emily spoon her backside. “We’re—fanua’thal, right? I didn’t dream that up, did I?” Jenny turned toward Emily, and Laren contoured her backside. 

“We are, my love. For over two years, now, honey. Remember? You and Kit proposed to me in Hawaii, and we were married there. And then we had a big wedding at the Academy, and all our friends and the faculty came,” she reminded her, stroking her soft brown hair affectionately. “Your parents, and your teammates came. Mom and Kieran and Robbie and Naomi were there, and Grandpa Gerry, and Gretchen.  It was beautiful. You were beautiful, Jenny. So elegant and pretty. Kit and I love you so much, honey.”

“Is Laren our fanua’thal?” she asked, confused. “It seems like it, but I don’t remember her being at the wedding.”

Laren nuzzled the side of Jenny’s face, leaning over her upturned side. “In my heart, I am, Jenny. But I wasn’t at the wedding. You know the four of us—you, me, Kit, and Emily—are just as close as we can be. And you can count on me.”

Jenny smiled faintly. “My fanua’thal, Ro Laren, is a hero.”

Emily nodded. “Yes, she is. She saved us both. And was hurt very badly because of it.”

Jenny turned to Laren, worried, chest constricting in fear. “You were hurt?” she asked desperately, touching Laren’s face, peering into her dark eyes. 

“Only a little, sweetie, and I’m fine, now. I promise, Averone, I am fine,” Laren assured her, stroking her cheek. 

Jenny lifted her face and kissed Laren gently. “Thank you. He was coming back for me. You stopped him. You’re so brave, Laren. How? How could you bear their abuse? You’re so strong. I’m just not. I am not cut out for Starfleet. I should have realized that. I’m too gullible, too sensitive,” she murmured, kissing Laren again. “Hold me, Laren,” she demanded, grabbing the Bajoran and squeezing her own eyes shut tightly. “I need you. Make the noise in my head stop. Make the pictures stop.”

Laren cradled her, and Emily pressed against her back, sandwiching her as if to physically keep her from shattering. “Jenny, what noise do you hear?” Laren asked quietly.

“My own screaming. Echoing in the bathroom of his house, where he hurt me. I told him I would do anything for him if he would make Du’vir leave Emily alone. And Ni’vhat seemed so willing, so nice, as if it troubled him Emily had been mistreated. He said nice things to me. He was kind. And then he asked me to deliver on my promise. He had the most incredible mosaic tile in his bathroom, Laren. Glorious images of the Denorios Belt, the wormhole, created from bits of inlaid tile, set in colored grout, workmanship so detailed and fine it almost looked like a photograph or a hologram. He had a big, sunken tub, and the mosaic was all around its walls.”

Laren held Jenny’s face in her palm. “And he hurt you there?” she asked tenderly. 

Jenny nodded slowly. The medication had begun to thread its way through her system, and she was more aware of the events as being in the past. “He asked me to bathe with him. And what choice did I have? I promised I would do anything for him if he would make Du’vir stop raping Emily. When I hesitated to get in that tub with him, he offered to get Emily medical attention if I would disrobe and bathe with him. So I did. And I knew what he wanted, and what I would have to do. And I tried, I tried to be quiet. I thought about you, and how you would never make a sound if he did that to you, but it hurt. And I started to cry, and he told me if I made a sound he would make me sorry. He wanted to think I was his dead wife, and she never made sounds during sex. When he felt my tears, it angered him. He said he needed to believe I wanted him, to stop crying, and to emphasize his point he thrust into me much harder, and it tore me. And I gasped from the pain, and then he went crazy. I could see my blood everywhere, spattered up the walls, oozing over the tiles, filling the bathtub. And then I was just—not there, anymore. I could hear myself screaming and him laughing and I could feel pain, but not close up—like it was me watching myself, watching him beat me, watching him fuck me. I just didn’t quite feel it, but I did,” she sounded puzzled and frustrated with her inability to explain. 

“I know, honey. I understand. What do you remember next?” she asked gently. 

“I was lying there on the tile floor of his bathroom, bleeding, and he was telling some woman to clean it up, to make certain it didn’t stain. He took me to his bedroom and wrapped me in a sheet. And he had two guards come. They took me back to Emily, and she had a medical kit, and she helped me.” Jenny sighed. “You’re so strong, Laren. So brave. You must have had that happen a dozen times, a hundred. And I bet you never cried out. I bet you never let them see your pain.” 

Laren cuddled her, kissing her hair, cradling Jenny’s head against her chest. “Baby, there’s no comparison. Bajorans aren’t built like humans. It’s just different. My body could take more than yours. It’s not that I was brave or strong. Just that it wasn’t quite the experience it was for you.”

Jenny relaxed into her. “You came for me. Emily said you would. She believed. I’m sorry I didn’t believe in you, Averone. I kept thinking you wouldn’t find us, or couldn’t.”

Laren held tightly to her. “Jenny, Ver’dujin, I will always come for you. I promise. I will never abandon you. I love you. And I will find a way, no matter what, to keep this family together. I’m sorry I was too slow to help you sooner.”

“No, you helped a lot,” Jenny insisted. “He was going to do it again, I know he was.”

Kit Wildman slipped into the bedroom, having heard the news of the murders. “Corrinne?” she asked softly. “Honey, it’s Kyle. Can I come in there with you?”

“Kyle?” Jenny sighed, still clinging to Ro Laren. “Oh, honey, I missed you. Come join us. Laren’s bed is huge,” she laughed.

Kit obediently climbed in behind Laren, and the four women clung to one another. “Ja’Clu,” she said to Laren, “I can never thank you enough for rescuing them both.”

Laren closed her eyes as Jenny kissed her warmly, lingering over it. “Me either,” Jenny whispered. “Laren, you saved us both.”  

_____________

Kathryn Janeway sat in the darkness of the living room of her quarters, mulling over the events of the day. She couldn’t sleep, for feeling upset over Jenny and Emily. She thought about Voyager, and any number of times the crew had been in danger, her officers, her wife. And she understood that the walls she had employed, the defenses she kept up in her marriage, with her friends, with that crew, had insulated her from the type of emotion she felt now. She had cared for the Voyager crew, certainly. But she kept an edge of distance from them. Now that she was open to Seven on levels she had never reached before, that vulnerability carried over into many of her other relationships. 

She loved Jenny and Emily Wildman, as if they were her own daughters. She felt very maternal about them, and about Kit, and to a lesser degree, about Ro Laren. The bare idea of the abuse that Jenny had suffered made her skin crawl, and she feared she might never sleep again. She wondered if there was a necessity to the walls she had always employed, if that was a requirement of a commander, so that there was never a moment of indecision. She considered her actions of late, and realized she had scolded Laren and Kit for letting their feelings get in the way of their command decisions, of their obedience to orders. And yet, her very words to Kit had been “Kit, if I didn’t love you so much, I’d be busting you down to Ensign.” She herself had made a command decision, influenced by her personal feelings about Kit Wildman. And yet she had read Kate Pulaski the riot act at the mere suggestion that Joely shouldn’t be part of the rescue attempt.  Do as I say, not as I do. 
Seven of Nine awakened, realized Kathryn was not in bed with her, and took her robe around her long, lean body. She found Kathryn on the couch, brooding, sipping scotch and water. 

“Kathryn, are you all right?” she asked tenderly. 

Kathryn held her hand out to her wife, whose tousled hair made her even more lovely than usual. “No,” she admitted. “I’m preoccupied.”

Seven slid onto the sofa beside her, retaining her hand. “You’re fretting over the girls,” she noted accurately.

“Yes. Seven, those Cardassians—brutalized those girls in ways that are unthinkable. And I can’t purge that information from my mind long enough to fall asleep. You saw Jenny today, how frightened she was, how anguished—my heart breaks just remembering it. Dear God, Seven, she killed them both, and was going to kill herself just to make the memory of it stop.”

Seven gathered Kathryn into strong arms, holding her gingerly. “My darling, they are safe now. And we cannot change what happened. We can only help them heal, and be supportive, and make allowances for their frailties, now. We help them with this transition, just as you helped me when I came back from the jungle planet. We make them feel safe, and tell them how much they are loved, and we make them want this life enough that they no longer wish to hurt themselves.” Seven kissed Kathryn’s soft auburn hair. “And I know it doesn’t seem like it, my darling, but there is a positive side to this.”

Kathryn gave her a look of utter disbelief. “There’s not.”

“Yes, honey, there is. One thing is that Jenny can now relate more deeply to Kit, to Emily, and to Laren, because they know the trauma of abuse. Jenny never had that insight into her wives before. That appreciation. And she will bond with Laren, now, because Laren survived the same experience, and because Laren rescued her. And for Laren, it means another deep, abiding connection that will bind her to this life in a nurturing way. I have found through loving you, through loving our children, that my own life is so much richer, worth so much more. Laren is discovering that it is not enough to love Kit, not sufficient to reach out once and only once. It is a valuable lesson,” the Borg opined, stroking Kathryn’s cheek with her fingertips.

Kathryn gazed into ice blue eyes, breathless. “You are so human, Seven,” she said, awed by it. “Emily was right. You would make a good counselor. You see connections and interdependencies I would never see. Thank you for sharing that perspective with me. It actually helps, knowing this wasn’t a complete loss.”

The chime to their quarters rang, and Seven started. “Who would that be at this hour?” she wondered. 

“Come!” Kathryn called out softly. 

Ro Laren came in, and without a word, she kneeled in the floor at Kathryn’s feet. She took Kathryn’s hand and deposited three shiny gold pips in her palm. 

“Laren? What—” Kathryn looked bewildered. 

“They were kidnapped on my watch, under my authority. I don’t deserve to wear those, Captain. This is not one bit different than Garon II, and I was court-martialed for that,” she said, plainly riddled with guilt. “Kieran trusted me. I failed her. And I’m such a coward, I can’t even face her to tender my resignation. You’re the Acting Co-Captain, Kathryn. Please. Don’t make me say this to Kieran. Just take them, and let me be done with it.”

Kathryn studied the pips in her hand. “Laren,” she said thoughtfully, “did you disobey any orders in this instance? Did anyone die?”

Laren had not expected such a merciful reception. She had just been waiting for Janeway or Kieran to summon her for the news, to strip her of her rank. She had waited for Jenny to fall asleep from her medication, and then decided to stop the anticipation by beating her dual Captains to the draw. “No but—”

“Jenny and Emily are alive, Laren, and very much recovering. And you saved them. You rescued them. I know what you’re feeling, believe me. It stinks when people under your command suffer, and it’s so tempting to second guess yourself. But Laren, you could not have prevented or foreseen this. You couldn’t personally guard both of them at the same time. And this kidnapping did not result from any direct disobedience, not like the deaths of your shipmates on Garon II. Kieran has reprimanded the responsible parties, and they won’t make the same mistakes twice.”

“I should have trained them better,” Laren protested. “I had to have been derelict, somehow, because Jenny and Emily ended up in the hands of those bastards,” she asserted, condemning herself for what had not been her fault. 

Kathryn smiled, and reached for Laren’s collar, which was just a polo shirt, not a uniform. She snapped the pins in place. “It took a lot of years for me to realize that sometimes, bad things happen and there is no dereliction involved. No blame. It’s something you’re going to have to learn. I am not accepting any resignations today. Sorry.”

Laren bit her lip. “But Jenny is so destroyed now,” she argued.

“Yes, and I saw how you wrapped yourself around her fragmented spirit, today, and how you showed her all the tenderness a mother shows a child, and how you talked her down, and diffused that situation so she couldn’t hurt herself. Laren, my own counseling staff that I handpicked—I myself—couldn’t get Jenny to put that phaser down. You got it away from her. You protected her from herself. Hell, I’m putting you in for two separate commendations, as we speak. I’m just waiting for Kieran to sign off on them. Isn’t that funny?” she asked kindly. “I was just today thinking to myself what an amazing officer you’ve become, what an incredible asset to Kieran, to this ship, to the fleet. Truthfully, Laren, given your circumstances I couldn’t ask for more from you. I am humbled by my own lack of faith in you, and once again, Kieran was right and I was wrong.”

Laren swallowed the recrimination she felt. She considered how rarely Kathryn Janeway’s praise was effusive. And she smiled faintly. “Thank you, Captain. I’m sorry to have bothered you. Seven, please forgive me for intruding on your time, on your home,” she said sincerely.

Seven smiled at her. “My door is always open for heroes,” she teased her. “And it is always open to a friend, which you are, Ro Laren. You have a decided knack for finding lost crewmembers. Perhaps you were a shepherd in a past life?” she suggested, chuckling. 

Laren laughed. “That’d be tough to picture, but, hey. Maybe. Kathryn—I—thank you for giving me a chance on your crew. I know I’d be rotting in a stockade somewhere if you hadn’t begged for my life,” she said softly. “I owe you.”

Kathryn grinned. “Nope. You repaid any possible debt past and future by finding my wife. If you had obeyed my orders, she’d be married to Kieran, now. And I would never have met my daughter. We’re even permanently, from my side of things. How is Jenny doing?”

“Resting. Kit and Ems are with her, and I needed some air. It was hard listening to her retell what she’s been through. That poor woman. God, I wish I could have traded places with her. I’m so used to the Cardies, and Jen is just—so trusting, where I’m not,” she breathed shakily, smoothing her hair behind her ears. 

“One thing is certain,” Kathryn pointed out. “Jenny’s trust is what is going to get her through this. Because she’s placed it all in you, now. You’re her building block for her sanity. Kieran and I want you to take whatever time and space you need with her, Laren. She’s a hell of a fine officer, and we don’t want to lose her.”

“She’s family, and I don’t want to lose her, either. I’ll do whatever the counselors tell me to do—whatever it takes,” she vowed. 

“You go home then, and make sure everything’s okay. And rest, Laren. You’re looking peaked,” Kathryn said, cupping the Bajoran’s face in her palm. 

Seven smiled warmly. It was exactly the sort of thing Kathryn would never have said on Voyager. And exactly the sort of thing that made Seven fall in love with Kathryn Janeway every single day, all over again. 

__________________

Jenny Wildman awoke with Ro Laren wrapped around her, and she turned to face the Bajoran. Laren blinked twice, aware of Jenny’s gaze and her gentle fingertips on Laren’s face. 

“Hi,” she said softly, kissing Jenny’s forehead. “How did you sleep?”

Jenny smiled drowsily. “Better than I have since Christmas,” she said softly. “Wasn’t the holiday great?” she asked, remembering it fondly.

“It was Beta Quadrant ultra,” Laren teased. “Jen,” she said thoughtfully, “I absolutely love the poetry you wrote, and the sketches you did. I think of every gift I’ve ever received in my whole life, that’s my favorite. I will never forget how much work and patience went into that gift,” she said sincerely, touching Jenny’s face. 

Jenny smiled, kissing Laren sweetly, not the least bit self-conscious of it.

Laren returned her smile. “It’s time for your medicine. Let me get it,” she offered. 

“My medicine?” Jenny asked, confused. “I feel fine.”

Laren sighed. “Honey, do you remember yesterday?”

Jenny pursed her lips. “Yesterday. No. I was in the counseling center part of the day. And last night I was with you and Kit and Ems. Was Naomi here, too?” she asked, struggling to piece the day together in her mind.

“Yes, and so was Kathryn. Do you remember stealing my phaser?” she asked gently.

“I did?” Jenny screwed up her face. “I don’t remember that at all. Why would I steal your phaser?”

“Vengeance?” Laren asked. 

Jenny regarded her with a bemused expression. “I had some wild dreams, last night, but I don’t remember stealing your phaser. I dreamed I killed Ni’vhat and Du’vir, though. I love it when I have really good dreams,” she admitted, laughing lightly. 

Laren swallowed hard. “Ji’talia, that wasn’t a dream. It happened.”

Jenny sat up, gathering the covers around her. “It—I killed them? For real?”

Laren gathered her into warm arms. “Yes, you did. Baby, you were not in your right mind. You’re medicated much more heavily, now. And I need to keep you that way until Robbie says otherwise. Okay, Jen?” she asked sweetly. “And then we’ll have breakfast. And we’ll do whatever you want today.”

“Don’t you have to work? Don’t I have to work?” she asked, puzzled by it.

“You’re on medical leave, and so am I. Come on. Let’s get up and get your hypospray. What sounds good for breakfast?”

“Makapa bread in egg batter with jumja compote,” she decided. “Is that okay?”

Laren grinned. “You’re more Bajoran than I am, Corey,” she laughed. “You like Bearnard, huh?” she asked, referring to the stuffed jumja bear Kit had given her for Christmas. Jenny was clutching him to her chest, not even aware of holding him.

She looked at her arm, wrapped around the fuzzy brown toy. “Yeah. He’s so cute.”

Laren grinned wildly at her. “So are you, Corey. Prophets, you make me smile,” she laughed. “Bring him with, if you want,” she said tenderly, thinking her heart would melt in her chest. 

Emily Wildman was in the kitchen, making breakfast. “I hope you’re both hungry. I woke up craving Makapa bread in egg batter. I’m making a pile of it. Help yourselves. I’ve got coffee, too. Kit’s in the shower. Kieran put her on leave, so we can all be together for a few days.” She turned to see Jenny padding into the kitchen, hugging Bearnard, looking about twelve. “Nice bear, Jen,” she smirked. 

“He’s Laren’s,” Jenny replied, as if Emily didn’t already know. “She’s letting me hold on to him.” She studied her wife. “Did I really kill Cardassians yesterday?” she whispered, as if Laren couldn’t overhear. “Or is she yanking my chain?”

Emily bit her lip. She tried to put her arms around Jenny, but Jenny backed away, suddenly frightened. “Jen,” Emily said gently, “I’m not going to hurt you, honey. It’s me—I love you,” she urged her to understand. She sighed, seeing Jenny was not going to relent. “She’s not yanking your crank, Corey. You really killed them both.”

Jenny grinned. “Good. I’m starving,” she added, as if she hadn’t murdered anyone at all.

The four women sat down to breakfast, uncertain of where to begin with Jenny being so fragile. Jenny was scheduled for a therapy session first thing, and the other three decided to consult with Naomi while Jenny was in her treatment. They all watched Jenny attentively, noting how closely she sat to Laren, which was very nearly in her lap. She unconsciously touched Laren over and over again, as if to reassure herself the Bajoran was within reach. 

Jenny ate her breakfast, smiling happily. “This is my new favorite,” she decided. “I’m glad we’re having coffee. I hate tea,” she added, thinking of the tea she had shared with Gul Ni’vhat. “Bearnard, do you like tea?” she asked the stuffed toy. “He says he hates it. That’s what Cardies drink,” she laughed. “Laren says after my session, she and I can do anything we want. I want to go to the beach with her. Just the two of us,” she told Emily and Kit. “Oh, and Bearnard, too.”

Emily and Kit exchanged meaningful glances. It was going to be a long road.

_________________

“I don’t think it’s anything to worry about,” Naomi Wildman explained to her daughters and Ro Laren. “It’s a natural reaction, for her to cling to Laren, because Laren rescued her. Don’t let it hurt your feelings that Jenny’s asking for time exclusively with Laren, and closing you two out. She’ll eventually want all of you around, but for now, it’s overwhelming, probably, for her. When she’s feeling more like her old self, she’ll start missing you both. Kit, if you want to return to duty until she asks for you, I’ll tell K-Mom.”

Kit shook her head. “No. Ems and I need the time, even if Jenny doesn’t. In all of this chaos of the murders and the rescue, nobody seems to remember that Emily was abducted, too. I know Jenny is not mentally coping as well as Emily, but it’s not like Jenny’s the only one that suffered,” she contended in defense of her wife. 

“Samurai,” Emily touched her hand. “I’m doing okay. But I’d love to have time together.”

Naomi gave Emily a purposeful look. “You may be doing fine, Ems, but you really should take time for yourself, talk to a counselor. I know you might not want to have to fill in a new person on these latest events, so if that’s your concern, I’ll make an exception to the family rule and I’ll be happy to talk to you about the abduction in a one-on-one,” she offered. 

“I’m doing pretty well, Na. Nothing I want to talk about, but if I do, I’ll let you know. Laren, do you mind watching out for Jenny until she can let us help?” she asked, concerned. 

Laren’s face fell. “Ems, of course I don’t mind. Damn, Emily, do you really think I would?” she implored, hands out. 

“I didn’t mean it that way. Just—I feel bad abandoning you when she’s so not okay,” Emily explained. 

Laren’s hackles dropped. “Ems, I love her. Of course I’ll do whatever I can to help. Don’t presume just because I haven’t married her yet that I care less than you do,” she said regretfully.

Kit smiled warmly at her Bajoran lover. “Ver’miel,” she teased affectionately, “that sounded very much like a statement of intent.”

Laren’s cheeks colored prettily, but she wasn’t amused, and she scowled.

“Ro,” Naomi said kindly, “are you okay?”

Laren hung her head. “No. I’m not okay. Two of the people I love most in this world were kidnapped by the most terrifying species alive. And I was helpless, Naomi. Fucking impotent. It happened on my watch. My team was responsible. I am responsible. Just because nobody is pointing fingers doesn’t mean it isn’t true. I fucked up, and Jenny and Emily paid the price. And it was a huge, horrible price. How am I supposed to live with that?”

Emily moved to kneel in the floor, hands on Laren’s thighs. “Ver’dujin,” she said softly, “there is nothing to live with. Laren, listen to me. You did not fuck up. This was nobody’s fault. It just happened. And God, we’d be dead by now if you hadn’t come for us. We’re both grateful you were willing to risk getting captured yourself to rescue us. I absolutely cannot believe you are kicking yourself over this,” she said fiercely. “Kadicadrejir,” she urged her to believe, “after everything you’ve suffered at the hands of the Cardassians—you and Joely both—to take up arms and storm in there knowing if they caught you it would be a repeat of the horror you lived through for years and years—I am stunned at the kind of courage that takes. I know I don’t have it in me.”

Kit nodded. “You didn’t see me volunteer for that mission, did you?” she asked gently. “Damn, Laren, nobody did but you and Joely and Robin. The three people most intimately qualified to know how dangerous it really was. God, I admire you for that,” she agreed. 

Laren bit her lip. “I appreciate your saying so, really. But what I can’t get past is knowing what they did to you, Ems, to her. I have been there, and I know how insidious they are.”

Emily shook her head. “Laren, for me it was just another assault, sexual and physical. Not like it was for Jenny, where Ni’vhat got inside her head and fucked with her mind. I think she really believed she had some sort of rapport with him, a connection. She trusted that slimy bastard. And if you feel responsible, how do you think it makes me feel, knowing she bargained her body for my safety? Jesus, I hate that she let him touch her to try to buy my protection.”

Laren touched her face tenderly. “Ems, she loves you. Anyone in her position would have done that.”

Emily nodded. “I know. You would have. Just like you didn’t think for one second about your own safety when you came for us. Just like Joely didn’t, or Robbie wouldn’t have. And that’s why I forgive myself, Laren. But I won’t ever forget what she did for me, out of love. Or what you did for me, for the same love. And I know I can’t afford to beat myself up right now, because she needs me. She needs all of us. You can’t fall into that trap, honey. It will only divert your energy from where it has to be, which is with Jenny. That’s all that matters, now. Not what happened in the past, or who made what errors, or who loved who more. All that counts right now is getting her stable. Making a safe place for her. Loving her so much she wants to live in this world. Okay?” she begged. 

Laren sighed, grasping Emily’s hands on her legs. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. And you’re really, truly doing okay, Ems?” she asked worriedly, kissing her gently. 

Emily was stunned that Laren would kiss her at all, let alone in front of Naomi and Kit, but she returned the kiss affectionately. “Really, truly, Averone. But hey, if worrying about me means you’re going to kiss me, worry away,” she teased. “Laren,” she said tenderly, “honey, I’m joking. I’m starting to think this ordeal shook you up more than it did me,” she noted. 

Laren swallowed her emotion. “Maybe it did, Ems. Or maybe it just made me really think about all the things I could lose, now,” she admitted. 

Naomi sat forward on her chair. “What things, Laren?” she pressed, sensing the woman was on the verge of really cracking wide open. 

Laren’s eyes never left Emily’s. “My family. My sense of balance. My future,” she realized, her voice breaking. “I learned a long time ago that if you want things, if you let yourself dream, or hope, or believe, you end up sorry for it. You and Jenny and Kit,” she said to Emily, “you make me think it’s worth the risk of being sorry, to want things. To hope. And about the time I was getting to be more at ease with that concept, the Cardies got you. I’m fighting like the wrath of the Pah-wraiths not to turn tail and run from my feelings, now, after seeing how it cut me to know you were both in danger like that. Ems, nothing ever scared me as bad as knowing where you were, and who you were with.”

“But you’re not running,” Naomi encouraged her. “You’re hanging right in there. And your love for Emily and Jenny made you fight for them, made you put yourself out there—it made you invest yourself in their survival. That’s huge, Laren, to stand up for your future and to demand it be accorded you. You’ve come so far in the past few months—letting yourself love Kit, opening yourself to our family, making those connections with Emily and Jenny. It’s been amazing to watch you, a real inspiration. And you have a chance now to make the kind of lasting bond with Jenny that no one else ever will, because she trusts you, and no one else, right now. Don’t run from it, don’t let yourself,” she urged.  

Emily gazed confidently up at her, her dark eyes communicating love and assurance. “I need you here, Laren. We all do. Please don’t run, not now.”

Laren stood up and drew Emily off the floor, holding her. “I’m not going anywhere, Averone, except wherever the three of you are,” she promised. 

_________________

Seagulls circled above their heads, and Jenny shaded her eyes, watching them. “Vultures of the ocean,” she laughed, throwing crackers to the holographic birds. They swooped to catch the saltine pieces, crying out for more. 

Laren stretched on the blanket, watching Jenny feed the birds. “How did your session go?” she asked. 

“It was hard,” Jenny admitted. “I had to tell Amy what happened. All of it,” she said sadly, scooting closer to Laren. “I don’t like remembering it,” she whispered. 

Laren enfolded her in warm arms, easing them down beneath the huge umbrella. “I know, honey. But it’s important to talk it through.”

Jenny snuggled into her. “Laren, I need to ask you something, but only if you’re okay talking about your own experiences with them,” she added. 

Laren kissed her forehead gently. “Ask anything you need to, Ji’talia. You won’t upset me, I promise.”

“You told me once that the Cardies act nice to suck you in, so they can break you worse. Did they do that to you? Because Ni’vhat did it to me,” she confided. 

“To the extent that I let them, yes. But Jenny, one of the reasons I have all these scars is that I rarely let them be nice. I just mouthed off and let them beat me. I learned early on not to let them inside my head.”

“But they still raped you,” she stated, clutching Laren closer.

“Yes. It was the difference between being passive or making them work for it,” she decided. “And if I was half unconscious from a beating, I wasn’t nearly as aware of the rape,” she explained. “I take it you tried to be cooperative, and it didn’t work?” she asked kindly. 

“I just didn’t see the point in getting the shit beat out of me, not after the first couple of times,” she contended. “So they were never—nice to you?” she asked, trying to say more, but afraid to touch the feelings. 

Laren sensed there was something she was getting at. “Jen, how were they nice to you?” she asked softly. 

“Ni’vhat—God, this is so humiliating, but I want to understand it, Laren. He—was friendly, he talked to me like a human being would—he was gentle with me, at first, warm. We were pleasant, and he promised to keep Du’vir from raping Emily again.”

Laren nodded. “And then he turned on you. Let me guess. He won your trust, and escalated your friendship to a sexual relationship. And he was kind and attentive, and you enjoyed him sexually, at first,” she replied.

“You too?” Jenny propped herself up on her elbows. “You know what it’s like?”

“I don’t, but I heard it from other prisoners. Women who would be fooled by some Cardie who took the time and patience to make them believe they were in a relationship, of sorts. It was a technique that was common. Some Gul would seduce a woman, act like he cared about her, and she’d come back to the cell, happy and talking about what a great lover the Gul was. Cardassian men can be very, very persuasive, even proficient. But eventually, it always got violent, and usually about the time the woman was convinced she was in love. Is that what Ni’vhat did to you, honey?” she asked tenderly, cradling Jenny close. 

Jenny laughed bitterly. “I didn’t think I was in love, and I never wanted that reptile near me, but I found myself being drawn in. He was a good lover, at first,” she said pensively. 

“Of course he was. He didn’t ask anything of you, in the beginning, did he?” she knew the pattern all too well. 

“No. He didn’t. He was all about learning what I wanted from a partner, pleasuring me. He was fascinated with human women’s responses, our bodies,” she explained. 

“It was a ploy, Jen. He’s probably slept with hundreds of human women. They always act like you’re their first. It’s part of the method. Did he introduce you to his children? That was always a big part of it, too, making the victim believe she was a confidante, someone he wanted to be close to,” she related darkly. 

The question hit her like a ton of bricks, and Jenny started to cry. “He did. Oh, God, he totally played me and I bought it,” she realized, clinging to Ro Laren. “You must think I’m such a fool,” she gasped, trying to pull away.

Laren held her there, stroking her hair. “Jen,” she whispered against her hair, “I think you’re beautiful and strong and smart and I am glad you killed that bastard,” she assured her. 

“You don’t think I’m just gullible and pathetic?” she asked faintly, her face stained with tears. 

Laren’s heart ached with love, with protectiveness. “Jenny,” she sat them both up, holding her shoulders, “look at my face. Does it look to you like that’s what I think? Does it?” she demanded. She took Jenny’s face in her hands and kissed her. “I love you, Corey. Knowing what he did to you is tearing me up inside, because I care so much about you,” she said vehemently. 

Jenny peered into her eyes, wanting to believe. “You do?” she asked, sounding so small Laren’s chin quivered. 

“Ji’talia,” she said intently, “of course I do. You’re an amazing woman. I can’t believe how lucky I am to have you in my life, to share a home with you. You’ve offered me everything, Corey, and I don’t deserve any of it. But I am grateful.” She held Jenny close, fighting her own tears.

Jenny rested against her, blocking out the hurt for the moment. “I feel safe when I’m with you, Laren. Like maybe I can get my life back, a little.”

“Go with that, Jen. Let me be your security, and we’ll build from there. But don’t you ever tell yourself that I have anything but love and respect in my heart for you. Promise me,” she demanded. 

Jenny sighed, sinking down on the blanket and pulling her along. “I promise.”

__________________

Kate Pulaski had moved her things back into Joely Winfield’s quarters while Joely had been on the rescue mission. It was the only thing Kate could think to do to distract herself, besides appointing herself to be Lenara Wildman’s personal ob-gyn. She knew as contributions go, it wasn’t much, but it was the least she could do to try to take some of the burden off of Kieran. If Kathryn was concerned Kieran was headed for an asylum, as she had implied to Kate, Kate wasn’t taking that worry lightly. 

Lenara had been confined to bed rest the second Kate examined her after the rescue. Lenara tried to protest, saying Emily needed her, Kit and Jenny needed her, but Kate was firm. She told Lenara in no uncertain terms if she didn’t stop pushing herself, her baby would never be born. Naomi, Robin and Kieran ushered her to bed immediately, and Kieran ordered her not to come out for any reason other than needing medical assistance. Lenara had not been happy about it, but her symbiont was telling her she was on the brink of a miscarriage, and so she relented. The poor Trill was so exhausted that she slept for two solid days without waking up more than five minutes to go to the ensuite. 

Naomi and Robin had stopped sleeping at the junior Wildwomen’s, not wanting to disrupt the ebb and flow of the girls’ living situation. Jenny seemed more stable, as long as she took her medication, and Emily acted as though Jenny were her only worry. Kit flitted around her wives like a buzzing bee, afraid to miss anything. Laren stuck to Jenny like they were Siamese twins, and Jenny anchored herself with Laren’s calming presence.

P’Arth had tried to contact Laren, but Laren had sent her a hasty reply indicating that she was devoting all her energy to Jenny’s recovery, and as soon as Jenny was out of the woods, Laren would get in touch with the newly appointed Klingon Ambassador. P’Arth, Ja’Kir, Detara, and Keh’grang took quarters aboard the Sato though their escort ship continued to follow the Sato back to Earth. Because P’Arth had been involved in the rescue of the hostages, Starfleet wanted her testimony at the trial of the terrorists. The Romulans were sending their chosen Ambassador to Starfleet Command to meet up with the Sato when it arrived. However, the Sato crew had been instructed to take their time on the return trip. The longer the Cardassians were in custody, the more information they might divulge to cut a deal before their respective trials. 

Kathryn Janeway completed filling out mission reports, despite constant haranguing from Seven, who was amused and pleased that after all the years of dumping the paperwork on her first officers, Kathryn was now having to do it herself. Kathryn groused to entertain her wife, saying over and over that she couldn’t wait to give her pips back to Kieran, if it meant an end to the endless report process. 

Katie Torres had taken P’Arth’s lecture to heart, and was trying to get her head back into school. She apologized to Geejay Janeway, and begged Geejay to help her get caught up in math and science, which were Geejay’s forte. Geejay capitulated after Katie broke down and cried, telling Geejay she really had missed her, and she really was sorry for slighting her. For all of her inherited stubborn Borg resolve, Geejay loved Katie, and she didn’t want Katie to be held back a grade. It would only be more humiliation and discord for the hybrid girl, who was having enough trouble fitting in at the best of times. Ja’Kir was preparing in earnest for his First Rite of Ascension, and since Katie was grounded, he only got to see her when she could sneak away, which was usually in the middle of the night after Noah and B'Elanna were asleep. He was still carrying a very prominent torch for her, and scowled openly every time he saw Geejay with his girlfriend. Geejay disliked him equally, and the two fought a silent war over Katie’s affections. Katie was, like her fully human mother, largely oblivious to the romantic intentions of those around her, and had no idea Geejay and Ja’Kir wanted to shove each other out an airlock. Katie was far too busy trying to understand fundamental mechanics and trinomial algebra to notice much else. 

Jenny Wildman was with her counselor, and Ro Laren sat with Emily and Kit Wildman at the Transwarp café, having a late breakfast. 

Kit held Laren’s hand across the table, feeling like she had barely seen the woman in the past few days. “How is Jenny doing, Laren? She hardly talks to me or to Emily. You’re the only one she seems to respond to right now,” Kit was saying. 

Laren nodded. “She’s fragile, at best,” she admitted. “Questioning, you know? Remember, Kit, how you said with your uncle, it was so confusing because not all of the sexual aspects were unpleasant? Well, Jenny is dealing with that. It’s a typical Cardassian thing to seduce a woman solicitously, to draw her in, make her feel loved and safe and good about herself. And Ni’vhat did that to her. He used the most powerful sort of mind control—he won her over. And then when he finally violated her, it shattered her emotionally, because she never saw it coming. And she hates herself for that naïveté, and for the parts she enjoyed.”

Kit frowned. “God, I had no idea. Poor Jenny,” she sighed.

Laren reached for Emily, putting an arm around her. “How are you doing, Ems? I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to even ask,” she said softly, kissing her hair. 

Emily leaned into Laren, eyes closing involuntarily at the affectionate gesture. “I’m dealing with things. Like I’ve said, it’s not exactly a new experience for me, like it is for Jenny, so I’m probably better equipped.”

“Except,” Laren gently replied, “your abuse was never sexual, you told me. And now you’ve been through that, and that is new. I just want you to know you can talk to me—to us. And if you think it would help to see a counselor, I would encourage you to do that,” she assured the younger woman. 

Emily toyed with her coffee cup, not meeting either woman’s eyes. “Well, I’m not like Jenny, having to sort out the good from the bad. It was all bad with Du’vir, just brutality and nothing else. So I’m certainly not conflicted like Kit was with her uncle Kenny.” 

Laren squeezed her closer, scooting her nearer on the bench seat of the booth. “Actually, I was thinking it’s worse for you,” she admitted.

Emily’s dark eyes dulled momentarily and she struggled not to break down from the loving tone of Laren’s voice. “How so?”

“All those years you were in and out of foster care, you managed not to be sexually assaulted. Even in the homes where there were teenaged boys trying so hard to do that, you fought them off or reported the problem, and you escaped that situation every time. And now you’ve been in a situation where there was just not an escape to be had. I would think that would be very difficult to accept, psychologically,” she explained in low tones. 

Laren had a voice that could lull you, it was so subtle, so rich. It was deep, but not masculine, velvet, never harsh. Emily loved the sound of it, the way it drew her in and surrounded her with its warmth. But it was also making it very hard to keep a grip on her own emotions. “It was a bad set of circumstances. Honestly, though, I was just so worried about Jenny, I didn’t think much about me. I’m still not thinking about me,” she confessed.

Kit leaned across the table to be nearer to Emily. “Maybe you should be, Ems. I’m just as worried about you as I am about Jenny. You keep saying you’re fine, but honey, are you sure?” 


Emily forced a smile. “I’d tell you if I weren’t,” she promised. “How are you holding up, Laren? I mean, Jenny is clinging to you so much right now, that has to be exhausting,” she switched the focus of the conversation. 

“It’s not, really. I mean, it’s a new experience for me, being so tight with someone all day every day, but I feel really lucky that she’s decided to trust me with her fears and her problems. It’s like Naomi said—I have a chance to make a lasting bond with Jenny because of this. It’s an opportunity I’m grateful for, though of course I’d rather this never happened to her at all,” she added. Laren smiled at Emily. “But thanks for asking.”

Emily inclined her head in acknowledgement. “Is there anything Kit and I can do to help? Anything we’re not doing that you need us to?”

Laren sipped her raktajino, thinking. “Just keep being patient with the circumstances. And know that I miss and love you both, and that I’d spend more time with you if I could, but right now, Jenny just needs me too much for me to focus on anything but her. I’ve talked to Robbie about it a couple of times, and she keeps telling me to let Jenny decide for herself how much of each of us she wants. Right now it’s just me because she knows I know what she’s been through. And she’s trying so hard to understand what happened to her, and I can help her with that. Really, you guys, Ni’vhat did a huge number on her head. And she just can’t reconcile it all—she liked him, felt close to him, and his betrayal was unfathomable. You know Jenny—how sweet and trusting she is. And Ni’vhat’s inherently evil soul is beyond her comprehension. It’s sad to listen to her talking about how he sucked her in emotionally.”

“That would be hard to hear,” Kit agreed. “I bet it was similar to my experience, though, and I wish Jen would recognize that,” she said pensively. “I just want to be there for her, and she won’t let me,” she said, frustrated. 

“Give it time, Kittner,” Laren advised. “Let me keep working with her, and eventually, she’ll reach out to you both, I know she will. She will start missing you. I know I miss you both, so she has to feel that on some level,” she reasoned. “And I have to get going because her session will be over. I always want to be there when she finishes, because she might come out of it upset.” She folded her napkin and tossed it on the table, preparing to go. 

Emily arrested her with one hand. “Hey. If I haven’t said so, then thank you for taking such amazing care of Jenny.”

Laren smiled, then kissed Emily’s cheek. “I told you, I love her. And you and Jenny both took care of me when I was so busy and weary I couldn’t even replicate food for myself. That’s what families do—they get each other through the rough patches. You two stay and finish your breakfast. I’ll see if I can get Jenny to come back and join us all. If not, though, we’ll see you later this afternoon,” she detailed, hugging Emily goodbye.  

Kit stood as she got up to go, and kissed Laren tenderly. “I miss you, too, Ji’talia,” she said softly. “I love you very much,” she assured her, golden eyes fierce with it.

Laren caressed Kit’s face, returning her kiss. “I love you, too, Kittner. I hope I can show you how much, soon.”

__________________

“I don’t get it,” Katie Torres admitted, frustrated. “How did you do that?” she asked Geejay Janeway.

Geejay patiently went through the problem again. “Remember how we used the FOIL method to multiply binomial expressions, and simplify them?” she asked her Klingon companion.

Katie bit her lip. “Yeah. You multiply the first term in each set of parentheses, then the outside terms, then the inside ones, and then the last ones,” she recited. 

“Right. Trinomial expressions are simplified by doing the FOIL method backwards,” Geejay explained. She demonstrated the solution for Katie again.

“Wait—why did you put a negative one in front of the equation?” Katie asked, scratching her face distractedly. 

“The first thing you do is factor out the GCF—the greatest common factor,” Geejay explained. “In this problem, the biggest one is a negative one,” she emphasized. “So all the terms’ signs are going to change inside the parentheses, do you follow me?” 

Katie nodded. “Yeah. I get it. Then the next thing is to reorder the terms, with the highest to the lowest power terms, right?”

“Exactly,” Geejay nodded enthusiastically. “What then?”

Katie stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, concentrating. “Uh—blank parentheses with the negative sign, and then the m squared factors into m in the first set of parentheses and m in the second set.”

“Good,” Geejay praised her. “And then?”

Katie studied the problem, trying to make sense of it. “The coefficients of the first and last terms,” she decided. “One and sixteen,” she wrote them down. “But—then what?”

Geejay tried not to be impatient, but it was so simple, she wondered how Katie was ever going to pass the makeup exam if she didn’t understand this basic stuff. “Factor each coefficient, all the possible factors,” she instructed. “One is just one and one. Sixteen is one times sixteen, two times eight, and four times four.”

“How do you know which set to use, though?” Katie asked, puzzling over it.

“Well, you only get one choice for one, so that has to be right. There are three possible combinations for the 16, so you try each set and see if it gets you back to the original trinomial expression.” 

“That sounds like a lot of work. It takes too long,” she complained. “The test is timed.” 

“Which is why you have to get really good at it, and do it in your head before you even start writing. You plug in the first set of factors for sixteen and do the FOIL method, and see if it works to give you the trinomial. But it doesn’t, so you try the next set of factors, two and eight. And you can see in your head it works, because when you multiply them by the FOIL method, you get the original trinomial expression of m squared plus ten m, plus sixteen.” 

Katie studied the equation, despairing. “I’m never going to pass this exam, am I?” she asked quietly. “How come I’m so dumb? My moms are smart, Geej, really smart.”

Geejay studied her quietly. “I think you have too much noise in your head,” she decided. “Too many distractions. Tell me what you were thinking about while we were doing that equation,” she demanded, knowing Katie was simply not focused. 

“I was thinking about Ja’Kir and his mother, and about Jenny and how sick she is, and about how much I like your hair spiked like my mom’s, and about dinner,” she admitted. 

“That’s what I mean. Too much noise in your head. You need to learn to meditate, like Kit does. Kato taught me. It helps a lot. If you clear your mind before you start your homework, and breathe deeply, and relax, and let all the extraneous thoughts go—” Geejay instructed her. 

“What does extraneous mean?” Katie asked, watching Geejay drawing her legs into a lotus position. 

“I think it means unimportant stuff, stuff that’s cluttering your mind,” Geejay replied. “We can look it up later. Pay attention,” she commanded her pupil. 

Katie sat up straighter, all seriousness. “Okay, now I’m sitting weird and I’m breathing. Now what?”

“Close your eyes and concentrate on quieting your thoughts,” Geejay replied. “As you breathe in, picture a pure white light coming into your nostrils, and then let your extraneous thoughts out with your exhalation,” she said, demonstrating.

Katie giggled. “You keep using that word and you don’t even know for sure what it means,” she accused.

Geejay threw up her arms. “AGH! You’re impossible,” she griped, jumping off Katie’s bed and going to the workstation. “Now I gotta figure out how to spell it, fart stench,” she said under her breath.

“Plasma dampener,” Katie shot back. “Just ask the computer.”

Geejay pecked away at the keyboard, determined to spell it herself. The word popped up, and the computer began to recite. “Extraneous, alternate meanings. Strange. Coming from the outside, or external. Not relevant, nor forming an essential or vital part. Extrinsic.”

Katie’s jaw fell. “Unimportant. That’s what you said, and you actually knew, only the computer never says any answer that simply,” she noted. “Why doesn’t it just say unimportant, instead of ‘not relevant nor forming an essential or vital part?’ It’s the same thing.” 

Geejay shrugged. “I dunno. It wouldn’t sound like a computer, if it said anything in simple terms, I guess.” She jumped back on the bed. “Anyway, you have to focus, Katie. You’re always letting your brain go off on a tangent, instead of thinking about algebra when you’re supposed to be doing algebra.” She cocked one eyebrow, considering. “Maybe it’s your Klingon hormones,” she theorized. 

“You sound like Ja’Kir, now,” Katie accused. “He blames everything on his hormones.”

Geejay eyed her warily. “What things?” she asked, certain she wouldn’t like the answer.

“Oh, like when he wants to kiss me and stuff,” she replied. “I don’t know why he thinks that’s such a big deal, but it hurts his feelings when I don’t want to do it,” she confided. 

Geejay’s heart lurched in her chest. “You’ve kissed him?”

“Yeah. So? I’ve kissed you, too,” Katie defended herself. 

“That’s different. We were little kids then. And he’s a vulky boy,” she reasoned. “Why would you want to kiss him?”

Katie drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. “I don’t know. It’s fun, sometimes. Besides, isn’t that what teenagers do on dates?” she asked.

“You’re not a teenager. Not for three more years,” Geejay argued. “You haven’t even taken interspecies sexuality,” she pointed out. 

“Neither have you,” Katie shot back, nudging her.

“Yeah, but I’m not the one kissing some vulky boy,” she contended. 

“Would you want to be?” Katie asked, curious as to Geejay’s apparent distaste for the activity.

Geejay was blushing furiously. “No. Not Ja’Kir, that’s for sure,” she asserted, thinking she’d rather eat dirt. “Not only is he vulky, he’s ugly,” she decided.

Katie flinched. “They you must think I’m ugly, too, since I’m a Klingon,” she reasoned, hurt by the implications. She started to launch herself off the bed, but Geejay grabbed her hands.

“I don’t think you’re ugly,” she replied, squeezing Katie’s hands in her own. “You know I don’t think that. I think you’re the prettiest girl in our class,” she assured the brown-eyed Klingon. 

Katie sat there, still as a stone, searching Geejay’s glacier blue eyes, and wished for the hundredth time she could look like Geejay. Normal. Human. “You’re the prettiest girl in our class, Geejay. Everyone says so. All the boys want to sit by you at assembly,” she noted correctly. 

Geejay shook her head. “But I don’t like boys,” she protested. “They smell funny,” she whispered, as if someone might overhear. 

Katie giggled. “That’s because they don’t wash behind their ears,” she said in a superior tone. “They get better when they grow up. Noah is okay,” she reasoned. 

“No, it’s not just that,” Geejay struggled to explain it. “I don’t know how to describe it. I would just never want to kiss a boy.”

Katie rested her chin on her arms, withdrawing her hands from Geejay’s. “Would you want to kiss a girl?” she asked, trying to help Geejay sort our her sense of priorities. “My mom kisses the Wildwomen all the time.” 

Geejay considered. “Maddy James is cute,” she put in, “but not as cute as you. I guess you’re the only person I ever thought about kissing,” she realized. “Why did we stop doing that, anyway?” she wondered. “Remember, you got in trouble because we were kissing in the toy closet in kindergarten?” she reminded her. “After that, we never kissed again.”

“I figured it must be wrong, or the teacher wouldn’t have told our parents,” she opined. “Mrs. March made me feel all creepy about it.” She sighed, trying to understand the complexity of intimacy. “I never felt creepy before that.”

“Me either,” Geejay echoed. “I hate Mrs. March. She ruined it.” She studied her tennis shoes. “And now you’re in love with Ja’Kir,” she murmured. 

Katie shrieked, shoving Geejay down on the bed and pinning her shoulders. “I am NOT,” she laughed. “You big goofus,” she accused, tickling Geejay’s ribs. 

Geejay howled with laughter, squirming under Katie’s gouging fingers. “Are so,” she teased, laughing harder. 

“Take it back,” Katie threatened, tickling harder. “I’ll make you pee your pants,” she warned, digging her fingers into Geejay’s ribs. 

“Don’t!” Geejay hollered. “Katie, please, I’ll be embarrassed if you do,” she begged, still chuckling though Katie had stopped. She looked up at her friend, trying to understand the expression on Katie’s face. Before she could ask what was wrong, Katie kissed her. 

Katie broke the kiss, looking down at Geejay, body pressed tight against hers. “Was it creepy?” she asked.

Geejay shook her head, stretching up to kiss Katie back. “No. It never was for me.” 

Katie grinned. “Good. Ja’Kir taught me a different way to kiss,” she advised. “Can I show you?”

Geejay nodded silently, wondering how many ways there could be. Katie’s lips met hers again, and then opened, and Geejay instinctively followed Katie’s lead. Katie stopped then, seeking Geejay’s endorsement. Geejay’s brows knitted in perplexity. “He kisses you like that?”

Katie frowned. “No. He does more than that. He—well, tell me if you hate it,” she floundered, then kissed Geejay again, this time touching Geejay’s tongue with her own. 

Geejay giggled into the kiss, then burst out laughing. “I told you he’s vulky,” she accused. “Do you like the way he kisses?” she asked, noting that Katie was not laughing. 

Katie considered. “I like it better with you,” she decided. “It makes me feel squiggly inside.”

Geejay nodded. “Like there are butterflies in my stomach,” she described. “You’re right, it is fun.” 

Katie grinned then. “I’m glad you think so,” she said, feeling happier than she had in a long time. “I guess we better finish these dumb problems,” she complained. 

Geejay smiled softly. “I’d rather do this,” she admitted. “But you’re gonna flunk if we don’t get you through trinomials,” she sighed, disappointed. 

Katie nodded regretfully. “Yeah. But if we hurry up and get done, we’ll have time,” she said hopefully.

Geejay hugged her tighter. “Yeah. We’ve only got six more problems to do,” she agreed.

__________________

Ro Laren walked along the arboretum pathway, holding Jenny Wildman’s hand, talking as quietly as she could. Jenny seemed to hit a sleepless period every night, around 2 am, and she found her legs restless and their quarters confining. The prison camp had made her intermittently claustrophobic, and when the walls felt like they were closing in, Laren took Jenny out to walk around the ship. Sometimes they walked along the holographic beach in the recreation program, sometimes they wandered the corridors of the ship from Engineering to the aerponics bay and back, a stretch of a dozen decks. When it was particularly bad, they came to the arboretum, where the scent of grass and trees and the park’s flower beds soothed her to a state of peacefulness. It was then that Jenny could really open up, and vent her fears and her memories. 

Laren held tightly to her hand, a rarity in and of itself, because Jenny couldn’t stand to have her hands touched by anyone but the Bajoran. “How are you feeling? Is it okay that I’m holding your hand?” she asked softly, trying to catch Jenny’s eye.

Jenny clutched the jumja bear under her other arm, and squeezed Bearnard harder. “Yes. How did you know I’m having a hard time with that?”

Laren smiled faintly. “You jerk your hands away from anyone who tries to touch them. Can you tell me why?” she asked, keeping her tone accepting.

Jenny swallowed hard. “Ni’vhat—restrained my hands while he was raping me,” she recalled. “His hands were so huge, he held both of my wrists in one hand over my head.”

Laren nodded. “What was he doing with his other hand?” she prompted her.

Jenny’s eyes darted around nervously. “I don’t know,” she replied, biting her lip. “I think—I think—” she stammered, suddenly in a panic. She pressed herself up against the base of a tree, eyes wide with terror. “Oh my God,” she murmured, slumping down to the grass below. 

Laren knelt before her. “Jenny? Honey?” she whispered urgently. “Come back, Jen. Come back to my voice,” she begged her. “I’m right here, I’ll protect you.”

Jenny’s eyes were glazed over and she was moaning. “Don’t, don’t,” she pleaded. “God, it hurts,” she babbled. 

Laren touched her face. “Jenny, listen to me. It’s over. You’re safe. I’m right here,” she promised.

Jenny’s eyes cleared, and the sound of Laren’s voice registered somewhere in her fragmented mind. “Laren?” she asked faintly. “Where are we?” she asked, looking around frantically. 

“We’re on Sato,” Laren assured her. “I’ve got you, Jenny. Ni’vhat is dead. You’re flashing back, but it’s not real,” she tried to make Jenny understand. 

Jenny reached for Laren. “Hold me,” she demanded. “Make it stop, Laren,” she pleaded. 

“Do you want me to call someone?” Laren asked gently. “Robbie or Naomi?” 

Jenny shook her head. “No. I’m okay, I’m okay now,” she decided, pinching the bridge of her nose as if to forestall a raging headache. “I just—checked out there for a second.” She tried to draw enough air into her lungs to feel normal, but her chest felt like someone was sitting on it. She clutched at it, trying to stave off the lancing pain.

“Jen, are you okay?” Laren asked, near panic herself now. “What’s wrong?”

Jenny gasped for air. “I—can’t—breathe—” she sputtered. “My heart—” she tried to say, grabbing at her own shirt front.

Laren smacked her comm badge. “Ro to sickbay. I need an emergency site to site transport,” she relayed. “Lock onto to Lieutenant Wildman and myself,” she ordered the staff. 

Kate Pulaski was on call, and she came out of her quarters, groggy but ready to be useful. “What happened?” she asked of Laren, since Jenny was still gasping for air, her eyes bulging.

“Jesus, I think she’s having a heart attack,” Laren said frantically, helping Jenny onto a biobed.

“Nope,” Kate concluded after scanning her. “Panic attack. This will stop it,” she advised, silvery curls bobbing as she worked. She put together a hypospray that immediately stopped the constriction in Jenny’s throat and chest, and suddenly there was plenty of air to go around. “Slow, deep breaths,” she recommended. 

Jenny closed her eyes and collapsed in a heap against the padded bed, exhausted. “Good God, I thought I was about to buy it,” she explained apologetically.

Kate nodded sympathetically. “Joely lived with me while she was going through this,” she confided to the young Lieutenant. “It’s expected, sweetie,” she assured her. “How often is it happening?”

Jenny coughed. “Never like that before,” she replied. “That scared me.” 

Just for safekeeping, Kate scanned her again. “Your heart is in perfect condition. Your adrenaline just spiked. I’ll give you some medication to take with you, so you can stop it if it happens again. How’s your therapy going, kiddo?” she asked gently, resting her hand on Jenny’s thigh. For all her gruffness, Kate Pulaski could never be accused of a poor bedside manner. 

Jenny regarded her with a hesitant expression. “Are you asking as my friend or my doctor?”

Kate smiled. “Which do you want me to be?” she asked lightly, patting Jenny’s leg.

Jenny sighed. “It’s going slowly. But I’m doing my best,” she defended herself.

“Averone,” Laren said tenderly, “Kate’s not asking because she thinks you’re not working hard,” she reasoned with her.

“Absolutely not,” Kate chimed in. “Jenny, I’m asking because I care about you. We all do. All anyone wants right now is for you to be well,” she confirmed. 

Jenny’s eyes betrayed her skepticism. “You care about me?” she said, her tone disbelieving.

Kate frowned. “Honey, of course I do. I know right now you don’t know who to trust. Everyone is suspect. But I’m not a Cardassian. I’m the woman who treated you when you sprained your ankle in the game against Utah,” she reminded her. “The one you cried to when Kit was unconscious. I’m the one who threw birdseed at your wedding and treated your wife’s scar tissue. You never need to doubt that I care about you, or your family,” she promised. 

“I’m sorry, Kate,” Jenny finally said. “Right now, Laren and Joely are the only people I’m not questioning,” she admitted. “I know that’s not fair—but if it hurts your feelings, imagine how Kit and Emily feel,” she realized. “How are things with you?” she asked, deflecting the attention focused on her.

Kate smiled warmly. It was so like Jenny to trivialize her own problems, and worry about everyone else. “I couldn’t be better. And since I came to your wedding, I want you to return the favor,” she invited her. 

Laren grinned ear to ear, and Jenny sat up again. “You and Joely? Truly?” Jenny demanded, grabbing Kate’s arm. 

Kate laughed. “It took her life being in danger and a severe ass throttling from Kathryn, but yes, I finally told her I’d give in,” she teased. 

Jenny smirked. “You should be grateful. Joely is something else,” she informed her. “Truly Kate, she and Laren just walked into that camp like they owned the fucking place,” she said, breathless all over again. “Joely picked Emily up and carried her like she was light as a feather, and she handed me her rifle and said we were getting the hell out of there. She was unarmed,” Jenny revealed. “And she didn’t bat an eye. All she was thinking about was getting Emily and I to safety. You’re very lucky to have her in your corner,” she gushed. “Congratulations to you both.” 

Kate giggled like a teenager. “I am lucky. But I really didn’t need to know that she ran out of that place unarmed,” she scolded Jenny playfully. “So you’ll both come?”

Laren hugged her briefly, which surprised the doctor more than her own reaction, which was to hug Laren back fiercely. “Of course we will. Because somebody has to be there when Joely loses her nerve,” she joked. 

“Joely?” Kate squeaked. “What about me?”

Jenny smirked. “If you tell me you’re likely to bolt, I’ll laugh in your face. You’ve had more husbands than I’ve had pets,” she accused, sounding a bit like her old self.

“Touché,” Kate agreed. “But this is different. I never thought I’d be with a woman,” she marveled at it.

Laren laughed. “Join the club,” she said sardonically. “There’s a first time for everything, I guess,” she decided.

_________________

Kieran Wildman kept close tabs on the status of her recovering crewmembers, but the routine nature of the trip home also gave her some free time, now that she and Kathryn had completed the mission reports from the rescue. Geejay had been asking Kieran for time together for several weeks, and Kieran resolved to make the time for her young friend. They met at the bakery on Main Street on a Saturday afternoon, and Kieran arrived to find Geejay waiting patiently.

“Hello, Sport,” she greeted the tow-headed girl. “Have you ordered yet?” 

“I did,” Geejay agreed. “I ordered for you, too. My treat today,” she offered. 

Kieran hid her amusement behind her hand. “That was very thoughtful of you. So how have you been?” she asked, easing back in her chair as the waitress deposited drinks on the table, soda pop for Geejay and coffee for Kieran. 

“Pretty good, I suppose,” she decided, reaching for the cookie the waitress set before her. 

“It was really nice of you to agree to tutor Katie. Her teacher says she’s almost caught up. You must be a great teacher,” she complimented the younger Janeway.

Geejay grinned. “She thinks she’s not as smart as you and Lanna,” she confided. “But I keep telling her she is. Can I ask you something?” she requested hopefully.

Kieran nodded. “Always, kiddo. What’s on your mind?”

“You told me once if I ever had secrets, I could tell you, right?” Geejay asked hesitantly. “And you won’t tell anyone?”

Kieran smiled. “I did promise that. Do you have a secret you want to tell me?” she pressed, slicing into her chocolate pie with her fork and admiring the way the crust flaked beneath the pressure. 

“Sort of. Only now that you’re the Captain, I wasn’t sure if you could still keep secrets.”

“Since I’m Captain, I can keep secrets better than anyone else on the ship,” Kieran assured her, thinking the girl was just about as cute as she could be.

“I’m confused about something. You like girls, and B'Elanna likes boys. Is it okay if you like both equally?” she wondered. “I mean is it normal?”

Kieran set her fork down, knowing this was not going to be an ordinary conversation. “Some people do like both genders,” she agreed. “And it’s perfectly normal to like both. But it’s also normal to like one or the other, too. Why?” 

Geejay sighed. “Because I sort of thought it was one or the other. I mean, I like girls. I think boys are rude and loud and kind of—smelly,” she opined. “But Katie likes Ja’Kir as much as she likes me. And she kisses both of us. It makes me upset that she kisses him,” she confessed. “So I wanted to know if she’s supposed to be allowed to like both,” she added by way of explanation. 

Kieran smiled softly. “You and Katie kiss each other?” she asked. “But she still likes Ja’Kir, too,” she stated. 

Geejay nodded. “I know K-Mom and Borg-Mom only like each other, and you have three wives. But B'Elanna likes Noah—Na says you used to be married to B'Elanna, and that’s how you and she have Katie. So I guess if Katie likes boys and girls it’s something she gets from Lanna?” she asked innocently. 

Kieran chuckled. “I guess she does,” she agreed. “But it bothers you that she doesn’t prefer girls?”

Geejay nodded. “Not girls, really, but me. Ja’Kir is always snotty to me, not that I care because he’s a total geebach,” she avowed. 

Kieran tried not to laugh at her young friend’s jealousy. “He’s snotty to you that way because he knows Katie loves you,” she noted wisely. “Trust me on that,” she said gently. 

“You think, Kato?” Geejay asked hopefully. “Because I love her so much, it hurts sometimes.” She sighed. “It’s all so confusing. And Katie acts like it’s just an ordinary thing to like two people. I suppose she gets that part from you, huh?” she asked.

“Maybe,” Kieran admitted. “Don’t let it upset you, sweetheart. Katie’s going through a rough patch, is all. Her being grounded has to wear on her patience, among other things,” she advised. “And now that she doesn’t get to see Ja’Kir, she is probably making him out to be more in her mind than he really is, if you know what I mean,” she added.

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder?” Geejay asked, smiling faintly. 

“Exactly,” Kieran affirmed. 

Geejay discreetly omitted the fact that Katie regularly snuck out of her quarters to meet Ja’Kir, usually in his room on the Sato. She considered tattling, but she decided she didn’t want Katie’s affection by default. “You and I will always be friends, no matter what Katie decides, won’t we?” she asked fretfully.

“Sport, you know we will. You know I adore you, and whether Katie kisses you exclusively, or you and Ja’Kir, I don’t care. You’re still my favorite Janeway.” Kieran took her hand across the table. “I promise, Geejay. You never, ever have to worry that I’ll stop loving you.”

Geejay smiled, squeezing Kieran’s much larger hand in her own. “Thanks. That helps.” 

Long after their meeting, Kieran stewed over Geejay’s concerns, and it befuddled her why this child was so incredibly insecure, always worried that Kieran’s love was conditional or a matter of contingency. It occurred to her that Geejay saw herself connected to Kieran, but only through her friendship with Katie, and not by herself. Kieran resolved to talk to Naomi about it, to see how she should approach the subject, so that she could reassure Geejay that Geejay was a permanent fixture in her life, no matter who Geejay liked or dated or married. 

More than that, though, Geejay was starting to ask relationship questions, and questions of a more sexual nature wouldn’t be far behind, she knew. And if Geejay was wrestling with those conundrums, then Katie must be, too. After all, Katie, like most Klingon girls, had a fair amount of testosterone, and she would be preoccupied with her body before long. Kieran had noticed that Katie’s chest was changing, and assumed in the next year Katie would need to start wearing a bra, if she wasn’t asking B'Elanna already about them. Kieran sighed wearily. And the inevitable arguments about makeup and curfews and skirts that were too short and music played too loud would be next. I need to talk to her about sex, soon. If she’s been making out with Geejay and Ja’Kir, I’ve waited too long already. I guess keeping her deluded about Santa Claus wasn’t enough to keep her body from asserting itself. I wonder if she’s started her periods yet.  Kieran felt an impending sense of melancholy, knowing that Katie was only ten, but ten these days was like thirteen when she was a girl. And she had kissed plenty of girls when she was thirteen. She had slept with Jenna when she was only fifteen. 

_________________

Jenny Wildman went to counseling every day, and Ro Laren accompanied her to each session, waiting patiently outside the counselor’s office for her. Jenny needed that continuity, that reassurance, and often, a strong embrace after spilling her guts for an hour. The two women ate every meal together, walked in the arboretum at hours when no one would be there, played Velocity, haunted the holodeck beach program, and spent hours lying together talking. They went diving at every major reef that the holodeck could reproduce. Laren had read every poem Jenny had ever written, sung her every song she knew, tried to draw with her, told her every story from her life she could recall, and knew everything Jenny had ever done. Laren could recite every person Jenny ever dated, half of her school teachers, all of her sibling’s names, and every date Jenny and Kit had ever been on.

Three weeks into her treatment, Jenny was starting to make real progress. She emerged from Amy Scott’s office that day, looking spent and weary.

Laren stood to greet her, wrapping the younger woman in firm arms. “Hello, Averone,” she said softly. “Can I take you for lunch?”

Jenny hid her face in Laren’s shoulder. “I just want to go home. Can we eat there?” she asked, washed out. 

Laren held her tenderly, stroking her fine, soft hair as it tickled the Bajoran’s face. “Anything you want to do is fine,” she replied. “I can replicate something.”

“You had your heart set on a burger and a malt at the Astrofreeze, I bet,” Jenny managed to smile at her companion. “We can get something to go, if you want.”

Laren laughed. “I was craving onion rings,” she admitted. “And a big cheeseburger. You’re sure it’s okay?” 

Jenny nodded, taking Laren’s hand and lacing their fingers together as they headed toward ‘Main Street’. 

“Amy says I have to start interacting with people again besides you and Kit and Emily,” she reported. “So let me order the food,” she decided, forcing herself to keep putting out the effort.

“Okay, sweetie,” Laren agreed, kissing her softly. The two women had become so intimately affectionate, they interacted like lovers, though they were not. Jenny was a very long way from dealing with anything sexual, and Ro Laren would be the last person to approach that topic, considering Jenny’s recent experiences. 

Amy Scott and Naomi Wildman had emphasized to Laren how much Laren needed to put that physical contact out there for Jenny, though, because so far, she only allowed Laren that much familiarity. Her own wives she could hug, or kiss briefly, but only Laren was permitted to hold her for long periods, or see her naked when she showered, or hold her hand. Jenny had developed a phobia of sorts about her hands, and having them restricted in any way. Only Laren’s hands didn’t seem like shackles, or threats. 

When they arrived at the diner, Laren perched on one of the picnic style tables with the cheerful red and white umbrellas. She thought it was laughable to have umbrellas where there was no sunshine, but Kit had assured her it was all about ambience. Laren watched Jenny at the window, thinking how hard she was trying, how much energy it took just to force herself to leave their quarters every day. Laren knew if she weren’t there to take Jenny’s hand and encourage her, Jenny would end up hiding in her room all morning. 

As Jenny turned back toward Laren with the food, the security team was transferring Cardassian prisoners to sickbay, and they brought them right down the promenade of the ship. Jenny glanced up as they came through, and one of the Cardies looked directly at her, almost brushing against her. Jenny dropped the food everywhere in her haste to back away, her chest constricting in a panic attack. Laren had her in a sheltering hold immediately, anchoring her, talking her through the fear. 

“They’re in custody, baby, they’re cuffed and under armed guard,” Laren said softly in her ear. “Jenny, I’ve got you. I’d kill them with my bare hands before I would let one of those fuckers touch you, I swear it,” she hissed. 


Jenny clung to her, trembling and frightened. When the anxiety had passed, she realized she had ruined their lunch. “God, Laren, I’m sorry,” she said, dismayed. “I kind of lost it, there,” she tried to laugh at herself, but sat down at the round table and burst into tears. 

Laren sat with her, rocking her, trying to calm her down. “Jen, it’s just food, we’ll buy more. Honey, don’t cry. It doesn’t matter one bit,” she assured her. 

Joely Winfield was shopping at lunch, and she spotted the two women across the foodcourt. Laren looked like she had her hands full. “Hey Jen,” she greeted the young woman with a gentle voice and a friendly smile. “Looks like you had a mishap. Let me help,” she offered, laying her parcels on the table and cleaning up the spilled food. She hailed maintenance to come mop the floor where Laren’s chocolate malt had spread all over the deck. She went to the window and asked the crewman on duty to duplicate the order, which he had already started to do anyway. 

The young man smiled at Doctor Winfield. “Is she okay?” he asked, inclining his head toward Jenny. 

“She will be,” Joely answered. 

“She’s the girl the Cardies took, isn’t she?” he asked quietly. 

Joely nodded. “One of them. It’s a slow ride, you know?” she asked, smiling at him. 

“Poor girl,” he breathed. “God, I hate Cardassians,” he scowled. “Here’s your food, Doc. Tell her—tell her she’s the prettiest girl that’s come to my window all day, and to enjoy the food, compliments of the house.”

Joely grinned. “I’ll do that. You have a good day.” She smiled to herself, thinking that the counter clerk was just about that age where every pretty girl turned his head. Joely sat down with Laren and Jenny, noting that Jenny had stopped crying.

“Hi, Joely,” Jenny reached for her hand, squeezing it briefly before withdrawing her own. “Thanks for the assist,” she nodded.

Joely laughed. “Still thinking like a basketball player,” she teased. “Jen, I never told you, I know, but I loved watching you play. You and Kit and Naomi. I was sorry to hear about Penny and Kathy. That was a damned shame,” she sighed.

Jenny bit her lip. “Yeah. They were great teammates, and I loved them. We lost a lot of good people on Sagan. 

“Hey, before I forget. Romeo over there says the lunch is on the house, and to tell you you’re the prettiest girl who’s come to his window all day,” she snickered.

Jenny smirked. “He’s about five years too young, and the wrong gender,” she replied, “but it’s sweet.” She sobered momentarily. “No wonder Kit would never date men,” she realized the truth of it. 

Laren reached for her hand. “We should go home and eat, honey. Don’t you think?”

Jenny forced a smile for her roommate. “Yeah. Joely, you can take a lunch to go and join us, if you want,” she offered. 

Joely smiled, but shook her head. “Kate’s waiting for me at home, and besides, I don’t eat that crap. Bad for your body. Laren, you are a junkfood-a-holic. You’re corrupting your lovers,” she accused playfully.

“We’re not—I’m not—”  Laren protested. 

 Joely realized her error. “Oh, sorry, I just thought—well, you know? Bad assumption. You guys have a good afternoon. I have to go examine some Cardies. I think they need proctological exams, what do you think, Jenny?” she asked, quirking an eyebrow.

Jenny laughed out loud, a sound Laren hadn’t heard since Jenny was rescued. “I think an exam with a hot poker, how’s that for sick and twisted?” she replied. “I volunteer to be the technician, in fact.”

Laren grinned at her. “Averone, you already killed two of them. Isn’t your vengeance satisfied?”

“Mine is. But I’m thinking of you. I could take every one of them out and still not feel vindicated for what they did to you,” she replied, looking at Laren meaningfully.

“I appreciate your loyalty,” Laren said gently, “but I’d rather not have to jailbreak you, taka shuma,” she grinned.   

“Yeah, Jen, no bloodshed,” Joely admonished. “I’d just get stuck patching those bastards up again.”

“Well, okay,” Jenny teased. “I won’t make more work for you. Ready to go?” she asked Laren.

“Yep. Lead on,” she agreed.

Laren stretched and yawned, patting her stomach. “Nothing fills the bill like junk,” she enthused. “Thanks for lunch, Jen,” she added. “It’s good to see you eating again.”

Jenny smiled. “It’s good to have an appetite again. Thanks for being patient with me. You must be dying to get back to work and stop babysitting me,” she said apologetically.

“Not true at all. I love hanging out with you, Ji’talia. In fact, since Amy says you need to interact with people more, I was thinking we should go see Cameron and the baby. And we need to do dinner at the Moms. They miss you so much, and they’re worried, honey. Do you think you could do a night at the Wildwomen’s?” she asked persuasively. 

Jenny considered. “If everyone talks really quietly, I could probably deal with it. I miss Kieran and Naomi. I really miss Seven,” she added. 

“I think we should make the rounds, then, taka shuma. We can go by Cam’s and then by Astrometrics to see Seven. How’s that sound?” she asked gently. 

Jenny’s expression showed that she was nervous at the idea. “Maybe not today, okay? I talked to the guy at the counter, and Joely. Tomorrow I’ll try for a couple of other people. And I’ll do the dinner at the Moms, but I don’t want to push so much that I withdraw again.”

Laren smiled warmly at her, nodding. “Okay, Corey. It’s your call. You look kind of tired,” she noted, seeing the weariness in Jenny’s frost-white eyes. “Want to come lie in my bed and see if you can sleep?” she offered. 

Jenny nodded. “If you’ll hold me, yes,” she agreed.

“Don’t I always?” Laren teased her. Jenny hadn’t slept apart from Laren since Laren was released from sickbay. 

Jenny smiled. “Yeah. Come on,” she took Laren’s hand and led her down the hallway. 

Laren laid on her back, holding Jenny against her chest, lips pressed against her hair. She was just about to drift off when Jenny asked  “What does taka shuma mean, Laren?” 

“My heart,” Laren replied. “Why?” she asked, oblivious to the fact she’d called Jenny that. 

Jenny swallowed hard. “I am?”

Laren gave her a puzzled look. 

“You called me that, at the Astrofreeze,” she explained. 

Laren blushed. “It’s—I—”

“Oh. It’s just an offhanded thing to say,” she realized, ducking her head into Laren’s shoulder to hide her disappointment. 

Laren saw the injured expression, though, and knew she had said the wrong thing. “It’s not just an offhanded thing to say. It’s a very familiar term of endearment for my people. I just didn’t mean to overstep your sense of things,” she explained.

Jenny lifted her head, touching Laren’s face. “I love you, Ro Laren,” she said softly. “And whether or not I’m your heart, you are mine.” Jenny kissed her then, deeply, longingly, nothing friendly in the gesture at all. 

Laren meant to protest, meant to hold Jenny at arm’s length, to do what was proper. But oh, her lips were so sweet, and the way that her mouth opened against Laren’s was so beguiling. The emotions were so consuming, and yet confusing. Laren’s resistance all but melted away as she realized that Jenny was completely sincere in her desire. This woman, who Laren admired so deeply for her creativity and her command of words, who had endured such unspeakable horror at the hands of the Cardassians, who had offered Laren so many rich and wonderful dimensions of life, loved her. Without meaning to, Laren moved over Jenny, kissing her with equal fervor, hands cradling Jenny’s face in careful fingertips. The warmth of Jenny’s mouth, the way that she sighed beneath Laren’s embrace, the almost inaudible sound of Jenny’s surrender emanating from the depths of her body, made Laren’s heart ache with tenderness. 

Laren knew in that moment what it was that made her love women where with men she had never fallen in love. It was that exquisite vulnerability that the perfection of a woman inspired, the defenselessness that overcame her as she held Jenny close. Laren would have given anything for time to stop, to suspend itself in that instant, where there was no pain, no grief, no fear. Jenny was at peace, and so open, and Laren was losing all sense of the boundaries between them. 

Jenny’s hands tugged at Laren’s shirt hem, delicate fingers gliding beneath the fabric, and the velvet texture of Jenny’s touch made Laren’s breath catch. That one brief sound, that faint gasp, shook the fog of longing from around Laren’s rational thought processes, and she broke their kiss.

“Jen—” she protested. “We can’t—you shouldn’t, not now,” she whispered, off balance. 

Jenny shook her head. “Laren, right now you’re the only one I should—the only one I could,” she interrupted her. “But if it doesn’t feel right to you, then I won’t,” she added apologetically. 

Laren closed her eyes and wrapped her arms tighter around the younger woman, kissing her forehead gently. “You know I want your recovery to be smooth,” she said softly. “And I don’t want anything to impede it or arrest it,” she explained. “Concentrate on you, honey, at least for now,” she recommended, moving over and taking Jenny into the circle of her muscular arms.

Jenny snuggled into her. “Okay. If you insist,” she said, wishing Laren would trust her instincts.

Laren cradled Jenny so softly, breathing the scent of her hair, throat closed with the overwhelming love she felt. Long after Jenny had fallen asleep, Laren lay awake, wondering why she couldn’t just tell Jenny how she felt. 

You’re afraid to trust that she really loves you, Laren. You’re so sure she can’t possibly, that she’s mistaken in her traumatized mind frame, that once she’s recovered, her love for you will fade away to nothing. Prophets, she prayed silently, don’t let her be wrong. I love her so much, and I may need her even more than I love her.

Laren sighed, pressing her lips to Jenny’s forehead. “Taka shuma,” she whispered, “chado go mah, ver’miel, ga trekal.”

_____________

Detara came into P’Arth’s kitchen on the Sato, having been summoned by her mistress. “How can I assist you, Ambassador?” she asked, noting the total disarray in the kitchen. “You’re trying to cook?” she asked, flummoxed.

P’Arth shot her a dirty look. “I know how to cook. Just because we prefer meat raw doesn’t mean I’ve never eaten and made other types of cuisine,” she retorted. “Where is the grater?” she asked.

Detara hid a smile. “In the utensil drawer, where else?” she asked. “What is that foul smelling paste?” she asked, turning up her nose.

“That is the sauce for pra’gache,” P’Arth replied, working diligently at grating the rind of the vegetable she was using. “It’s Lenara’s favorite,” she explained, concentrating on her task. 

Detara’s face fell. “You’re making dinner for Lenara?” she asked faintly, deeply injured. It was Detara’s birthday, and she had assumed P’Arth was trying to make something special for the occasion. 

“Yes. She has been under a great deal of stress, and I wanted to give her an evening of respite,” she said, dumping the rind into the bowl. 

“Do you need me for anything else, then?” Detara asked, trying to hide the tears welling in her eyes.

“No, thank you. You can go.” P’Arth hardly noticed as Detara made a hasty exit, rushing down the corridor to her own quarters. She shared them with Keh’grang, though they each had separate sleeping rooms. She intended to throw herself on her bed to weep, but there was a gift on her bed. Perhaps the councilwoman had remembered, after all. 

She tore into the package, and found a book of Klingon poetry and a recording of her favorite Klingon opera. When she smiled and glanced up, Keh’grang was standing in the doorway of her room.

“Do you like it?” he asked softly. “I think you told me once it was something you wanted,” he added hopeful.

“This is from you?” she asked, swallowing her disappointment. 

He nodded. “You thought it was from P’Arth, didn’t you?”

Detara sighed. “Yes. It was very kind of you, Keh’grang. But then you are always good to me.”

He moved closer and took her in his arms. “You know why, Detara. I wish you felt the same,” he said sadly, touching her cheek.

“I’m starting to,” she lied. “Give me time to get over her,” she urged him.

His heart leapt at the thought of Detara’s affections coming to rest with him, and his eyes sparkled. “All the time you need, my beloved,” he told her in Klingon. “I am a patient man.” 

Detara rested her head on his broad shoulder, wishing she could feel what he wanted her to feel. But she knew it was not possible. 

________________

Detara was called upon to serve the meal to Lenara Wildman and Ambassador P’Arth, and for once, instead of being openly hostile to the Trill, Detara was merely sullen. She had begun to realize the truth in Keh’grang’s words, that she was deluding herself to think P’Arth would ever love her. It had been several months, in fact, since P’Arth had even taken Detara to her bed, and Detara knew it was because P’Arth was infatuated with Ro Laren, and mesmerized by Lenara Wildman’s intellectual prowess. P’Arth had found heroes of her own, in the Bajoran and the Trill, and her admiration blinded her to anyone or anything else. 

By the time the Sato arrived in the Sol System, P’Arth had become a favorite among the crew, entertaining guests almost nightly, including Laren and her constant shadow Jenny Wildman, who was desperately trying to force herself to be more social, though it tried her sanity sorely. P’Arth felt great pity for Jenny, and had confided some of her own traumatic encounters with Cardassians during the war. Laren had listened in rapt attention to the tales of bravery and victory, noting that P’Arth, for all her Klingon bravado, never exaggerated the stories, and never made herself out to be a hero, even when clearly, that’s what she had been. Jenny appreciated that the stoic Klingon was reaching deep into her own vulnerability to try to help Jenny, and the gesture wasn’t lost on her. She knew Kit was angry with Laren and she for spending time with P’Arth, but Jenny didn’t have the energy to sort out such vague issues of loyalty and morality. It was all she could do to make herself go to therapy every day, to force herself to socialize a little more each week, and to work through the memories that plagued her. 

Seven of Nine had also befriended the Ambassador, and she and B'Elanna Torres were taking advanced bat’leth instruction from her. Kit Wildman and Cassidy Thompson flatly refused to give the Klingon an inch, however, in their fierce loyalty to Kieran, and were noticeably absent from the bat’leth classes now. Laren also attended, and Jenny usually followed her, pressing herself into a corner of the dojo and watching intently as the women went through their paces. Laren had persuaded Joely Winfield to come, as well, and Joely was enjoying the physical challenge immensely, though she had some lingering guilt that she might be taking sides between Kieran and P’Arth. 

Kieran was trying to be fair and impartial, as much as she could, but Cassidy and Kit’s insistence that Kieran was being wronged by her crewmates and friends struck a chord in the fledgling Captain. There had been a steady stream of visitors to Kieran’s ready room over the course of the journey home, each in turn explaining that despite their association with Ambassador P’Arth, their loyalty and devotion to Kieran was not shaken or undermined. Seven of Nine had been the first in the line, and though Kieran would never admit it, it cut her to quick that her former lover, her ex-wife, and her first officer were becoming fast friends with someone she could barely tolerate. Without meaning to allow it to, the feeling of betrayal had driven a wedge between Kieran and several of her closest friends. Kathryn wisely avoided P’Arth, and tried to convince Seven that her allegiance to Kieran was perceived as flagging, but the Borg insisted that Kieran was above such pettiness. No matter what Kathryn said, Seven refused to believe Kieran would ever ask her close associates to shun someone simply because Kieran herself was uncomfortable with them. 

No one was more caught in the middle than Naomi Wildman. On the one hand, her first wife was a priority, and she wanted to protect Kieran’s vulnerability where P’Arth was concerned. On the other hand, Lenara, who was carrying Naomi’s child, had been one of the people to embrace P’Arth, as well as Naomi’s Borg mother. Staying neutral was quite the balancing act, and Kieran found herself withdrawing more into a one-on-one relationship with Naomi and with Robin, each separately. 

The prairie sighed in the evening chill as the sun dropped below the cliffs in the distance. Seven of Nine sat astride the bay horse, Kathryn on a spirited Palomino, and they watched the spectacle of light playing on the Wyoming landscape. 

Seven reached for Kathryn’s hand, squeezing it affectionately. “Thank you for bringing me here,” she said softly, as if to avoid disturbing the natural surroundings with the sound of her voice.

Kathryn smiled. “I thought you deserved to see the real thing, instead of a holosimulation, since we’re here,” she explained. 

Seven gave her a suggestive smile. “The problem is, in reality, we have no ranch house—no big four-poster bed, no kitchen to make meals in.”

Kathryn nodded slowly. “Someday, darling. Do you mind camping out?” she asked apologetically, gazing at the buxom Borg beside her with unmitigated adoration. 

Seven shook her head. “I’m thrilled to have time away from the children, even if it does mean bugs in the tent and sand in my shoes,” she teased. “It was generous of Gerry and your mother to take them.”

Kathryn snorted. “Are you kidding me? Generous? My mother couldn’t wait to get them in her clutches. The longer, the better. She has to undo all my parenting, don’t you know?” she teased. “Because of course, in her opinion, I’m clueless about how to do it right. No one can do it as well as she can,” she laughed. 

Seven nodded. “I’m afraid your mother is in for a rude awakening,” she chuckled. “Geejay will not be entertained by baking cookies and weeding the garden. Unless your mother can talk science and mathematics, she won’t have our daughter’s attention for long.” 

Kathryn grinned wickedly, shifting her weight in the saddle. “That’s where Gerry comes in,” she opined. “He comes across as though he’s a simple man, but he’s a brilliant scientist, Seven. I’m willing to bet that Hannah and Erin stay with Mom in the Florida house all day, and Gerry takes Katie and Geejay to the manatee preserve every day with him. I’ll bet you a dollar, the girls are going on duty rounds with Gerry and with Michael Sheets,” she said confidently. “Mom won’t even try to entertain Geejay. God knows when I was Geejay’s age, I only had eyes for my father, and I followed him around like Jenny follows Laren,” she recalled. 

Seven nodded. “You’re probably right. I forget, sometimes, that Gerry is a respected marine biologist. I am afraid I think of him merely as the girl’s grandfather, now,” she realized. “He’s a bit like Lenara, that way—so unassuming, you forget you’re talking to a master in their field,” she added.

Kathryn sighed contentedly. “That was incredible,” she murmured, nodding appreciatively as the sun sank below the horizon. “We’d better head back to camp before it’s so dark I can’t find it,” she worried. 

Seven laughed. “Darling, the horses know the way. Give them some credit,” she teased her wife. “Come on,” she invited her, clucking her tongue to tell the horse to move along. 

Kathryn followed along, grateful to be riding a real horse for a change. She could only barely distinguish between the simulated and the real ones, and she mentally analyzed the experience, and tried to understand what that slight difference was between reality and the holodeck. As they dismounted back at camp, she realized one difference. Her ass was sore, and that never happened in the holodeck simulations. Somehow, simulated horseback riding was more forgiving to her nearly fifty-year-old bones. Kathryn’s birthday was in a few days, and in all the turmoil with the Cardassians and P’Arth joining the crew, Kathryn was fairly certain the event had been forgotten. Of course, her mother would remember, and Seven, but whatever prank Kieran had been planning was long since lost amid the details of the trial of the terrorists. Kieran’s testimony alone had been going on for three days now. 

Kathryn rebuilt their camp fire, since May temperatures could drop down to nearly freezing. She had insisted that they bring heavy coats and plenty of blankets to put over their down sleeping bags. Seven sat on a log, warming her hands against the radiant heat coming from the fire, while Kathryn made coffee by anchoring a pot of water in the embers. The sounds of the impending night were eerie, yet familiar to the Borg. 

“Penny,” Kathryn said to her wife, whose glacier blue eyes seemed very far away.

Seven was shaken from her reverie. “I was just thinking about Jenny,” she admitted. “How much this trial will be a setback for her recovery,” she added with concern. 

Kathryn retrieved the coffee pot, wrapping a rag around the metal handle. “Recovery?” she scoffed. “What recovery?” she asked rhetorically. “I’m starting to think she is never going to be fit to come back to active duty,” she admitted. “Laren can only do so much, and you know yourself how some POW’s never get a grip on reality again. I’m half convinced Jenny is going to be one of the unlucky ones, despite the fact that Laren, Joely, and Robin are right there being an example to her,” Kathryn sighed. “It’s disheartening, to say the least. Especially since Emily is doing so well,” she added. “At least we can be thankful for that.”

Seven shook her head. “It’s a front, darling. I know Emily, and I know she is covering up how she really feels. She thinks she has to, for Jenny’s sake. And she is a master at compartmentalizing her emotions. It’s what survivors do to cope,” she said softly. “Lenara and I have discussed it at length, and we’re both certain that’s what’s happening. Eventually, Emily is going to have to confront her own trauma, and it won’t be pretty,” she opined. “This whole thing has been a nightmare,” she said bitterly. 

Kathryn handed her a cup of coffee and joined her on the log. “You were the one who was so sure there was a positive spin to this situation,” she reminded her wife. “Because Jenny would be able to relate more deeply to her wives and to Laren.”

Seven studied her riding boots. “I was probably wrong. I am, sometimes, you know,” she allowed.

Kathryn sipped her coffee, reluctant to agree, but needing to get things out in the open. “I think there’s something else you’re wrong about, Seven. And I want you to listen to me, and keep an open mind,” she requested, catching the Borg’s eye. 

Seven adjusted her legs in front of her, nodding. “All right.”

“I want you to remember back to the year we were separated,” Kathryn began. “You were afraid of me, and avoided me, and Kieran had to be the go-between for us when we were trading custody of Geejay. Kieran effectively avoided me, other than when it was absolutely necessary for Geejay’s sake that she see me,” she reminded her wife.

Seven nodded. “Yes, she was trying very hard to be supportive of me, and to help me recover from my fear of you,” she recalled. “I know it was hard for her, because she wanted to reach out to you, but she also knew if she wanted my absolute trust, she had to refrain from keeping close ties with you. Ultimately, it made my recovery and our eventual reconciliation possible. Naomi was equally cognizant of what I needed,” she added. “I am sorry if it hurt you, though,” she amended, touching Kathryn’s chamois shirt sleeve. 

“My point is, how is this situation with P’Arth any different, Seven?” she asked. “Kieran chose her loyalty to you, because it was the right thing to do for you—for us. I know you think she is an honorable person, and you’re convinced she understands that you’re not taking sides, but I guarantee you, she is every bit as much wounded by your friendship with P’Arth as you would have been had she kept close ties to me while we were separated. Can’t you see that?” Kathryn implored. 

Seven considered. “Do you really think so?”

Kathryn nodded emphatically. “Darling, I know so. Think about it, Seven. You were infatuated with Kieran back then, and if she had done anything to hurt you, you would have walked away from her permanently, because you were so vulnerable. And now Kieran is dealing with her lingering romantic feelings for you. Oh, she copes fairly well, but don’t kid yourself. She hasn’t forgotten the jungle planet, nor has she exorcised her love for you entirely. And in her estimation, you’ve chosen P’Arth over her,” Kathryn said softly. 

Seven dug her toe into the soil, thinking. “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” she agreed. “You’re sure about this?” 

Kathryn squeezed Seven’s thigh. “Darling, I wouldn’t bring it up if I weren’t. Kieran is like me, Seven—when the command mask is in place, she seems impervious. But I’m telling you, she is hanging by a very thin thread right now. She is kicking herself that the girls were taken, in the first place, and doubly so because Kit loves them so much. You know without a doubt that anything involving Kit strikes right at Kieran’s Achilles heel. And she is barely recovering from the jungle planet incident. I see how she looks at Erin, and I know she is struggling, on some levels. Then P’Arth shows up, and Kieran is wrestling the devil over that, not to mention Katie’s sudden determination to emulate all things Klingon. Add to that the deaths of her players, of Stephanie Moss, and the stress she is under is horrific,” she pointed out. “And now there’s this trial, and whether or not Starfleet means to, Kieran is going to feel as though they are questioning everything she has done in her short command.”

Seven nodded. “Like they grilled you when we returned from the Delta Quadrant,” she recalled. “You felt like they were picking apart your command, criticizing every choice you’d made. You were furious over it,” she recalled. “Do you really think they’ll do that to Kieran?”

“That’s their job, Seven. Anytime something this awful happens, there’s the chance they’ll convene a board of inquiry. Kieran is especially under scrutiny because she’s newly in command, and because she has so many family members on her crew. The potential for conflicts of interest is huge, and Starfleet will have her ass under a microscope for the next couple of years.”

Seven balked. “But Owen and Amanda are her friends. Admiral Yamamoto and Admiral Nechayev played poker with them all, and have treated Kieran like an equal,” she protested.

“Friendship and duty are totally separate, and you know that,” Kathryn argued. “It’s their job to question. Kieran knows that and she’s expecting it. Amanda will help her get through it, because she won’t be part of it, since the Academy is not involved in any way. But Seven, we have to help her, too. She needs us. And she needs to know you’re in her corner, and not P’Arth’s,” Kathryn asserted. 

Seven considered momentarily, thinking of how Kieran had spent the first day they were in orbit around the Earth traveling to see each of her former players’ families, to tender proper condolences. She had visited each of the girls’ graves, as well. She had been so upset by it all that she didn’t even join the family at the Florida house that night, but returned to the Sato, saying she was not fit company and needed time alone. Kit had followed her clandestinely, she had told the family later, and instead of going to the ship, Kieran went to the sports arena, to the trophy case where her former team’s holoimage was on display. Kit had watched her break down then, fingers pressed against the plexicast, sobbing her heart out. The students had created a memorial at the trophy case, leaving flowers and notes and candles and memorabilia in homage to the deceased officers. Amanda Brand had taken 8X10 holoimages of each of the deceased girls, framed them, and draped a black ribbon around the shelf where the images were displayed.  It reminded Kit of the outpouring of love at Kieran’s statue when Kieran was lost in the wormhole accident. She had known exactly how Kieran felt, because Kit and Naomi had felt those very emotions themselves. Kit had never seen her mother so crushed, not even when Violet Thompson had died. Kieran had cried for a very long time, mumbling something Kit couldn’t understand. As much as Kit had wanted to comfort her mother, she knew there was none to be had, and she let Kieran vent her anguish in solitude, as requested. 

Seven swallowed hard, knowing Kathryn was right, and that in all probability, Kieran felt an inexpressible sense of betrayal. Seven hung her head, ashamed at her own lack of sensitivity. When Seven’s emotions were strongest, her Borg speak returned, and everyone who knew her knew that she was hurting if she reverted to the clipped means of communication employed by the Collective. “I have damaged her,” she said.

Kathryn understood the tendency for self recrimination all too well. “It’s not too late to fix this, honey,” she urged her. “Kieran will forgive you in a heartbeat. You know she will.” 

Seven leaned against her wife, heart aching. “Yes, but she shouldn’t,” she said regretfully. 

The terrorist faction crept through the Wyoming darkness, wristlamps deployed to insure safe passage through the prairie grass. Seven heard the footsteps, and shook Kathryn awake. “Did you hear that?” she whispered.

Kathryn willed the sleep from her mind, concentrating. She heard rustling. “It’s probably an animal, honey.”

A booming voice called out “You’re surrounded. Surrender or die.”

“Did you pack a phaser?” Seven hissed.

“Of course not,” Kathryn defended herself. “What would I have ever needed one for?” she defended herself. 

Another voice, deeply masculine, called out “We are growing impatient, Captain Janeway.” 

Kathryn’s chest constricted. “Cardassians,” she theorized. “Goddamn it,” she swore. 

Seven grasped her arm. “We don’t have any options. We must surrender ourselves,” she reasoned. 

“We’re coming out,” Kathryn hollered back, unzipping the rainfly and then the tent door. She crawled out first, crouching on the sandy ground, glancing at her would-be captors. There were a half dozen compression rifles trained on she and Seven. She helped Seven out, and they stood to face the Cardassian contingent. “Let me guess,” Kathryn said tersely. “You think you can stop me from testifying against your co-conspirators?” she asked, trying to buy time before they whisked her away to their ship. 

Seven’s eyes crinkled with mirth, but she kept her countenance severe. “We will not comply,” she stated flatly. 

“Oh, you’ll comply all right,” one of the larger Cardassians said with a wicked glare. The captor tapped her comm badge and said something in Cardassian, and the entire group was beamed away from the Wyoming night.

Kathryn felt herself materializing, but was bewildered to find herself on the Sato, in Kieran’s quarters, surrounded by Cardassians. Good God, they’ve taken over the ship, her brain screamed. Seven of Nine steadied her with a firm grip on her shoulder. 

The burliest Cardassian reached beneath his chin and pulled away a very convincing mask, revealing Joely Winfield, who was grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Now that you’re fifty, we thought we should check your cardiac fitness,” she laughed, motioning for the other ‘Cardassians’ to remove their masks, as well.

Kathryn nearly fainted from relief as B'Elanna, Noah, Amanda Brand, Kate Pulaski, Cameron and Cassidy Thompson unmasked themselves, laughing uproariously. Joely chuckled at Kathryn’s total lack of color. “Okay, somebody stow these ugly mugs before the Wildwomen get here.”

Kathryn closed her eyes, trying to stop her heart from thundering out of her chest. “You mean to tell me this WASN’T Kieran’s idea?” she demanded. 

“Kieran said it was too cruel, even for you,” Kate laughed. “We disagreed.”

Kathryn wheeled on her wife, who was laughing behind her back. “You knew about this?” she growled at Seven.

Seven shook her head. “No, but I figured it out the second I spotted Noah. Have you ever seen a black Cardassian, darling?”

Kathryn scowled at the towering man. “No. I was half asleep though.”

Noah laughed. “You’re slipping in your old age,” he needled her. “I’ll take these,” he offered, gathering the masks and the Cardassian uniforms. “If Jenny sees these she’ll crap,” he noted correctly. 

Kathryn glared at them all, then started to laugh. “You’re bitches, the whole lot of you.” 

Cassidy grinned at her friend. “You should never have pulled the bugs in the bed prank on Kieran, Kathryn. That meant every phobia and fear was fair game,” she lectured in a superior tone. 

“What if you HAD given me a heart attack?” she asked, arms crossed petulantly.

“Two doctors on hand seemed sufficient,” B'Elanna offered blandly, smirking at her former Captain. 

The Wildwomen arrived then, bringing cake and champagne. Kathryn knew immediately who had designed the cake, and she stuck her tongue out at Kieran, who waggled her eyebrows at Kathryn. The cake was made to resemble an antigrav chair. Naomi kissed Kathryn’s cheek, laughing at her disgust. “Hey, K-Mom, at least we weren’t in on the mock abduction,” she reminded her mother. 

“Speaking of,” Cameron put in, “where are Laren and Jenny?”

Kit handed Kathryn her gift. “Jenny didn’t think she could deal with a loud and rowdy gathering, so Laren took her to the holodeck beach program, where it’s nice and quiet.”

Emily hugged Kathryn, wishing her a happy 50th. Kathryn hugged her back. “And you’re okay with all of this?” she asked quietly.

Emily nodded. “Yeah. Jen is the one who can’t seem to pull it together, quite. We’re at our wits’ end trying to reach her,” she sighed. “But enough of that. This is a party. And you’re not getting any younger, so we’d better get to it,” she teased her grandmother-in-law. 


______________

Ro Laren shaded her eyes in the simulated afternoon glare, sitting closely beside Jenny Wildman. “You know, Jen,” she said teasingly, “we’re in orbit around Earth. We could go to the real beach at the real ocean,” she laughed.

Jenny smirked, leaning into her affectionately. “It’s about two in the morning, smarty pants.”

Ro wrapped an arm around her as they sat on the beach blanket, hugging her close. “Only in Florida. There are other beaches, you know,” she reminded her, kissing her hair. 

Jenny sighed happily. “I know. I don’t care. We have privacy here. Most of the crew is on leave, and the ones that are on board are working. I have you all to myself,” she announced, turning to face Laren and pulling Laren’s other arm around her.

“Averone,” Laren said tenderly, “you usually do have me to yourself. Are you okay?” she asked, cupping Jenny’s face in the warmth of her palm.

Jenny swallowed hard. “I’m scared, Laren.”

“Of the trial?” Laren clarified, smoothing a gentle hand over Jenny’s soft brown hair. 

Jenny nodded. “I don’t want to be in front of all those people, telling such personal things. And my parents are going to be there, despite my persistent begging that they not come.” She bit her lip, troubled at the thought. “I don’t want them to find out the awful details, Laren,” she said sadly. 

Laren exhaled slowly. “I could talk to them, if you want. After all, they seem to think I walk on water just because I helped rescue you,” she noted correctly. “I almost forgot we had told them you and I are lovers, instead of Kit and I,” she said absently. “When your dad made an allusion to it, I looked at him as though he were speaking Klingon,” she added. 

“That’s the trouble with lying,” Jenny agreed. “You have to remember what you said.” She slipped her legs over Laren’s, so that the two women were facing one another, laced together at the hips. “Honestly, I had hoped by the time I saw them again, we would be lovers,” she advised the Bajoran. 

Laren let Jenny’s words sink in, suddenly adrift in the warmth of Jenny’s eyes. “I still have a hard time getting my head around that, Jen—I mean, that you knew you wanted to be with me that long ago. And it scares me when you look at me the way you’re looking at me right now.” She realized the truth of the fear, and wished she could quiet her misgivings, but Jenny was so fragile, and the idea of intimacy was so risky.

“I’m actually feeling this,” Jenny urged her to understand. “And it feels okay. It’s not scary for me. It feels right, Ji’talia,” she insisted. She leaned forward in Laren’s arms, kissing her sweetly at first, then pushing her back on the blanket and stretching against her. They kissed for long moments, and Jenny’s intent was apparent to the Bajoran, her desire evident in the way she began to move, the way her body yielded against Laren’s. 

Laren felt a creeping panic, worried that somehow, this was going to be damaging for Jenny. “Sweetie, if it’s right,” she protested gently, gazing up at the younger woman “then can’t it wait? Until I know it’s right for me?” she asked, touching Jenny’s face. “I’m afraid, honey. And you know why I have to be, Jen. You’re just barely getting by, and if I did something to screw that up, I would never, ever forgive myself. You’ve been so erratic, how can I trust that you know what you want, what you need?” she beseeched. 

Jenny kissed her once more, memorizing Laren’s lips, her breath, her warmth. Laren felt her stoic Bajoran heart relenting, her resistance dwindling. She could not deny that Jenny Wildman was beautiful. And Laren could not begin to convince herself that all the nights spent lying in each other’s arms hadn’t sparked a keen desire to explore more carnal delights with the young Lieutenant, any more than she could convince herself that she hadn’t wanted Jenny for a very long time. 

“I think it’s a huge step, a break-through. Laren, I want you. That’s so amazing to me. I thought, two months ago, I’d never let another person touch me sexually. Ever again. I didn’t think I would even be able to be with Kit and Ems that way. I thought that part of my life was just over, because the thought alone made me cringe.”

“And thinking about me that way, you’re okay with that?” she asked gently, not wanting to cut Jenny down at the knees when she might be on the verge of really recovering. 

“I am. I’m as surprised by it as you are. Not that I’m in love with you, that doesn’t surprise me at all—that had already started to happen before I got abducted—probably as far back as Christmas. But that I feel okay about the physical part of it, that’s a shock,” she admitted. She studied Laren’s face, the hesitation there. “Oh, Prophets,” she muttered, “you don’t feel the same at all. I’m sorry, Laren, I didn’t mean to push,” she eased out of the dark-haired Bajoran’s arms. 

“Taka shuma,” she replied, reclaiming her with a decisive embrace, “I do feel the same. And that’s why I can’t, not yet.” Laren sighed, asking the Prophets for the right words. “Honey, remember when you first fell in love with Kit, how cautious you were about getting involved with her? You told me you didn’t even want to kiss her, at first, for fear of encroaching on her boundaries because of her abuse. That goes for me, too, Jenny. I love you. I truly do. But I can’t trust that you know what you want from me, and I can’t risk your being wrong, because I could do irreparable damage to your psyche, don’t you see?”

Jenny nodded. “But I have to start somewhere, don’t I? I have to get my life back. And right now, I can’t fathom sharing that with anyone but you.”

“I know, but honey, that’s what worries me. I would think you’d feel that same connection to Ems before me. She’s your wife, and they assaulted her, too,” Laren reasoned, urging Jenny to understand. “Let me talk to someone, sweetie—Naomi or Robin, and then I’ll know whether this would be bad for your recovery. I just—damn, Jenny, I just got you back into this reality, and I don’t want to lose you again, not for anything.”

“Okay,” she sighed, trying to be patient. Then she smiled brilliantly. “You do?” It finally registered. “You feel the same?” she asked excitedly.

It was the most animated Laren had seen her since before the abduction. Laren took Jenny’s chin between her thumb and forefinger, kissing her tenderly, lips parting Jenny’s softly. “Averone,” she whispered. “How can you even need to ask?”

Jenny returned the kiss quietly, conscious of every breath between them, of the perfect curve of Laren’s lips, of the way her heart thundered in her chest. “When you kiss me like that, I don’t need to ask,” she replied. 

Laren held her close, kissing her forehead, easing them over on the blanket. “Right now all I want is to feel you in my arms. Oh, Corey,” she whispered. “I was so terrified when you were missing. I would have given anything if it could have been me, and not you.”

Jenny settled into her, eyes closing as the security of Laren’s love blanketed her. “Will you do something for me, please?” she asked quietly.

“Yes,” Laren replied, hugging her. 

“I want you to talk to someone now. I’ll be fine right here alone. I promise. I want you to put your heart at ease about me. About us. Laren, I need to do this. I need to make myself act on this before I talk myself out of it.”

Laren nodded. “I will. Right now. Hail me if you need me, promise?”

“I do. I’m going to take a nap, and you go put your fears to rest,” Jenny urged her. 

Laren sat them both up and eased out of Jenny’s arm.  “Jenny—whatever they say, please don’t ever doubt that I love you. And don’t doubt that I want to be with you. But only if that’s not an impediment to your recovery.”

______________

Robin Wildman was surprised to be dragged out of Kathryn’s birthday party, but she was grinning like a Cheshire cat, nodding at Ro Laren. “I’m glad, Laren, truly,” she enthused. “The Wildwomen have been hoping this would work out, and we were pretty sure if you could just open a little bit more, you’d be smitten by Jenny and Emily, just as much as Kit.” She chuckled to herself. “So why are you here? You have our approval, unequivocally.”

Laren smiled, relieved. “Thanks, Robbie. It’s just—well, Jenny wants to—be with me, and I’m afraid, because she’s so early in her therapy, it might be a bad idea,” she explained. “I need advice, guidance. I don’t know if it’s safe to trust Jenny’s judgment, or if this could be a mistake or a setback. I’m more than happy to wait as long as that’s appropriate, or she needs that. I just don’t know what to do, Robbie. She says this is a break-through, feeling anything sexual at all.”

“She’s right, it is,” Robin agreed. “And I think if she’s progressed to the point of feeling comfortable with sex, even if it’s exclusively with you for now, you should help her explore that. Be sensitive to her reactions and mood, and if it seems to be straining or upsetting her, then back off again, but if she’s saying ‘come here’, then don’t be afraid to follow her,” Robin advised. “I would just say take it slowly. Communicate with her every step of the way, so you don’t overreach. But Laren, this is a really big step. All along we’ve been saying to the three of you that Jenny needs to be grounded in this reality. What better anchor could there be than falling in love?”

Laren blushed, grinning. “Okay. Thanks, Robbie. I’ll do my best,” she said softly.

Robin walked her out to the corridor outside the Wildwomen’s quarters, arm firmly around Laren’s shoulders. “Laren, seeing you blushing over my daughters—it’s cute as hell,” she teased her. “I’m so relieved, I really am.”

“Yeah, well don’t run and tell your harem. It’d be tasteless for them to find out before Jenny’s wives do,” she laughed. 

“Well, then, get the jumja stick out of your ass, Ro. Tell them, so I can tell my wives. They are going to dance in the aisles at this wedding,” she said, delighted.

Laren’s eyes widened. “Hey, now, I didn’t say anything about weddings. I just said I need to know if it’s safe to explore things. Don’t put the Prophets before the gate to the temple,” she scolded. 

Robin just laughed at her. “Yep. Dancing in the aisles at the wedding,” she ignored Laren’s protests. 

___________________

Ro Laren crept inside the holodeck, thinking about what Robin had said. Communication and caution, let Jenny lead, but don’t be hesitant to follow, she told herself. Laren squelched the anxious feeling that bubbled to the surface, thinking about Kit and Emily. She and Kit had not been together sexually since the abduction, and although she didn’t think either Kit or Emily would object to her taking her relationship with Jenny to a new level, the thought of telling them made her stomach queasy. 

Jenny was sound asleep when Laren peeked inside the program and Laren decided they both needed a good night’s sleep. Jenny was slated to give evidence at the trial in a couple of days, and they had only been up this late because Jenny couldn’t sleep for her nervousness. Laren had the computer transport them to Laren’s bed, and Jenny was so exhausted, she never moved. Laren covered her with a comforter, watching her sleeping. Her heart swelled with such love and protectiveness as she thought about the state Jenny had been found in on Cardassia Prime. Oddly, Laren realized, her emotions were all about Jenny, now, and when she thought about Kit, she felt very detached about her. She presumed it was a matter of the distance that had sprung up between them, since Kit was focused on Emily’s recovery and Laren was focused on Jenny’s. Laren had to admit to herself, she hadn’t really thought about anyone but Jenny for several weeks, other than fleeting moments here and there. Everyone had offered to help her with Jenny—even P’Arth—but Laren was devoted to the process of Jenny’s recovery. 

P’Arth had spent a few moments with Laren while Jenny was showering one afternoon, and she tried to tell Laren that there was no valid reason for blaming herself for the abduction. Laren denied that she was blaming herself, but P’Arth called her on the deception. She had told the Bajoran “I’ve been a leader for a long time, now, and no good leader ever feels absolved of the death or injury of a subordinate. I know you, Ro, and you’re beating yourself to mashed qagh over this,” she had rightly asserted. 

Laren had nearly lost her composure, then, unable to bear the kindness and the forgiving tone in the Klingon’s voice. Laren had half expected P’Arth to tell her to quit sniveling, to suck it up, because Klingons were so adept at callousness, but P’Arth had actually held her when Laren began to tremble with her pent up emotion. She had rested her forehead on P’Arth’s shoulder, fighting to contain it all. “She’s so shattered,” she told the Ambassador. “And it’s my fault.” 

P’Arth had cradled her as delicately as a child, reassuring her. “She is getting better, everyone says so, Laren. And that’s because of you. And we both know you weren’t in charge of security at the time she was abducted. Ben Mason was. I’d like to take a pain stick to his hide,” she said darkly.

The threat had actually cheered Laren up, and she had laughed. “Thanks. I’ll keep it as a back up plan,” she had giggled, weary from the strain of watching Jenny all day and all night for two months. 

P’Arth had smiled along with her, laughing. “If it makes you smile, I’ll jab him twice,” she decided. 

Laren had howled laughing and told P’Arth the story about Naomi Wildman and B'Elanna Torres. P’Arth had found that mightily amusing. “I knew Naomi was an honorable woman,” she declared, wiping her eyes. “B'Elanna should have taken her up on it. Now, Commander,” she had scolded Laren, “unless you would like a poking yourself, I suggest you get some rest, eat something besides the crap they serve at the Astrofreeze, and start telling Jenny when you need to regroup. You can’t be any use to her if you let her totally drain you,” she admonished affectionately. 

Laren nodded. “You’re right. I’ll be better about telling her when I’m wiped out. I’m so glad you came by,” she had told the Klingon. “I wish I had more time, but I just heard Jenny turn off the shower,” she had reluctantly advised the woman. 

P’Arth had left just as reluctantly, Laren realized. It was confusing, to say the least, knowing that she was falling in love with Jenny, possibly falling out of love with Kit, and simultaneously attracted to P’Arth. Laren wished she could speak to Lenara, because Lenara was so non-judgmental, the Bajoran knew things would sort themselves out at Lenara’s counsel. She snuggled against Jenny’s warmth, drifting off to sleep. 

The next day, Laren did seek out the Trill’s input while Jenny took her afternoon nap. Laren headed for Lenara Kahn Wildman’s lab, knowing the sensitive Trill would not be attending the trial for fear of the things she might hear and see. 

The Trill scientist was hard at work refining Otnerium for the exotic matter generators. The trip to Earth for the exchange and trial of the Cardassian prisoners provided Lenara the opportunity to finalize the clearance issues with Starfleet for creating a stable wormhole. The Federation had gone through lengthy negotiations with the Romulans regarding the exact placement of the wormhole, and access rights to it. Now that those details were hammered out, Lenara’s experiments could proceed as soon as the Federation tribunal completed the trial and sent Sato on its way to the coordinates for the aperture.

Ro Laren greeted the Trill in her native tongue, which always made Lenara smile with joy. 

“Laren,” she held out both hands to the Bajoran. “Bakai namada dire’mah apama,” she told her in Bajoran. I am happy to see you here. 
Laren’s eyes lit up, and she smiled so broadly, her face hurt. “You’re learning my language,” she said warmly, hugging Lenara close. 

“Lama firat’mah apama, taka wadai?” Lenara asked, smiling back at Laren. What brings you here, my friend?

“You said I could talk to you anytime about my living situation. I need some advice. Can you spare a few minutes?” Laren asked unobtrusively. 

“Of course. Come in my office,” Lenara agreed cordially. She slipped her cool Trill fingers into Laren’s warmer hand, leading her to the office at the back of the lab. Lenara smiled inwardly to note that Laren did not pull away, or shy from the contact. Lenara’s symbiont told her that Ro Laren’s heart had been softened, and her openness was at an all-time high. Lenara acknowledged the insight and thanked her companion. There were definite advantages to the perceptions of a Trill symbiont, and being a joined Trill afforded her better insight into people. 

The two women sat down on a small couch Lenara had in her office, a holdover from her days at the Academy when she would slip into the alcove to sleep after too many hours at equations. Lenara smiled reassurance at the Bajoran, squeezing her hand. “I really am happy to see you,” she said fondly. “You were in and out of Kathryn’s party so quickly last night, I didn’t have a chance to even say hello. How have you been? This situation with Jenny must be a terrible drain on you,” she sympathized.

Laren shook her head. “Not really. Not the way you mean. What is difficult is processing that such horrible things happened to her, and knowing she has to live with that memory for the rest of her life. You know what that’s like, though. You’re married to three survivors, and your daughter is one.”

“My wives’ abuse issues were past tense when I got involved with each of them. If I had been with them at the time it happened, that would have been much, much worse. With Emily, the only trauma I’ve been present for was her attempted suicide, at least before now. But that was certainly enough trauma for one lifetime,” she decided. “How is Jenny doing?” she asked, her heart aching for her daughter-in-law.

“She’s getting stronger, now. She’s very motivated to get better, especially now that Starfleet has ruled on her legal standing. They’re not bringing any charges against her for killing Du’vir and Ni’vhat, and that has helped her think about moving on. Which is why I’m here, actually,” she reflected. “I don’t know of any delicate way to say this, so forgive me for being blunt. Jenny wants to be my lover, and I’m ready to do that, now. But I’m nervous about how Kit and Emily will react. I’m not quite sure how to tell them that things are changing, and I’m not completely certain they will be happy about it,” she admitted. 

Lenara smiled. “I have the advantage of having talked at length to both my daughters on that very issue,” she laughed. “I promise you, they will be happy, especially knowing that Jenny is well enough to be intimate again, even if it’s only with you. Both of them told me they believe that is the only way Jenny will really be healed, because her feelings for you are so deep and so obvious to everyone who has seen you two together.” She patted Ro’s thigh. “It wasn’t obvious to you, was it?” she asked, amused at how dense some people could be about love. Kieran and Laren, it seemed, were two peas in that pod.

Laren chuckled. “Not until recently. Truthfully, Lenara, I’ve been so conscious of my own feelings, so wrapped up in them, I’ve probably been missing cues and signs with her.”

“How do you feel?” she asked kindly. “This must be quite an adjustment for you.”

“At first it was very peculiar, living with all three of them, and while I was very committed to Kit, and very in love with her, I told myself there wasn’t any chance I’d ever feel that way about anyone else. I learned to accept Jenny and Emily’s friendship, and that was key. Christmas was a critical point for us, because I really started to feel like part of your extended family, and I could see myself being in it permanently. Wanting that was hard for me to admit, but there’s so much love in your family, so much joy and good will, I couldn’t help but want to be included in that. It’s truly fascinating to me, the way you all interact, especially with your children—it’s as though you’re all raising them. I would swear Geejay is as much Kieran’s as she is Seven’s. Katie is as close to Cassidy as she is to Kieran. I love that about your family, and I know when your baby comes, it will be like that. She will be as much a Janeway and a Thompson as a Wildman.”

“And perhaps a bit Ro, too,” Lenara added, nodding and grinning at Laren’s obvious astonishment. “Don’t be surprised by that. I want this child to know multiple cultures, including yours. I think she would benefit tremendously from your influence, as my other children have. So Christmas made you start to rethink your relationships with the girls?” she asked, loving the way Laren blushed. The Bajoran was reaching very deeply, indeed, to share this realization, and Lenara was gratified to see her willingness.

“Christmas was when I started to see possibilities, I suppose. Emily and I got to be very close. She opened up about her abuse issues, and I told her about my past, and we forged this very strong bond. I can’t explain it except to say I started to feel—protective of her. Not romantic, but like I had a real family, finally. And Jenny—she just reached out to me in such personal ways, that I had to admit I love her. Her poetry and her artwork are things that I don’t think she’s shared with many people, and it moved me that she made a book of them for me as a gift,” she said, warming at the memory. 

Lenara smiled. “I’ve known her for years, now, and I didn’t know she is a poet or an artist. She’s never mentioned either one. Perhaps you bring out that side of her—or inspire her to fulfill it,” she offered. “I love poetry. I hope she shares it with me, someday. And I’m glad she reached out to you in a way that touched you. She is a very sweet woman, and she seems to instinctively know how to find the sensibilities of others.”

Laren nodded eagerly. “All three of them have been so open to my culture, they’ve learned so much about it, and been so receptive to the spiritual concepts. They keep my holidays, they celebrate them with me, and that means everything to me,” she confided. “Emily makes Bajoran food that is so good, my own mother couldn’t best it. It was one of the ways she reached out to me. I would come home after working too long, and she would have dinner for me, and be waiting up for me, just so I didn’t have to eat alone. Your daughter has a kindness about her that just leaves me defenseless,” she said thoughtfully, remembering those nights. “But it wasn’t until they were kidnapped that I realized just how deep my feelings are for all of them. I knew how I felt about Kit, that was not a question. But my reaction to their abduction made it perfectly clear to me that I am—incomplete—without them in my daily life. And the terror I felt, knowing what they were going to go through, rocked me to the core.”

“We were all terrified. There wasn’t much sleeping going on, I can tell you that. I thought Naomi was going to wear out the deck plating, she paced so much. Kieran was lucky enough to go off the ship, where she could at least be closer to the girls, in a sense. But Robbie was just sick. I’m sure you and Joely felt it just as acutely, because you knew what the Cardassians were capable of,” she sympathized. “I tried to just work. And then Naomi and Robin jumped in and we made ourselves stay busy. It was all we could do, installing shielding and the like, but it made us feel less useless, less helpless,” she recalled. 

Laren hugged her then, holding her close. “I am so sorry I never came to check on any of you. I was caught up in my own emotions, and that was inexcusably selfish of me. I hope you can forgive me, Lenara.”

The Trill hugged her back, kissing her cheek. “Ji’talia,” she murmured, “you were busy planning a rescue. We knew that. I should apologize to you. I didn’t come to you, and wish you luck, or thank you for caring enough to lay your life on the line for my children’s safety. I was so frightened, at that point, I just became—immobile. And it was careless of me. It is I who should ask forgiveness.” Lenara covered her eyes. “Par’de capa’re aclath. Par’de clatu,” she replied. I am prostrate before you. I am unworthy. 

“Le’na’ra,” Laren replied softly, taking her hand away from her lovely green-blue-gray eyes, “Ni’par’re clatu, prem’de’ne. Par’re ze cha’cadre, cha’nista. Par’re be’onom’iru, shar ver’on. Epar’re clatu? Nifel, le’sharon. Nifel,” she said sincerely. You are not unworthy, I promise this. Your are of perfect heart, perfect soul. You are sacred all knowing, my brilliant one. Could you be unworthy? Never, my beautiful one. Never.

Lenara’s eyes misted, and her throat closed. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I accept it,” she replied. “You speak my language so beautifully, I am moved,” she added, her heart full. 

Laren bowed her head, a gesture of accepting the compliment. “You have been learning my language, as well,” she replied. “I’m honored. And very grateful,” she said softly. 

“Thank you for bringing them home, Laren. Not just Emily and Jenny. Kieran and Seven, too. My family owes you so much. The debt is simply too large to satisfy.”

Laren smiled. “I think your daughters are payment enough,” she teased. “In fact, I’ve been overcompensated, if you ask me,” she laughed. 

Lenara nudged her. “I’ll remind you you said that, someday, when you’re not so sure,” she joked. 

Laren sighed. “Anyway, they’re home. And now I know how I feel, and what that means for all of us. Should I tell Kit and Emily before Jenny and I pursue this?” she asked, not sure of the intricacies. 

“You’re not obligated to. It’s understood in an inclusive marriage that once an additional partner is included, any member of the fanua’thal’nara has the right to thala’jana with that included partner. The moment that Kit brought you into their home, she lost any right to exclusivity with you. She knew that. And it was her hope, I know, that you would join them in the fanu’tremu, all of them, not just her. That was why she said no, when you asked her to marry you. She wanted you to marry all of them, so there would be balance and harmony in the marriage. She told me that while it is acceptable to Trill to have exclusive partnerships within the fanua’thal’nara, it was not something she could live with.”

“What would have happened, then, if I had never learned to love Jenny and Emily?” she asked, dreading the answer.

Lenara bowed her head. “She would have either learned to live with it, or she would have severed the bond with you. But I think when she asked you to live with them, she was reasonably certain you would eventually love all of them. She has very high opinions of her wives,” she noted, laughing melodiously. “So you should do whatever feels comfortable to you, in terms of prefacing your involvement with Jenny or not. Besides, I know from living with Jenny under the same roof, once you’re lovers, the whole house will know it,” she teased. “And I understand it’s pretty obvious when you’re ‘on stage’ at the ‘floorshow’,” she laughed, adoring the way Laren turned eight shades of red.

“Prophets, is there anything your daughters don’t tell you?” she demanded.

Lenara roared with laughter. “Not much,” she agreed. “Get used to it. That’s the thing with extended families—not a lot of privacy. It’s a fair trade for the support and love you receive, though.”

Laren scowled playfully. “I should’ve figured about the lack of privacy, actually, considering at Christmas the girls told me how they know which of you Wildwomen is sleeping with whom,” she replied, delighted at Lenara’s immediate seriousness.

“Enlighten me,” she hissed, grabbing Laren’s forearm.

“No, Ma’am,” Laren shot back. “If I tell you, I’d have to kill you,” she teased. Lenara was extremely disappointed, and Laren relented a bit. “Okay, let’s just say that Christmas Eve night, the girls told me you were in bed with Kieran.”

Lenara crossed her arms. “Well, that’s hardly a brilliant deduction. I left with her.”

“No, all four of you left together. They knew because of how you sounded that you were with Kieran. In fact, I made the comment that you were having a good time with someone, and they all said, in unison, ‘Kieran’.” 

“I’ll bite. How did they know? Because, in fact, it was Kieran,” she admitted, remembering it well. 

Laren leaned closer. “Two clues. They said you never speak Trill with Robbie, so it couldn’t be her. And they said you’re only that vocal with Kieran, so it couldn’t be Naomi. Emily had some pretty specific insights though. She theorizes that Kieran evokes that sort of response from you because unlike the other two, she does the ritual seduction with you.”

Lenara was impressed. “How the hell did Ems figure that out?” she wondered.

Laren snickered. “She said that it started to sink in because you and Kieran always go to bed very early, and the floorshow doesn’t get rowdy until just before the sunrise, which would be consistent with fulfilling the ritual mating. She also noted that you and Kieran don’t make love nearly as often as you do with the other two, and her assumption was that it’s because the ritual lovemaking is so draining.”

Lenara’s vallette paled as Laren spoke, and it was obvious Emily was correct. “My daughter is very insightful. But I wasn’t aware that I spend fewer nights with Kieran. I’ll have to remedy that.”

“Is it a lot of work, Lenara? Maintaining that balance?” she asked, worried. 

“Not work, so much as a commitment to being conscious of things. It’s easy to let imbalances creep in, to form patterns and habits. Obviously, if my own child has figured out who I sleep with, when and how, it’s easy to get into routines. But I’m very glad to learn I’ve done that. Thank you for telling me. I never want Kieran to feel slighted, or think I love her any less than Robin or Naomi,” she professed. 

“If it’s any consolation, she doesn’t seem unhappy, ever. She loves you all like crazy,” Laren assured her. 

“She would never complain, or let on. It’s her way to hide the hurts, and ignore them. I’ve known her much longer than the other two. In fact, we would have been married long, long ago if she hadn’t been lost with Voyager. So I know she’s conscious of the imbalance, but not saying anything. I’ll make it up to her, though. Part of it is that Naomi and I are so close right now, because of our baby. I’m afraid we’ve become rather exclusive. It goes through phases, though, like all inclusive marriages. Robin and Kieran went through an exclusive phase right after Robbie inseminated, because they were going to have a child together. And when Kieran came back from the jungle planet, she needed to find herself in the marriage again, and that happened primarily with Naomi. So don’t fret if you find over the next few weeks that you and Jenny are exclusively lovers. Don’t rush her to make it inclusive again. Let her decide when it’s time. And if you need to talk again, don’t hesitate to come by. This has been very educational for me,” she laughed. “I am going to have a chat with Emily, though. Damn her for not telling me what was happening,” she giggled. “And for eavesdropping.”

Laren shook her head, laughing at the Trill. “Le’sharon, there was no eavesdropping. You were quite loud. Shall I quote exactly what you said?”

Lenara smacked her leg. “Bad girl, no. Go home now,” she urged, grinning at her friend. 

“Yeah, okay. Maybe I’ll find the cha’murat, myself, this afternoon,” she smarted, standing to go and boosting Lenara off the couch 

Lenara gave her a dirty look. “You’ve been around Kit too long. You’ve become an insufferable wise-ass,” she returned, kissing Laren’s cheek. “Give my love to the girls. Now, you go give yours to Jenny,” she said with a conspiratorial wink. 

______________


Main Street, the plaza of shops on deck fifteen, had restaurants, night clubs, clothing purveyors, and all manner of shopping establishments. Kathryn Janeway was just coming out of the florist’s as Ro Laren was coming in. 

“Hello, Laren,” she greeted her tactical officer. “How are things going?” she asked, worried about Jenny. 

“Fine, Kathryn. I was just coming to buy Jenny some flowers, in fact. She’s improved so much in the past week. I’m going to try to get her to have dinner with the Wildwomen tomorrow, assuming she gets through her first day of testimony in one piece. Would it be all right if I bring her by your quarters, unannounced some evening? It we plan things, she has time to ruminate, but on the spur of the moment, she does pretty well,” Laren explained. 

“That would be fine. I know Seven and the girls would love to see both of you. Is there anything I can do? Anything you need?” she asked kindly, her blue-grey eyes warming.

“Just your continued patience. We all appreciate it, you know. What are you doing on the ship, anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be in Florida?” she asked, knowing the crew was mostly absent from the ship.

“Yes, but I needed to clear my head before going there tonight. The trial this afternoon was taxing, to say the least. The tribunal tore into Kieran as though she had practically handed Jenny and Emily over to the damned terrorists,” she revealed. “They were ridiculously brutal about it, and Kieran is a mess.”

“I miss being there to support her. But I’m needed elsewhere for the time being. I’d resign before I would abandon Jenny, now,” she said softly. “But I’ll be sure and tell them when I testify that the girls disappeared under my away mission, not Kieran’s.” She noted the huge bouquet of red roses Kathryn was cradling in one arm. “Anniversary?”

“No. Just wanted Seven to know I love her. I’m headed back to Florida to take these to her. She’ll probably think it’s frivolous, but I don’t care,” Kathryn chuckled. 

Laren nodded. “She won’t think that, Kathryn. She will love that you were thinking of her. Under that cool Borg exterior, she’s actually very sentimental. I’ve seen it any number of times. It’s sweet. Jenny mentioned specifically that she misses your wife,” she added, dark eyes flashing humor. 

Kathryn laughed. “Does she, now?” she replied, voice threaded with amusement. “Shall I take her a pain stick?”

“No, Ma’am. Maybe a hug, though?” she said seriously. “You could drop by, you know. I think it would surprise her, and probably mean a lot to her.”

Kathryn nodded. “We’ll come by after dinner this evening, then. Around eight?”

“Thank you, Ambassador. I’ll make sure she’s awake. We keep some fairly odd hours. She likes to walk in the arboretum late at night, when there’s no one there. It’s not unusual for us to be up at two in the morning. I’ll see you tonight, then,” she dismissed herself.

______________

Jenny Wildman was sitting on the couch listening to a recording of Naomi’s piano pieces when Ro Laren returned. Laren smiled and handed her a huge bunch of yellow roses, and a box of jumja taffy. “How was your nap?” she asked, kissing Jenny’s cheek. 

“Fine,” she replied, gaping at the flowers. “These are gorgeous. I should put them in water. Try not to eat my whole box of taffy while I do,” she giggled, kissing Laren fondly. 

She came back presently, joining Laren on the couch. “Did you talk to Lenara?” she asked shyly. 

Laren laced her fingers with Jenny’s. “I did. Robbie and Lenara are both in agreement. I’m pretty comfortable with letting this go where you want it to, after clearing it with Robbie. You understand, honey, I didn’t want to muck up your recovery, right?” she asked gently. 

“If you promise me that’s all that’s been stopping you, then I believe you,” she replied, not meeting Laren’s eyes. 

“Taka Ji’talia,” she said sincerely, “I promise you. Look at me, Jen.” She lifted Jenny’s chin with two fingers. “I love you. I have for a long time, now. I didn’t want to admit it, because I was scared. So I didn’t say anything. I regretted that silence so much when you were taken, Jenny. I was so angry with myself for not telling you how I feel. So I’m telling you now. I am in love with you. I want to be with you,” she said fiercely, kissing Jenny passionately. 

Jenny’s fingers tangled in Laren’s raven hair as they embraced, mouths opening softly, eagerly, their breath mingling in sweetness. Jenny pressed Laren down on the cushions, moving over her, kissing her more deeply. Jenny needed to be the aggressor, the one in control, and Laren sensed that, and understood why it was so. She let Jenny lead, let her set the tone, careful not to push or demand. When the shock of the newness dissipated, Jenny became less urgent, more gentle, wanting to explore Laren’s kiss, her body, her emotions. 

Laren’s hands rested on Jenny’s waist, and the Bajoran had to consciously remind herself not to be insistent, though Jenny was making her ache. Her mind was filled with the poems Jenny had written, and the knowledge that the woman who created those works of perfection was equally a work of perfection in her arms. It moved her deeply to think anyone as tender and open as Jenny would want her. It brought tears to her eyes and burned in her throat, the welling of love and need and desire she felt. 

Jenny pulled away then, gazing down at her, no longer moving suggestively, breathing suspended for the moment. She touched Laren’s face, searched those dark eyes, brushed the jet black hair back from rosy cheeks. “Laren,” she said softly. “You’re so beautiful, and I love you so much,” she told her. “Will you let me make love to you, now?” she asked as innocently as an acolyte at the temple. 

Laren’s eyes blurred and she bit her lip. “Please, Jenny. I want you to,” she replied. 

Jenny smiled, kissing her sweetly. “Come with me?” she asked, easing off of Laren’s prostrate form and helping her up. 

Laren let herself be led to her bedroom, closing the door behind them. Jenny reached for her then, kissing her longingly, exploring her mouth with considered patience. Laren kissed her back, sweetly at first, then more insistently as Jenny’s tongue quested more aggressively. Jenny’s fingers moved carefully to unbutton Laren’s blouse, gradually baring her torso until it was a matter of a gentle touch to sweep the fabric from her shoulders and into the floor. Jenny’s kisses were almost ticklish on her shoulders, faint and tantalizing and warm. Laren sighed and let her head fall back as Jenny’s lips moved over her throat, her legs weakening with arousal as they stood together. It occurred to her that Jenny was an athlete, and quite strong, the moment Jenny’s arms gathered her in, supporting her against the failing legs that seemed to have gone liquid. 

Laren’s arms twined around Jenny’s neck, her hands soft in Jenny’s hair. Laren heard nothing save for the sound of Jenny’s breathing, and her own blood rushing in her ears. Jenny’s hands moved subtly, removing clothing, all the while kissing Laren’s skin, her face, her chest, her neck, distracting her from the fact that she was becoming naked by degrees. 

When Jenny reached for her own buttons, Laren stopped her. “Let me,” she whispered, kissing Jenny ardently, tongue seeking in the softness of the younger woman’s mouth. “Is that okay?” she needed confirmation.

Jenny deepened their kisses, biting softly at Laren’s bottom lip. “Yes,” she breathed raggedly. “Don’t worry, Ji’talia. Don’t be afraid. I want you, and I want this with you,” she reassured her lover. 

Laren didn’t need to be told twice. She removed Jenny’s clothing with a torturous patience, memorizing every inch of Jenny’s flawless skin as it was revealed, kneeling in the floor to ease her pants off, leaving trails of tingling kisses down the muscles of her belly, over the curve of her hips, between the softness of her thighs. She could smell Jenny’s desire, and it took an iron will not to ravish her, not to throw her on the bed and suck and lick her to ecstasy. Instead she stood up, sliding her arms around the younger woman’s body, restraining herself, kissing Jenny gently. 

Jenny moved them onto the bed, pulling Laren down with her and easing over her, their skin brushing like the sound of the snow drifting in a faint breeze. Laren gasped at the electricity that passed between them, the yearning she felt in her depths. Jenny kissed her again, nuzzling her lips apart, tongue flicking over Laren’s upper lip, teasing. “I’ve read everything I could find about Bajoran lovemaking,” she said quietly. “But I can always take direction,” she said between teasing kisses, her tone more confident than her words. Jenny’s fingertips skated over Laren’s body, over her arms, her wrists, her palms. Laren had no idea that touching a non-erogenous zone could be so erotic, but Jenny’s touch was bliss, her soft caresses arousing with a depth and an innocence Laren had not anticipated. She was so grateful Jenny still had that innocent air. And the contrast between that air and Jenny’s purposeful words burned in Ro Laren, a consuming need growing and suffusing her senses.

Laren knew she was being seduced deliberately, and she arched against Jenny’s hands as they found her breasts, her exhalation jagged and needful. Jenny slid her hand down Laren’s thigh, moving Laren’s leg so that her own pressed intimately where it felt the best. She moved very slowly, then, undulating her thigh between Laren’s legs, hand reaching around the curve of Laren’s buttocks, fingertips feathering over the roundness of that delectable behind. Laren groaned into Jenny’s mouth, lost to the sensation of Jenny’s leg against her clitoris, her body heating, and Jenny’s tongue dancing over her own. 

Laren’s wetness spread over Jenny’s thigh, but the motion of Jenny’s body was calculated to tease, and not satisfy or escalate the passion. Jenny kissed Laren’s neck and ears, nipping at the earlobes, her breath warm against Laren’s face. “I like to take my time,” she advised her lover. “So you’ll have plenty to think about tomorrow. Every time you look at me, across the table, in the corridors, in our living room, I want you to remember how my body feels against yours. How my fingers feel moving over your therat. And I want you to want me again, Laren,” she said in her ear, punctuating her provocative words with gentle squeezes of Laren’s nipples. 

Laren whimpered inadvertently, her mind overwhelmed with anticipation and the images Jenny’s words inspired. “Do you want me now?” she whispered, knowing full well that the Bajoran was close to tears with the need created just from the rocking motion of her thigh. 

“Oh, Jenny, Prophets, yes,” she gasped, kissing her with bruising force. 

Jenny kissed her back with equal fervor, hands moving over her breasts, smoothing over her chest, stroking her ribs and her sides. Everywhere her fingers touched Laren’s body, there were electric shocks, chills, a sense of fire shooting along Laren’s nerve endings. Jenny was as patient a lover as Laren could imagine, refusing to be anything but thorough, considerate, agonizingly tender. She returned to soft, open mouthed kisses, feasting on Laren’s lips, sucking them, nipping them, tracing them with the tip of her tongue until Laren was breathless. And still, Jenny’s thigh rubbed against her, teasing, inciting her desire. 

Jenny was just as content to feast upon Laren’s breasts, and the painstaking attention had the Bajoran in a fine sweat, writhing beneath her lover’s tongue and lips, moaning uncontrollably as the heat gathered between her legs. Jenny slipped her hand down Laren’s buttocks then, moving Laren’s leg so that it was high over Jenny’s hip. Jenny eased her fingers into Laren’s opening, shallowly penetrating her, just deeply enough to find the first ridge of her therat. She ran her finger along the length of the ridge, and Laren moaned deep and long, overwhelmed at Jenny’s obvious insight into Bajoran passion. She had done her homework, and Ro Laren had never been loved so well. Gentle fingertips fluttered over the therat, and Laren was utterly conquered. “Jenny,” she said in a pained voice, her tears threatening. “Oh, Ji’talia, yes,” she groaned, delirious from the anticipation. 

Jenny pressed deeper, to the second ridge, the length of her fingers sliding over the first in liquid fire, and Laren cried out, an incoherent sound that echoed in the air around them. She traced the edge of the second therat, a provocative sensation that by necessity created friction and pressure on the first therat as she reached deeper to the second. She teased along that crease, listening as Laren’s moaning became almost frenzied. Jenny smiled around Laren’s nipple, curling her fingers upward, one delicate stroke crossing the back of Laren’s clitoris, making her jolt. “Is that what you want, Ver’miel?” she teased. 

Laren clutched Jenny’s body to her own, moving against her thigh, pressing up to increase the friction. “Jenny, please,” she begged. “Oh, Jenny, now,” she urged her. 

Jenny kissed her full on the mouth, muffling her pleading, then creeping back down Laren’s torso. She moved them so that Laren was more on her side, leg draped over Jenny’s hip, Jenny’s face at her breast, suckling. With one arm, the one she was mostly lying on, Jenny reached between Laren’s legs, rubbing the front of her clitoris, sliding through the thickness of her labia, fingers insistent. With her other hand, she reached around Laren’s leg, penetrating her deeply, now, the backs of each of three fingers pressed down against her therat, rhythmically gliding over the inflamed ridges, so that four of them were stimulated in succession. She curled her index finger up, then, using it to stroke Laren’s clitoris from the back side, as well. Laren cried out repeatedly, babbling her name, and in Bajoran, she begged to be loved, to be taken, to be satisfied. 

She came so hard the bed shook with the force of it, but Jenny was relentless, ringing a second orgasm from her, and a third. Laren was sobbing against Jenny’s hair, it was so good, and she felt her body go rigid again as the therat became so sensitized that every motion caused a climax, until it was simply perpetual. Jenny reveled in the sounds of Laren’s ecstasy, in her vulnerable tears that she kissed away as gently as her penetration was fierce. When Laren collapsed against her completely, spent and unable to form a thought, or utter a word, Jenny was satisfied that their names were inscribed permanently in the scrolls of the temple, which was the goal for Bajorans making love—to make love so passionately that even the Prophets could not ignore the Paghs that were joining. 

Laren recovered in her arms, crying and clinging to her. “Averone,” was all she could say, between sobs and attempts to breathe.

Jenny held her tenderly, eyes closing with love. “Taka treclor, taka shuma, taka mie, chada go mah. Chadu go mah,” she promised her lover. My life, my heart, my love, they belong to you. I belong to you.

Laren calmed considerably, moving over Jenny, gazing into those incredible snow-colored eyes. “If you knew how to speak that much Bajoran, why did you ask me what taka shuma means? You already knew.”

Jenny grinned up at her. “I wanted to hear you say it,” she admitted sheepishly. She wiped the tears from Laren’s cheeks, amazed by the depth of the Bajoran’s response, by her emotion, cognizant of how completely she had usurped Laren’s control. 

Laren’s heart lurched in her chest at the tender gesture, and she turned her face into Jenny’s palm, kissing it. “Chadu go mah,” she echoed. “Ga trekal.”

Jenny blushed. “I didn’t really learn Bajoran. I just learned a few phrases so I could sweet talk you,” she confessed. “What is Ga trekal?”

Laren smiled down at her. “Look it up, Averone,” she teased, kissing her tenderly. Jenny’s eyes conveyed how much she wanted to know, and Laren relented. “It means for forever, taka mielar.” She deepened their kiss, feeling the love welling in her chest. 

The need sparked between them insistently as Jenny allowed Laren to hold her, to kiss her. Laren kissed her throat, nipping with her teeth, soothing her tongue over the insulted flesh. “Jenny,” she breathed against her neck, nuzzling softly. “You have to tell me if you want me to stop,” she requested, still worried about stirring up such volatile feelings in the younger woman. 

Jenny lifted Laren’s face with her hands, peering up at her. “I don’t want you to stop, Laren. I want you to make love to me. Please,” she said adamantly. 

Laren kissed her delicately, sweetly, feeling the surging emotion in her chest again. She could have wept from it, the poignance of it was so strong. She kissed Jenny’s forehead, lips ghosting over her brow as she whispered “I love you, Jenny. So much.”

Jenny offered herself to Laren as eagerly as she had taken Laren, vocal and needful in her surrender, passionate and pleading and honest. Laren was awash in her, lost in her, in her sounds and her textures and her caresses. The Bajoran kissed every perfect centimeter of her young lover, teasing and tasting and reveling in her response. Jenny watched Laren’s lips enfolding her breasts, guided Laren’s face with her fingertips, sighed with pleasure as the softness of tongue heightened her need. She spoke her heart to her Bajoran lover, gave her Pagh into Laren’s keeping with a trusting groan of desire, of surrender, of love. 

Laren had no idea how long they had been making love, lost all track of time, all sense of boundaries. There was only Jenny, and her glorious body, her soft cries, her gentle motion, her hands in Laren’s hair as Laren devoured her, suckled her, made her come repeatedly. All of the fear, the hesitation, trickled away like the sound of Jenny’s pleasure, fading into silence, subdued. Laren cradled Jenny possessively, fingertips aching with tenderness, sheltering her body protectively. 

Love had come twice for Ro Laren, and this time, she would not retreat into her habit of loneliness and isolation. She would not even try to hide herself, for there was no point in protecting herself from what had already taken root in her and claimed her. The Ro had surrendered. And it was good. 

They lay together intimately tangled in the sheets, too spent to move. Laren glanced at the chronometer, which said it was seven pm. “Averone, you have company coming in an hour. We have to get cleaned up,”  Laren advised her.

“Who?” Jenny asked, almost dozing against Laren’s breast. 

“Seven. And Kathryn,” she added, laughing as Jenny sat bolt upright.

“They’re coming here? To see me?” she asked incredulously. “Oh, Prophets up a jumja tree, we have to get in the shower. God, Laren, when were you planning to tell me? In the middle of round two?” she demanded.

Laren laughed. “I love how the mere mention of Seven of Nine gets you in a frenzy, honey. It’s adorable. I’ll run the water, you recycle these sheets, and tell the computer to deploy some air freshener. It smells like sex in here,” she teased. “So were you planning on a second round?” she flirted, dodging Jenny’s attempt to smack her bare ass as she loped toward the ensuite. 

Laren had never considered that Kit and Emily, who saw her dash naked down the hall to the bathroom, might be home. The two women exchanged knowing glances, sitting with their hands folded primly and smiling as Laren came back up the hall. 

Laren’s jaw dropped. “I—uh—when did you come home?” she stammered, not even trying to cover her stark nakedness. 

Kit smiled sweetly. “Two hours ago. What do you do for an encore, Ro?” she asked, laughing. 

“I juggle and ride a unicycle,” she deadpanned. “Just like this,” she added, indicating her nakedness. 

Emily howled with laughter, collapsing against Kit. “Holy Prophets, what an image,” she crowed. 

Laren didn’t laugh. “I’m not sure Jenny’s really ready to be razzed about this, so be careful, okay?” she pleaded. “I mean it, you guys. You can say whatever you want to me, but be gentle with her. Promise me, or I’ll get out the pain sticks,” she threatened. 

Emily dutifully sobered, and Kit bit her lip and nodded. “We’ll be good, Ver’miel, I promise,” Kit agreed. 

“If you’re able to tear yourselves away long enough, I made dinner,” Emily smirked. 

“Kathryn and Seven will be here shortly, so we have to hurry,” Laren advised. “Thanks for understanding.”

She slipped back into her bedroom, where Jenny was recycling their clothing. “Are Kit and Ems home?” she asked, dreading the unavoidable teasing. 

“Yes.”

“Did they—hear us?” Jenny asked, taking Laren’s hands.

“For the past two hours,” she admitted. “Jen—I love you. Let them have their fun, but this is serious territory for me. I won’t let them make light of it. Don’t you, either.”

Jenny smiled at her, kissing her softly. “I don’t care what they say. I’m in love, and the world can go to hell. Let’s go get showered,” she added, taking Laren by the hand and leading her down the hall, both of them bare assed and proud.

Kit looked at Emily as the lovers paraded into the shower. “Should we join them?” she waggled her eyebrows. 

Emily shook her head. “Not now. Give Jenny time, Samurai. Let this part sink in for her, first. We’ve said all along this would happen, and now we have to let them alone until Jenny finds her footing again, with all of us.”

Kit sighed. “And if she never does?” she asked, golden eyes dulling at the thought.

Emily held Kit’s hand. “Honey, Jenny and I had this same conversation about you, not too long ago.”

“And?”  

Emily exhaled slowly. “And Jenny and I decided we loved you enough to let you go, if that’s what you needed from us. If you and Laren found you couldn’t be with us because it was too hard. But then we came back from vacation, and Laren’s mind was opening, and you and Jenny and I were together again. I have to believe that Laren still loves you, and now she just happens to love Jenny, too. That’s progress, right?” she asked sadly. 

“Baby,” Kit grabbed her and held on tight. “Do not think for a second you’re going to be left behind. I love you, Emily Berit Wildman. You are my wife. I loved you first. And I’m not going anywhere you’re not. I promise,” she vowed. She studied Emily’s dark eyes, and saw how much pain was there. “You love her, don’t you, Ems?” Kit asked, her voice barely a whisper. 

Emily nodded. “Almost since the day she moved in, Sam. But I’m beginning to think it’s always going to be unrequited. That doesn’t matter, now, though. What matters is Jenny is recovering. And Laren loves her. And they are happy.”

__________________

Ambassador Kathryn Janeway and her spouse of a decade, Seven of Nine, entered the Wildman girls’ quarters, bearing gifts, or more precisely, bearing bears and brownies, fresh baked caramel brownies from Gretchen Janeway. Laren ushered them inside and offered to get drinks, but Emily usurped the hotessing duties and took the drink orders. 

Jenny was sitting in the floor, and ducked down as Laren climbed over her to get back into her chair. Jenny leaned against Laren’s legs as Laren rested her hands on Jenny’s shoulders, and Kathryn and Seven joined her in the floor. 

“Hi,” Jenny greeted them, resisting the urge to hide her face in Laren’s legs. “Gosh, it seems like forever since I saw you guys,” she breathed.

Kathryn smiled warmly at her, careful to keep her voice down. She knew Jenny was having a hard time with loud sounds. She handed her a stuffed teddy bear. “I seem to recall your telling Laren you like bears,” she said fondly, remembering the day in the brig when Jenny asked Laren to sing her the jumja songs because she liked bears. 

Jenny hugged the toy to her. “Thanks,” she grinned. “I do like bears. Especially jumja bears. They eat Cardassians,” she added, eyes glowing. 

“Then they can’t be all bad,” Kathryn agreed. She accepted her iced tea from Emily. “Thanks, Ems. Jenny, Laren says you’re going to dinner at Kieran’s father’s house tomorrow night. Would it be too overwhelming if we were there, too? I think Cassidy and Cameron were planning to go, as well,” she stated calmly. “It’s okay if that’s just too many people.”

Jenny turned to look at Laren. “You’ll be with me, won’t you?” she asked. 

“The whole time, Averone,” Laren replied. 

“I think it would be fine, Kathryn,” Jenny decided. “As long as nobody gets too loud. I’m not sure what that’s about, exactly, but loud sounds just set me off, now. Amy and I are working on it, though. I have to get over it so I can be on the bridge again. We can’t afford to have an Ops officer that hides under the workstations when we’re in a battle,” she noted. 

Seven touched Jenny’s leg. “I understand it completely. After I was severed from the Collective, I had a very hard time dealing with loud noises, for a period of time. I think there’s a possible connection between trauma and sound. I have a theory,” she added, smiling winningly.

Jenny adored Seven, and it was so easy to open to her. She actually touched Seven’s hand, despite her phobia about other people’s hands touching her own. Seven very consciously took Jenny’s hand in her own. The gesture was not lost on Kit, Emily or Laren. 

“What’s your theory?” Jenny asked.

“Well, I’m no psychologist,” Seven prefaced by saying, “but I think that loud noises trigger an adrenaline rush, and so does trauma. So after you’ve lived a trauma, for awhile after it, loud noises trigger that same fear response as the trauma,” she opined. 

Jenny nodded vigorously. “That makes sense. Maybe you should be a psychologist, Seven. That’s really insightful,” she complimented her. 

“So I’ve been told of late,” Seven laughed. “But I think I’ll leave the head shrinking to my daughter. It’s good to see you smiling, Jenny. I apologize for not coming by sooner, but I didn’t want to intrude,” she said softly, careful not to withdraw her hand. Emily had told Seven about Jenny’s latest phobia, and Seven was very aware of the fact that Jenny was letting Seven hold her hand. 

“It wouldn’t be an intrusion, your Borgness,” Jenny said calmly. “Amy says I need to start making an effort to see people, to talk to them more. Only the first time I made the effort, it turned out badly,” she admitted.

Kathryn smiled gently. “How did it go badly?” she asked.

“Laren and I went to the Astrofreeze to pick up lunch. And that was okay. Until security brought several Cardassians through the promenade, on the way to sickbay. One of them looked right at me—he almost bumped into me—and I just lost it,” she shivered. She held Seven’s hand much tighter, unaware she was doing so. “I guess if I don’t get over myself, I’ll never be fit for duty again. It’s not like I can avoid Cardassians my whole career,” she fretted. 

Seven very gradually moved closer to her, and laid her free hand over both their hands. Kit’s eyes about popped out of her head, but Jenny didn’t protest. I’ll be damned. She’s desensitizing her, and she knows very well that’s what she’s doing, Kit realized. Her Borgness doesn’t miss a beat, for all her protestations about not wanting to shrink heads.

“It takes time, Jenny. It’s a process,” Seven spoke very quietly. “And at least for now, there are no Cardassians on the ship. We’re all taking turns attending the trial, and reporting back to the family on each day’s proceedings. But your lingering feelings about your captors are perfectly expected. I’ve read Captain Picard’s observations about his Borg captivity,” she offered. “He had a hard time dealing with Borg after that. Understandably. This is no different. Be patient with yourself,” she counseled. 

Seven’s voice was so soothing, so rhythmic, and Jenny was drawn in by it. “Thanks, Seven,” she replied. “I forget sometimes that it’s only been a few weeks,” she sighed. “My parents keep contacting me, but I haven’t responded yet. I mean, I told them when Laren rescued us and all, but I haven’t given them any details. And I’m not looking forward to going home. I know they’re going to want to know what happened and I don’t know how to tell them.”

Emily leaned forward, elbows on her knees as she sat next to Kit on the couch. “But honey, you can’t stay on the ship the whole time we’re here. You could do what I did,” she offered. “Tell the parts that weren’t bad and leave out the rest. That’s what I did with the Moms. Lenara is just not strong enough to hear the truth, and if she got upset enough to lose the baby, Naomi would never forgive me. So I told them only what they knew—which was what happened to you, Jen.”

Kathryn’s composure threatened. “You—didn’t tell them what happened? Ems, have you talked about it at all?” she was flabbergasted. 

“I mentioned it in a counseling session with Naomi, so yes, I’ve talked about it a bit. And Kit knows. And of course, Jenny knows, because she was there. But I didn’t think it was wise to tell Mom. And Robbie has had her own private hell with those bastards, why make her relive it?” Emily reasoned. 

Seven’s face softened with sympathy. “Because they are your mothers, and they will listen. Emily, they love you. We all do. Just because some things are hard to hear doesn’t mean you can just omit them,” she argued. 

Emily shrugged. “Don’t you protect the people around you from the really hard things, too, your Borgness?”

Seven shook her head, still holding onto Jenny’s hand. “I used to. But not any longer. I find that if I bear the burden alone, then I am exactly that—alone. I am fortunate enough to have a partner who is strong enough to take anything I tell her. Including the details about my involvement with Kieran, which had to be one of the hardest things we’ve dealt with. But Ems, you’ve seen how much closer Kathryn and I are now, because I was open about that. You’ve commented on it to me. I know you think Lenara is frail, but I assure you, I have confided in her any number of times, and she is a very strong person. And she would welcome the opportunity to be closer to you through sharing your pain and confusion, I know it. That’s how it is to be a mother,” Seven encouraged her. “But if you cannot talk to Lenara or Robin, consider talking to me, or to Kathryn, or to Kieran or Naomi. Emily, you know very well Kieran thinks of you as her own flesh and blood. As do I. You don’t have to bear these secrets by yourself. It’s simply not necessary,” she urged. 

Emily bit her lip, trying to repress the feeling of sadness. She had felt isolated, and it was her own doing. She hadn’t felt like her own issues were nearly as important as Jenny’s. “I’ll think about it, Seven,” she agreed. 

Kathryn nodded. “Ems, if you need time for that, you let me know. I still have Kieran’s ear, and I’m helping run things while Laren is on leave. I mean it. Astrometrics is practically dead right now, because all we have on our plate is this trial.”

“We might not be busy, but my mom is,” Emily noted. “She’s kicking into high gear on her work, right now.”

“Ah, well then. I think I should reassign you to help in her lab,” Kathryn held her chin between her thumb and forefinger, tapping her nose. “And if things just happen to come up in casual conversation,” she noted.

Emily smiled. “Is deviousness part of the job description for Captain?” she asked facetiously.

“Oh, I should show you the description, sometime,” Kathryn replied. “It includes cantankerosity, deviousness, ass-chewing-ferocity, and a whole slew of other osities.”

The Wildman girls all laughed out loud, but Seven only smirked at her wife. “And a certain level of conceit for one’s one cleverness,” Seven said wryly. She was still holding Jenny’s hand in both of her own, and she turned to her then, noting the tension in her body, the stiffness. “I would like to take you to lunch tomorrow. Are you available? Just the two of us, no wives or girlfriends,” she added. “I need to gossip, and you know what plasma dampeners they are,” she teased. 

Jenny chuckled. “Sure. But isn’t that B'Elanna’s job, to field all the gossip for you?”

Seven sighed as if much maligned. “The accusations are all false. And B'Elanna is falling down on the job,” she added, winking at Jenny. “I’ll come by your quarters and we’ll go to the Time Warp in San Francisco, how does that sound?”

Jenny smiled more genuinely than anyone in the room except Laren could recall in a very long time. “That’d be great, your Borgness. Only don’t tell your wife we’ve got a date. I heard she is very dangerous when jealous.”

“Not really. I know how to tame that tiger,” Seven sniffed haughtily, grinning. “But if it makes you feel better, we won’t tell her. Don’t tell your wives either. They might get ideas about converting me to the fold. I notice Ro Laren seems to be leaning in that direction,” she teased the Bajoran, noting the body language between the two women. 

Laren leaned forward and kissed the top of Jenny’s head. “I’ve seen the light,” she admitted. “It was her eyes, you know. That’s what did it with Kittner, too,” she said in mock seriousness. 

Jenny leaned her head back, looking up at her lover. “For me it was the attitude,” she laughed. “That whole don’t-fuck-with-me aura. It works so well in a rescue operation. It’s like a fashion accessory that goes with the compression rifle,” she teased. “And it was a challenge to break through it,” she smarted, smiling up at Laren. 

Kathryn laughed heartily, glad that Jenny’s sense of humor was back. Seven chuckled to herself, assured that Jenny was going to come through this intact. Laren would make sure of it, and Seven had rarely seen someone as determined as Ro when she put her mind to something, like finding a lost drone, or liberating a hostage, or loving Kit Wildman.

“Well, that’s part of the job description for First Officer,” Kathryn put in. “Don’t-fuck-with-me attitude.” 

Seven laughed at her wife’s expression. “I am craving something sweet,” Seven fibbed. “Jenny, why don’t we all go down to the city? There’s a Greek bakery down a side corridor that Kathryn and I used to haunt when we were dating, and they have the best Baklava I’ve ever eaten.”

Kathryn regarded her wife with an adoring expression. Seven didn’t like sweets, but she was bound and determined to get Jenny Wildman out of her quarters, and often. It was a personal campaign, suddenly. “I love Bakalva,” Kathryn agreed. “I’ll even buy. How’s that?” 

Kit smiled warmly at her grandmothers, well aware of what they were doing. “Do they have Koulourakia? I love those,” she feigned enthusiasm.

“They do,” Seven replied. “And Galaktobouriko, too. I think Emily likes that—it’s similar to flan,” she put in.

Laren smiled, joining the conspiracy. “Well, I’ve never had Greek pastry, so I’m game. Come on Jen, let’s go. I’m still hungry, aren’t you?”

Jenny wasn’t fooled, but she acquiesced. “Okay. But only because there’s such a rash of cravings,” she agreed. 

_________________

 
Kathryn and Seven transported back to the ship with the girls and then beamed back to the Janeway’s farm, walking hand in hand. “Seven,” Kathryn said softly, her voice rich with amusement, “you are much more devious than any captain,” she accused, laughing at her wife’s mock outrage. “You don’t like Baklava. Next time you make up an excuse to take Jenny in public, make it for something that won’t tip everyone off,” she needled her. 

Seven sighed. “It was the best I could do without a premeditated plan,” she replied. “And it worked, didn’t it?”

“Tell me though, why you made a point of holding Jenny’s hand all night. I was starting to wonder if her flirtation might be working a number on you,” the auburn haired captain requested as they ambled up the lane toward the expansive front porch.

“Emily told me that since Ni’vhat restrained Jenny’s hands, she has a phobia about anyone touching her hands, except Laren. I was fairly certain that her obvious infatuation with me might work in my favor to help her get over it. So I held her hand. And she didn’t pull away,” she explained. 

Kathryn’s mind boggled. “You really are bucking for ship’s counselor,” she said, awed. She unlocked the door to the house, where Naomi had been babysitting the girls. “Hey Na, thanks for watching the rugrats,” she greeted her daughter, kissing her cheek. 

“How was Jenny, Mom?” Naomi asked. “Did it work, Seven?” 

Seven pretended to polish her fingernails on her shirt. “Like a charm. I’ve definitely got it,” she bragged. “Jenny agreed to go to lunch alone with me tomorrow. And we got her to go out for dessert tonight.”

Kathryn grinned. “Seven’s working on Jenny’s hand phobia, too. Was that part of the plan?”

Naomi hugged Seven. “No. But you rule the rulers, Mom,” she said to the former drone. “She let you hold her hand?”

Seven nodded. “All evening. I always knew I could use my superpowers for good and not evil,” she joked. 

“Therapy through rampant attraction,” Kathryn smarted. “It’s a method, I guess.”

“In this case, whatever works,” Naomi sighed, worrying about her daughter-in-law.

“Well, Laren’s on a mission of her own, apparently,” Kathryn gossiped. “It was pretty apparent that she and Jenny are lovers.”

Naomi’s jaw dropped. “No. Are you serious? That would be so great for Jenny, to let anyone that close to her. Are you sure?”

“Seven, didn’t you think so?” Kathryn asked for confirmation.

“I did. I teased Laren about it and she didn’t deny it,” Seven acceded. “And they kept giving each other moon eyes all night.”

Naomi clapped her hands gleefully. “I was hoping this would be the push Laren needed. And Jenny has everything to gain. I can’t wait to tell the Wildwomen,” she practically jumped up and down. “What a wedding we’re going to throw, if this pans out,” she predicted. 

“Uh—listen, yenta, before you make out the invitations, don’t you think you ought to wait until the sheets have cooled?” Kathryn smarted.

“Killjoy,” Naomi accused. “You two have a great rest of the night. Erin was a little fussy, and I think she’s cutting a tooth. Good luck with that one,” she offered, kissing her mothers good night. “Oh, and I almost forgot. I caught Geejay and Katie laying on each other and kissing again. I didn’t scold them, or anything, but if you intend to protest, you’d better say something soon.”

Kathryn rolled her eyes. “You’re the psychologist. What do you think?”

Naomi laughed. “I’m also clairvoyant, and in my hallucinations they were lovers at fourteen. And there’s not a damned thing you can do about it, so I wouldn’t bother, as long as they don’t boink in public,” she replied, giggling. 

Kathryn smacked her own forehead. “Why, oh why, did I let that Borg talk me into reproducing?” she groused. 

Naomi hugged Kathryn. “It was my influence. I was such a perfect child, you were lulled into complacency. Sorry to break the news, but I was exceptional.”

Kathryn laughed at her strawberry blonde daughter. “Yes. It was such a joy watching you chase my best friend who was married,” she teased. “And now Geejay is going after her daughter from that failed marriage.”

Seven nodded. “And their hormones haven’t even kicked in yet. We are doomed, Kathryn.” 

__________________

Jenny Wildman crawled into bed next to Ro Laren, who held out her arms to the younger woman. “Have I mentioned since we became intimately involved that I love you?” Laren teased her. 

“You have, as a matter of fact. But not since we got out of the shower. So tell me now,” Jenny replied playfully. 

“I love you, Corey. Tell me you’re not going to leave for some tall, leggy dish with facial hardware,” she chuckled, her dark eyes flashing amusement as they settled down beneath the crisp linens. 

“Not tonight anyway,” Jenny shot back. “Tomorrow is a whole new ball game, though, Averone.” 

Laren laughed deep in her chest, kissing Jenny tenderly. “You have to tell me something, Jen. You said you read everything you could find on Bajoran lovemaking. Prophets in the Jalanda ruins, woman, what exactly did you read? And could you lend the materials to Kit?” she giggled. 

Jenny howled laughing. “Never. My secrets are mine.”

Laren’s voice deepened, remembering their first time together, and she was breathless all over again. “Seriously, Ji’talia, what did you read? I know you’ve been with three people besides me in your whole life, and Rick was no Bajoran. How did you know my body so well?”

Jenny grinned. “Most of what’s available is technical descriptions of anatomy and boring stuff about the physiology involved. But I found this one book, called ‘Celestial Coupling’, and that had some decent information.” 

Laren regarded her with wide-eyed astonishment, then burst out laughing. “No, you’ve got to be pulling my leg,” she howled, slapping the mattress. “Jenny, that’s the most notorious pornographic novel ever written on Bajor,” she gasped, off on another gale of laughter. “You really did read it?” she laughed, hugging her lover close. “Prophets, you are a treasure unrivaled by the orbs themselves,” she chuckled, wiping her eyes. 

Jenny shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?” she reasoned. “You weren’t exactly redirecting me or complaining.” 

Laren quieted momentarily. “No, you’re right. It was incredible. What exactly in the story inspired you?” she asked, curious now. 

“I’m not sure I want to say, since you think I’m a big goofus,” she replied, miffed. 

Laren kissed her gently, exploring her mouth persuasively. “Please tell me. I’m not laughing now, honey,” she promised. 

Jenny moved over her, pinning her to the bed. “Okay. But if you laugh, Bearnard and Bearnice and I will have to hurt you,” she threatened, marshaling her stuffed reinforcements. She breathed deeply, letting it out slowly. “There was a part of the story where it talked about how if you please your lover well and truly, the pleasure is so grand that the Prophets sit up and take notice, and they record your names eternally in the scrolls of the Celestial Temple. And I wanted to be recorded as your lover eternally there, so that’s what made me read the whole book. I thought I might learn how to make love to you well enough that the Prophets would notice.”

Laren wasn’t amused any longer, her heart melting in her chest at Jenny’s sincerity and her romantic idealism. “Averone,” she said tenderly, touching Jenny’s face. “That is the most amazing thing anyone has ever said to me. I have no way to tell you how deeply moved I am right now,” she said honestly. “If the legend is true, then I’m sure the Prophets did take notice, Ver’miel. I am serious when I tell you, Jenny, no one has ever made me feel like that. No one. I didn’t think I could be so out of control sexually. I was stunned at myself.”

Jenny kissed her longingly, heart aching with love. “Laren,” she said quietly, “I hope the legend is true. I prayed for it to be true. For the Prophets to bless us, and for their guidance.”

Laren held her close, her eyes misting. “I love you so incredibly much,” she choked on the words. “I hope the legend is true, too, Averone. No one has ever prayed that I would be blessed before—at least, not since my parents died.”

“That’s not true. Emily and I did a long time ago. We prayed to the Prophets together when you were on the search and rescue team, that you would be safe, and you would find Kieran and Seven. And we prayed that you would be good to Kit and she would be good to you. We asked the Prophets to bless your union,” she advised her. 

Laren’s tears did spill over then. “You and Emily prayed for the woman who was sleeping with your wife?” she asked, her throat raw and aching. 

Jenny nodded slowly. “We prayed for you lots of times,” she recalled. “The night we put on the feast of the Emissary, before you arrived at the holodeck we prayed that you would let us love you, too” she explained. “And that we would be loved by you.”

Laren was crying in earnest now. “Jenny,” she held her tightly. “I am just not worthy of you,” she cried. “Either of you.” 

Jenny kissed her soundly, wiping her tears with careful fingers, comforting her. “I think the thing is about love? Nobody is really worthy of it. That’s part of the beauty of it, isn’t it? It’s just a gift. And we can’t earn it, but everyone needs it, in a strange and wonderful way. You take a guy like Gul Ni’vhat, for example. I bet his whole problem was that nobody ever really loved him. Maybe if someone had, he’d have been more humane, less of a monster. It’s a shame, really. He had good qualities. Just not enough to outweigh the bad ones,” she said thoughtfully.  

Ro Laren gazed at her lover with tear-filled eyes, and a respect that would never be daunted. “You have the most beautiful Pagh I’ve ever known, Jenny. That you could see anything good in that man. I have no words. For the first time in my life, I understand what the Trill mean when they say ‘I am prostrate before you’. Your goodness just humbles me.”

Jenny kissed her again, her lips, her forehead, her chin. “Isn’t that funny? I feel the same way about you, Laren. Like your goodness, your courage, just make me want to be a better me. I think if I hadn’t loved you right at this particular time in my life, I might have given up on everything, stayed withdrawn and not wanted to come out of the darkness. But the only way I could have you was to come into the light again. So I did.”

“My love,” she whispered. “I am so grateful that you did. I hope it turns out to be worth the effort,” she said softly, kissing Jenny’s silky brown hair. 

She smiled as brightly as a solar system, then. “It already is. Look at how much I love you. That’s worth everything,” she decided. “That and our names written on the scrolls. You know, no one in my life ever inspired me to draw and to write poetry, like you have. I’ve just loved you so much I had to let it out in some expressive way, or I would have burst from the fullness of it. Before I loved you, only nature could inspire me that way. You’re more glorious than even that, Laren,” she said softly. 

“The things you see in me astonish me, truly. I don’t know how it can be, but I’m glad it is,” she replied, kissing Jenny intently. 

Jenny grinned into their kiss, then chuckled. “If making love well and truly gets our names written in the scrolls for all eternity—do they get written again if we make love well and truly again?”

Laren smiled broadly. “No one ever told me they don’t. I would have to assume so, though.”

“Let’s fill a page tonight then,” Jenny flirted. “Do you mind if I keep you awake all night?”

“Not if you don’t mind if I keep you awake just as long,” she returned, kissing Jenny deeply. “This is so strange, Jen, so peculiar. It didn’t feel this way at all when I fell in love with Kit.”

“How do you mean?” she asked, propping herself up on one arm. 

“It was wonderful with her, don’t get me wrong. But I wasn’t as effusive, I was more subdued. Prophets in the ruins, though, honey, I just want to run down the corridors shouting my love for you. It’s so odd.”

“Kit took your walls down by degrees. She did the hardest part. I’m just reaping the benefits,” Jenny noted. “But since you feel like shouting, let me give you a good reason,” she said playfully, biting Laren’s earlobe and breathing softly in her ear. “I want you, Laren. I want to touch your therat with my tongue, so I can listen to your shouting.”

Laren shivered. “Jen,” she gasped, her eyes closing involuntarily and her body immediately aching. “No one has ever done that to me.”

“Then let me be the first. You’ve been deprived far too long,” she assured her.

Laren kissed her roughly, the fierceness immediate as she thought about how that particular form of lovemaking would feel. Their need escalated quickly, Jenny spurring it with seductive words, describing to Laren what she would do, and Laren was mesmerized by the technique. Sex in the Maquis had been furtive, and with Kit it was not a verbal experience to any extensive degree. Jenny made it completely new for Laren, a dimension she had never considered. Clothing flew and they were almost desperate to have their bare skin exposed, for even the separation of fabric was still too much separation. 

Laren felt half possessed, as if a Pah-wraith had taken her body over, the fire in her burned so hot, and Jenny was not gradual or gentle this time, demanding Laren’s response, insisting upon her complete abandonment of her walls. Jenny moved Laren above her face, greedy, needful, her mouth encompassing and powerful around Laren’s sex, and then, blessed Prophets, the softness of her tongue caressing Laren’s therat, and Laren’s voice low and strained, more a frantic whimper than anything as Jenny loved her. Laren nearly broke the headboard of the bed with the powerful grip she had on it, riding wave after wave of ecstasy, fueled by Jenny’s thorough treatment of the sensitive ridges inside her. Somehow, Jenny fluttered just the tip of her tongue over the first therat, and then the second, and Laren lost all sense of everything but the piercing pleasure between her legs. When Jenny touched her clitoris from behind with her tongue, Laren made a strangled sound, her legs tensing and her climax breaking in brittle jolts. Jenny returned her attention to the inflamed therat, certain they had swelled against her tongue as it danced over the ridges. Laren had no idea how loud she cried out, how sharply her gasps and words erupted from her subconscious, and Jenny wished for all the world she spoke fluent Bajoran so she would know what Laren was saying. For now, it was enough to speak fluent Laren, and her tongue knew those syllables with perfect pronunciation. 

Laren lost count of the number of times she came, her brain numb from the overwhelming pleasure, and somehow, without remembering moving, she was in Jenny’s arms, shuddering and sweating and shattered, telling her lover how very much in love she was, how much she needed their unity, how desperately she wanted her. The outpouring of reassurance Jenny gave back made Laren so vulnerable she could hardly bear it, but Jenny held her so close there was no space between, and Laren understood why Trill described the deepest love as being conquered. Laren knew in the core of her being that if the legends were true, then truly, the Prophets had written her name in flowing script with Jenny’s, and written it over and over again as the night unraveled itself. Laren had always thought it peculiar that the Prophets would be interested in the couplings of their chosen ones, but in loving Jenny, she discovered a whole new appreciation for why that coupling was sacred. 

Jenny lay with her lover long after their energy was expended, caressing her back and shoulders absently, sated and content. Her mind replayed every moment they had shared in their relationship, and it made her thought processes churn with hope for a future Laren would be part of. 

“I’m not sleepy at all. Are you?” Jenny sighed, kissing Laren’s hair tenderly.

Laren shook her head. “No. I’m too excited about this relationship to even think about sleep,” she admitted. 

“Let’s go to the beach program on the holodeck. I feel like lying in the sunshine and kissing you for hours.”

 “That sounds much better than sleeping,” she agreed. “I just can’t make myself close my eyes when you’re next to me. I don’t want to stop looking at you,” she said softly. 

Jenny moved over her to kiss her again. “I never knew you were such a hopeless romantic,” she teased her Bajoran lover. 

Laren couldn’t even joke about it, her emotion was so acute. “I’m not a romantic,” she disagreed. “But I am very much in love with you. And there’s only hopefulness in that.”

______________

Kieran, Robin, and Lenara Wildman spent the evening at the Calvert’s, Jenny Wildman’s parents’ home. The three women had agreed to meet the Calverts to discuss the abduction, and the trial, and to urge them to be patient with Jenny’s reluctance to contact them. While the three Wildwomen refused to disclose any of the confidential details that Jenny might not want her parents to hear, they did make it perfectly clear that Jenny was fragile, at best, and that her trauma had been severe enough that she hadn’t resumed her duties yet, and wouldn’t for the foreseeable future. Mr. and Mrs. Calvert had a hard time accepting that Jenny had yet to contact them, but they agreed to respect her wishes until such time as Jenny was ready to face them. 

Kieran had testified that day, and thought it was odd, but P’Arth had attended every day of the trial so far. P’Arth sat as close to the Cardassians as she could, openly glaring at them, and whenever they were taken in and out of the courtroom, she made a point of baring her teeth at them. Kieran was stunned to learn from Robin that P’Arth had actually spoken to them in Cardassian, telling them they had better hope their guards were very vigilant. Detara had also glared openly at them, and it seemed to Kieran that Detara was trying very hard to get into P’Arth’s good graces. She was aware of the confrontation between Lenara and the young girl, and knew that P’Arth had not forgiven her servant for it. P’Arth could carry a grudge a very long time, and like most Klingons, she rarely forgot an insult. 

Kieran simply did not know how she felt about the Klingon. On one hand, everyone on the ship spoke highly of her, and Kieran did find it oddly comforting to see the stalwart warrior perched in the pews of the courtroom every day. On the other, Kieran couldn’t stop the gut reaction she had every time P’Arth was nearby, that old ‘fight or flight’ response. She was trying to deal with it rationally, but it still disturbed her that so many of her close friends and family members had accepted the Chancellor into their circle of friends without much question, or so it seemed to Kieran. 

When Kieran’s testimony had concluded, P’Arth had approached her and clapped her on the shoulder, telling her she had done an honorable job, and the tribunal would do justice by her daughters. P’Arth had seemed more than sincere. Detara, on the other hand, openly scowled at Kieran, though she said nothing. 

Back in Florida, Kieran and her wives shared wine and cheese with Gerry Thompson and Gretchen Janeway, relaxing after the long day. Naomi came back from Indiana right after her wives arrived, and she sat in Kieran’s lap the rest of the evening, trying to lend comfort after the trying day of testimony and visiting the Calverts. Kieran felt responsible for her crewmembers, and she had done an admirable job of raking herself mercilessly over the coals once the girls were back on the Sato. Naomi had kept close tabs on the lanky Captain ever since the rescue, trying to gauge Kieran’s moods and to be supportive.

But now everyone’s focus was on Jenny and Laren, who were set to testify next. Emily would testify after Jenny, but everyone seemed to think Emily was well in control of her reaction to the trauma. It was Jenny that no one was sure about. Naomi told the assembled family that Laren and Jenny had finally crossed the boundary between friendship and romance, and that the developing relationship between them might prove to be the pivotal difference in Jenny’s recovery. Kit and Emily had stayed aboard the ship, just in case they were needed or wanted to discuss the situation, and everyone agreed it was a hopeful sign for Jenny that she was reaching out to someone. 

If Gerry Thompson and Gretchen Janeway had any misgivings about the multiple partner marriages, they had long since gotten over them, and only wanted to see the girls happy. Gerry often teased Gretchen that perhaps he should acquire a couple more women, to which she usually rolled her eyes and said “you can barely keep up with the one you’ve got”. He loved it when Gretchen got ornery, as he called it, and the couple seemed to be aging gracefully in their love. Everyone in the family could see they were very content together. 

Florida was having an unusually cool snap for late Spring, and the house stood open at every window and screen door, letting the damp salt air fill the place. Kieran kept unconsciously sniffing the scent of it, and closing her eyes as if she were memorizing it. Naomi cuddled into her lap, and Kieran held her close, but reached for Lenara’s hand. “Do you remember your first visit here, Nara?” she asked, recalling all those years ago.

Lenara smiled softly, one hand resting on her distended belly and the other in Kieran’s. “As if it were yesterday,” she agreed, nodding. “I was so infatuated with you, it’s a wonder I remember anything but you,” she teased her wife. 

“You? Infatuated with me? My dear Doctor, it was the other way around. I hung on your every syllable,” she replied, squeezing Lenara’s fingers companionably. 

Lenara grinned. “Yes, when you weren’t deflecting your mother’s disapproval of me,” she joked. 

Gretchen leaned forward on the couch to catch Lenara’s eye. “Violet didn’t like you? I can’t imagine anyone not approving of you,” she defended the Trill.

“Now, Gran,” Naomi protested, “you weren’t exactly Lenara’s biggest fan when I fell in love with her,” she reminded the elderly woman. “Kieran told me you threatened to take me over your knee,” she giggled. 

Gretchen scowled playfully at her granddaughter. “Well pardon me for wanting to protect Kieran’s heart, young lady,” she scolded. “You had the wandering eye, and I couldn’t stay mad at you for long, so I was mad at Lenara for it. Lenara, I apologize. I should have been mad at Naomi, not you,” she chuckled.

Kieran smiled warmly at Naomi’s grandmother. “Gretchen, I do appreciate it, but you didn’t need to fret. Naomi hadn’t stopped loving me.”

Robin joined in the bantering. “Yeah, she was just busy loving everyone else that you introduced her to,” she teased the Ktarian. “I really, truly thought Lenara was going to run off with you, Na, and I would be stuck with Kieran,” she complained, her electric blue eyes twinkling with mischief. 

“Stuck?” Kieran retorted indignantly. “Who followed me clear across the Alpha Quadrant to try to win me back, I ask you?” she reminded Robin. Kieran judiciously omitted the fact that when she had turned Robin down, Robin had promptly leapt off a thirteen story building.

Robin laughed at her. “Yeah, I did. It just figures I finally found someone I could love and I ended up having to share her with you,” she griped, propping her chin in her hands as she stretched in the floor at Kieran’s feet.

Kieran stuck her tongue out at Robin. “I share Naomi. You’ve got no room to grouse, Mrs. Wildman.”

Robin sat up in the floor. “That sounds so weird. Mrs. Wildman. No one has ever called me that before,” she realized. 

Kieran stretched and sighed, feeling restless. Lenara was giving her a peculiar look, and Kieran quirked an eyebrow at the Trill. “What, Be’thal?” she asked.

Lenara smiled, her Trill spots fading slightly. “There’s a full moon tonight. I was thinking we should go to Marco Island and walk the beach,” she suggested. 

Her tone was unmistakable, and Naomi nodded. “You should go, KT. It’s wonderful out tonight, and you never know when the weather will go back to it’s normal heat and humidity.”

Kieran nodded. “Okay. I’ll grab the beach blanket and a bottle of wine. Are you and Robbie going to come, too? Gretchen, how about you and Daddy?” she asked the elderly couple. 

“Not us, Starfish,” Gerry replied. “We’ve got an early breakfast with Cameron and Cassidy,” he replied. 

“I’m beat,” Robin put in, “so count me out. It’s my turn to attend trial tomorrow, and I know listening to Laren’s testimony is going to be grueling. I’ll bet Jenny never makes it to the stand tomorrow,” she added.

Naomi nodded. “And Joely has been called, too. The prosecutor is pulling out all the stops.”

Gerry puzzled over it. “Why bother? It’s a done deal, isn’t it? They confessed,” he contended, running his hand through his greying hair. 

Kieran sighed. “Yes, but the more the evidence weighs against them, the longer their sentence, and the harsher, as well. It’s the difference between sending them to a prison that’s almost tolerable, like the penal colony on Jaros II, versus one that’s a virtual death sentence, like Rigel.” 

Gretchen sat up straighter. “Kit’s uncle is on Rigel, isn’t he?” she asked softly. 

“As far as we know,” Robin affirmed. “But I haven’t kept up on his incarceration. For all I know, he could be dead now.”

“Wouldn’t they notify Kit?” Naomi asked, thinking the world would be a better place if Kenneth McCallister left it for good.

“Yes,” Kieran confirmed. “The victim is always advised of the demise of their perpetrator. So I know he’s still breathing. But I’d also be willing to bet he’s aged fifty years in the time he’s been there,” she said darkly. “Nara? Are you ready to go?”

Lenara nodded. “Yes. Go grab the blanket.”

“Daddy, is it okay if we use your transport?” Kieran asked, easing Naomi out of her lap and going to the closet to get supplies.

“Of course, Starfish. You two be careful. There’s been a lot of jelly fish washing up on Tigertail this season. You’d better wear shoes, honey,” he warned her. 

Kieran smiled, bundling the blanket under her arm and going to kiss her father’s cheek. She knelt in the floor in front of him. “Thanks, Dad. I’m glad you watch out for me, still. I love you, you know,” she reminded him, resting her hands on his thighs. 

He nodded, though his throat was painfully tight. “I know, honey. I love you, too. It’s good to have you home. I’ve been worried about you,” he added softly, touching Kieran’s cheek. Her hair was a wild mass of bleached blonde spikes, but she’d never seemed to age, at least not until she’d been stranded with Seven. Gerry could see a huge difference in her, since then, and now with the kidnapping of Kit’s wives, Kieran was actually looking her age. Gerry had to remind himself she would be forty in a few months, and that meant he was pushing old age, himself. 

“Why worried?” Kieran asked.

Gerry looked at her reproachfully. “Oh, no reason in particular, honey,” he shook his head. “Only that that Klingon is here, and you’re carrying so much on your shoulders,” he said.

“I’m good, Dad. Honest. The Wildwomen take care of me, and Kathryn and Seven are a force to be reckoned with. Kathryn and I are co-captaining the ship right now, and I never worry when she’s around. She watches my back.”

Gretchen smiled. “She always said the same thing of you,” she told Kieran. 

“And Laren watches all of us,” Kieran added, chuckling. “Not to mention Kit, who is like a pit bull she’s so protective. I know she and P’Arth have had it out at least once over me,” she laughed. “Thank God P’Arth didn’t kill her,” she breathed. “Well, we’d better get to the beach. I love you all. Sleep well. Don’t be surprised if we don’t see each other in the morning,” she predicted.

“You two have fun,” Gerry called after the Trill and his daughter. 

Lenara held Kieran’s hand loosely as they ambled along the sugary white sand of Tigertail Beach, both women remembering another walk along that beach when Kieran and Naomi had been married less than a year, and Lenara and Kieran had been grappling with their attraction to one another. Kieran gazed out over the ocean, watching the full moon dancing along the shimmering waves. The roar of the tide breaking on the shore was like music to her soul, and the salt in the air permeated her skin like a mineral bath, soothing her tension away. It was the first time she had relaxed since the girls had been abducted. The thought of the kidnapping made Kieran release Lenara’s hand and wrap an arm around her shoulders, pulling the Trill closer. 

Lenara gazed up at her, sensing Kieran’s anxiety, if only a momentary disease. “We’re all safe, Be’thal,” she assured her wife. 

Kieran stopped and gathered Lenara into a fierce embrace, kissing her soundly, the fragrance of Lenara’s hair blending with the scent of ocean and salt on the breeze. Kieran’s deepest fears tended to come out in physical expressions, and Lenara knew when Kieran became aggressive in their intimacy, it was a method of coping with those misgivings. Lenara looked up at her, searching the depths of her troubled brown eyes. “Cha’on,” she said softly, “I am so glad you agreed to come here with me. I am afraid I’ve been neglecting you,” she confessed, sliding her arms around Kieran’s neck. 

“Nara, you haven’t,” Kieran replied. “What ever gave you that idea?” she asked enigmatically.

Lenara kissed her tenderly, rather than answering. When they parted again, she smiled gently and said “Emily has observed it, actually.” 

Kieran laughed. “She has, huh? What is she, a spy?”

Lenara took Kieran’s hand and led her closer to the water’s edge. “She told Laren that it is very apparent from the patterns we have, all four of us, that I make love with you less often than I do with Robbie, and especially less than Naomi,” she posited. “At first I didn’t think she was correct, but I’ve kept vigil over our habits, and Emily is right. While I admit at least part of the pattern is reliant upon your being so busy with the ship, I also approach you less often than Robin or Naomi.”

Kieran’s eyes crinkled as she smiled. “I admit, I have noticed the same pattern, but I don’t take it as a slight, honey,” she contended. 

Lenara chuckled. “Oh, but you’ve noticed?” she teased lightly. “Kieran, why haven’t you said anything?”

Kieran sighed. “How immature would that sound to you, Nara? ‘Hey, pay attention to me.’ That’s so juvenile,” she replied. “And I’ve never doubted for a second that you love me, Kadicadrejir,” she asserted, squeezing Lenara’s fingers. “How’s this?” she indicated the section of beach with a sweeping gesture.

“Perfect. Let me help you spread out the blanket,” Lenara offered.  

Despite the fact that the blanket was huge, and the beach was deserted with plenty of room to roam, Lenara sat in Kieran’s lap. “Keep me warm, dre’on,” she requested. 

Kieran smiled, nuzzling Lenara’s hair. “The last time we sat like this I was dying to kiss you,” she remembered. “And you kissed my throat trying to tempt me,” she accused playfully. 

Lenara feigned outrage. “I was trying to tempt you? I seem to recall you stimulating my vallette with the most tantalizing caresses, and then having the nerve to pretend you didn’t know you’d been seducing me,” she accused, stretching in Kieran’s lap to kiss her.

Kieran kissed her passionately, mouths opening softly, tongues tangling in breathless exploration. Her large hands encompassed Lenara’s waist, but Lenara’s pregnancy made it impossible for Kieran to completely circle the Trill’s abdomen. “God, Nara, you’re beautiful pregnant,” she whispered, marveling at her wife’s belly. “I am so glad you wanted to carry Na’s child. And I’m grateful this little girl will have you and Naomi to parent her, because she’s going to be far too brilliant for the likes of me or Robbie,” she laughed happily. “Has she started kicking yet?”

Lenara inclined her head. “Yes, once in awhile. She’s not all that active, but then, Trill babies have to compete with the symbiont for space, so they tend not to be too rambunctious.”

“What does your symbiont think of all of this?” Kieran asked, grinning at her wife between soft kisses.

“My symbiont is terribly excited by the pregnancy. It keeps flooding me with memories of all my previous hosts’ children,” she laughed. “It’s sort of like harboring a collection of home movies,” she advised, chest thrumming with amusement. 

“Does your symbiont tell you things about me, ever?” she wondered, lips brushing over Lenara’s temple, a light caress of the familial chevron there.

“Frequently,” Lenara said with a wicked smile. “Shall I enlighten you?” 

Kieran grinned. “Sure,” she agreed, fingertips ghosting over Lenara’s Trill markings that decorated her face and trailed down her neck. 

Lenara shivered. “My symbiont is telling me you’re currently trying to arouse me,” she sighed, kissing Kieran deeply. Her diminutive hands tangled in Kieran’s spiked hair, tugging the stiff strands firmly. 

Kieran slipped her hands beneath Lenara’s tank top, fondling the vallette that adorned her wife’s spine. “Is that what I’m doing?” she asked in a taunting tone, feeling Lenara’s body yielding. 

Lenara arched her back as Kieran touched her there, gasping faintly. “Y-yes,” she accused, though there was no real protestation in her tone. 

Kieran kissed the slope of Lenara’s neck, lips gentle over the dark markings, teasing. “And is it working?” she asked sweetly, hands insistent in the small of her wife’s back. She lifted the silk fabric, letting the softness of it heighten the sensation as she removed it, leaving Lenara’s torso exposed. Kieran swallowed hard, eyes filling with the vision of the woman in her lap, hands skating over the unmarked skin of Lenara’s chest. She nipped at the vallette on Lenara’s shoulder, teeth suggestive but delicate. “Do you ache for me, Lenara?” she whispered, fluttering her tongue over the dark spots. 

Lenara trembled at the sensation, her body yearning towards Kieran’s hands and mouth. “I do, shar fanua’thal,” she admitted. “Oh, Kieran,” she groaned faintly. “You make me weak,” she told her wife, staring steadily into her dark eyes. “Please,” she gasped, biting her lip to keep from crying out.

Kieran kissed her fiercely, tongue avid in her mouth, hands more certain as her fingertips pressed on the dark vallette of Lenara’s spine. A circular motion of massaging them never failed to make Lenara moan and writhe, and Kieran anchored the Trill in her lap, driving Lenara to the edge of blinding desire. Kieran turned Lenara around, so that they were both facing the crashing ocean waves, Lenara’s bare back exposed to Kieran’s mouth. Almost ticklish kisses along Lenara’s shoulders and the back of her neck made her go limp in Kieran’s hands, and Kieran eased Lenara’s pants down her hips, revealing the darker vallette at the base of her spine. Kieran stroked softly between her buttocks, stimulating the dark spots, making Lenara quiver with anticipation. One slender finger rubbed at the puckered orifice which was exquisitely sensitive, and Lenara shuddered. She leaned forward on her outstretched arms, balancing on her knees, so that Kieran could tug her pants down further. A faint shaft of moonlight reflected momentarily on them, and Kieran could see the glistening ribbon of fluid between Lenara’s labia, inviting her fingers to find it. Lenara jolted as Kieran entered her, fingers pressing into the warmth and wetness, Lenara’s hips pushing backwards to take more of the length of Kieran’s digits. Before Lenara could climax, Kieran withdrew, turning Lenara face down on the blanket. She stripped off her own clothing, knowing that the silkiness of her own skin brushing over Lenara’s vallette would drive her wife half mad with need, and she was rewarded by the sound of Lenara’s labored breaths and the vision of the Trill’s fingers digging into the blanket as Kieran moved over her.

Kieran touched and caressed her for long moments, heightening her desire, then turned her face up again, taking Lenara in warm and welcoming arms at the same time that Kieran entered her again, this time from the front, fingers sliding through the slickness of the vallette adorning her labia. Lenara would have cried out, but for Kieran’s mouth swallowing up the sound of her pleasure. She clutched at Kieran’s back, half delirious with the intensity of the passion, and struggled for enough composure to touch Kieran simultaneously. Kieran groaned loudly as Lenara found her clit, swollen and coated in Kieran’s responsive juices, the friction driving Kieran into a frenzy as she thrust into Lenara’s depths. Nothing inflamed Kieran more than making her wife desperately passionate, and it never took much to push her over the edge once she had been making love to one of her wives for even the briefest of interludes. 

Lenara moved beneath her, hips lifting to meet her penetration, at the same time Kieran moved against Lenara’s fingers, clit sliding against the slenderness of Lenara’s touch. Kieran’s brain overloaded as she reached her peak, and the two women spoke Trill to one another, begging to be satisfied, urging the other on. Lenara felt herself separating from her body, moving toward the gateway, the heat building in her vallette until she was completely in a fevered delirium, crying out and demanding more. Kieran eased down her body, taking her clit into the searing heat of Kieran’s mouth, and Lenara opened her legs wide, gasping and murmuring Kieran’s name as she was devoured. Kieran suckled and pulled, and Lenara exploded then, body shaking violently as the peak crested and broke over them, and Kieran continued to lap at her, pushing her toward yet another climax. In the pale moonlight, Kieran could see that Lenara’s vallette had disappeared, and Lenara’s hands held Kieran’s head between those perfect thighs, loathe to let her finish. Kieran eased her fingers deep into Lenara’s passage as she fluttered her tongue over Lenara’s clit, and pressed the pad of her thumb against the puckered orifice where the vallette had once been. Lenara shrieked at the intensity of the touch, and came again, writhing and thrashing and clutching at her wife as though she might tear her limb from limb. 

Kieran crept up the Trill’s spent form, cradling her delicately, kissing the dampness of her hair, whispering endearments in Trill as Lenara calmed again. Kieran felt her own emotion welling from deep within her chest, and she realized in that moment, she had, in fact, been aware of the discrepancy in the time Lenara spent with her and the time Lenara spent with Robin and Naomi. She was annoyed with herself for it, but she refused to hide it, preferring to confide her insecurities to Lenara and approach it honestly. They talked for a long while, clearing the air and reaching a deeper understanding of one another. Lenara assured Kieran that every sexual encounter did not need to include the entire Trill mating ritual, and that in fact, she preferred the more abbreviated form of lovemaking they had just shared, though once in a very great while the ritual lovemaking would be welcome. Kieran was relieved, having felt like she had a standard to uphold, and now knowing she could be human. 

There were times when their communication was so good, so perfect, that neither woman was conscious of having ever been apart, and it seemed as though they had been married for an eternity. Their bond was the most historical one of the four women, and it felt the most grounded to them. Kieran still felt a newness with Robin that she never felt with Lenara or Naomi, and Lenara felt that way about Naomi. They laughed together at the way they each viewed the group and individual dynamic, cuddling until the sun threatened at the skyline. 

Lenara couldn’t seem to get enough of kissing Kieran, and the only thing that prevented them from making love again was the pre-dawn joggers who had begun to arrive on the beach. They were dressed by then, having succumbed to the cool, damp air, and when their privacy was forfeit, they agreed to transport to San Francisco for breakfast. Kieran was having an Eggington’s craving, and Lenara was more than happy to indulge her wife, if it meant making amends for the lack of equality in attention Lenara had shown her. 

______________

Jenny Wildman took Ro Laren to a breakfast eatery in San Francisco after they fell asleep on the beach in each other’s arms. They had dozed until early morning, and then returned to their quarters to get ready for the trial. Jenny felt peculiar being back in uniform, and could hardly stand to feel it clinging to her body. She recalled all too vividly how her uniform had become so filthy and stained while she was in captivity, and ultimately, bloody.

Laren sipped her raktajino, watching Jenny eat, filling her eyes with her young lover’s features, memorizing her. She saw Kieran and Lenara come in the front entrance, looking like they had been up all night, laughing and acting cozy. Her talk with Lenara must have motivated the Trill to attempt to balance the scales in her marriage again, because she and Kieran were apparently more interested in kissing than eating breakfast. Jenny caught them out of the corner of her eye, and leaned closer to Laren.

“I think they have the right idea. You’re much too far away,” she complained, scooting closer to her lover.

“Didn’t you get tired of kissing me after doing it all night?” Laren teased her, obliging her with several soft kisses. 

“Not even close. Not ever,” Jenny assured her, returning the affectionate embrace. “Besides, I have to spend several hours away from you today, between testimony and lunch with Seven, and dinner with the Moms. By the time we have dinner, I’ll be going through withdrawal. I might have to sneak you into Kieran’s old room to catch up,” she threatened. “I can’t believe I agreed to do so many things today,” she sighed, feeling overwhelmed.

“Averone, it’s fine,” Laren squeezed her hand. “I’ll be in the courtroom with you, and Seven will be with you all through lunch, and we’ll both be with you tonight. Don’t worry, okay?”

Jenny nodded. “Okay. I’m sorry to be so dependent and needy, Laren. I know I need to stop it,” she mentally kicked herself.

Laren kissed her gently. “No, you don’t. Jenny, this is about your pace, your rhythm. Nobody expects you to magically heal overnight. Nobody minds that you need more from me right now, least of all me. The last thing anyone wants is to minimize what happened to you. Damn, Jen, I wish Ni’vhat were still alive so I could kill him again,” she said darkly. 

“Anger is bad for your digestion, Laren,” Jenny admonished, kissing her to distract her from the tirade that was just on the tip of her tongue. 

The world around them disappeared, the motion, the clank of dishes, the scent of bacon and eggs, the people. For a moment, there was nothing but Jenny, for Ro Laren, nothing but her kiss and the love that she felt and the softness of Jenny’s breathing. When they parted, Laren could only lean her forehead against Jenny’s, overwhelmed for that instant. Neither woman noticed Lenara and Kieran Wildman standing beside the table, until Lenara cleared her throat. 

It startled Jenny and she nearly fell over herself trying to scramble out of her chair to escape. Laren had her in strong arms immediately. “Honey,” she whispered, “Jenny I’ve got you. It’s just Kieran and Lenara. Breathe, Averone.”

Kieran’s heart tugged at her, seeing Jenny so frightened. “J-cal,” she said softly, stepping back a foot. “We didn’t mean to sneak up on you, sweetie. Do you want us to leave?” 

Laren talked quietly in her ear. “Baby, they’re worried about you, that’s all. Let them sit with us a minute, to put their hearts at ease. Oh, Corey, they love you so much,” she assured her, trying to settle Jenny’s nerves.

“Okay,” Jenny breathed. “I can do this.” She looked over at Kieran, shaking her head. “Don’t go. I’m sorry, you just startled me. It’s my fault for being so wrapped up in my own head,” she assured the lanky captain. “Will you join us?”

Lenara nodded. “We’d like to. That’s why we came over.”

Kieran pulled out Lenara’s chair, moving very slowly, so Jenny wouldn’t perceive anything as threatening. She smiled at Jenny. “Can I get your chair?” she asked politely. 

“It’s okay, I’ve got it,” Jenny replied, seating herself, though she was practically in Laren’s lap.

Lenara reached for Laren’s hand. “Good morning,” she greeted her in Bajoran.

Laren smiled and said good morning in Trill. “KT, there’s coffee in that pot if you’d like some. We were just about finished.”

“You’re up early,” Kieran put in. “Or are you just still up from last night?” she asked, eyes sparkling with humor. 

“We did the beach most of the night. You’re not in uniform,” Jenny noted. 

“Lenara and I are taking a day off together. We haven’t done it in ages,” Kieran replied, lacing her fingers with the Trill’s. “We’re looking forward to having you all over tonight. It’s seems like forever since we’ve seen either of you,” she noted. “Cassidy misses you like crazy, Laren.”

“I’ll drop by the hatchery soon to say hi. I miss her, too,” she agreed. “Have she and Cam been staying in Florida with you all?”

Kieran nodded. “Dad wants you to come stay, too, both of you.  He and Gretchen added on to the house, so we can all be there together. Jenny, are you planning to see your folks? They contacted me two days ago, worried about you, sweetie. Lenara and Robbie and I had dinner with them last night.”

“I—don’t know. KT, if this had happened to Kit—what happened to me—would you want to know about it?” she asked haltingly. 

Kieran nodded. “Absolutely. Kit is my heart and I want to share everything that happens to her, good and bad. I know your folks love you just as much, Jenny. And they’re imaging the very worst, from what they said to us last night.”

“What about you, Lenara? Has Ems talked to you about what happened?” she asked faintly. 

Lenara shook her head. “She said she sat in a cell most of the time. She said they were more interested in you than in her, and most likely they were just getting ready to execute her when it was her turn,” she replied. “Other than the beating they gave her before Joely and Laren rescued you, she made it sound uneventful, for her.”

Jenny bit her lip. “Okay. If she says so. If it weren’t that pristine, would you want to know?” she asked reluctantly. “The details, I mean, would you want her to tell you, even if they were horrid?”

Lenara nodded emphatically. “I’m with Kieran on that one. Emily is my daughter, and I want to know everything that happens with her. I would hope she trusts our relationship enough to tell me things that aren’t palatable. But Jenny, you’re every bit as much our daughter. And you can always come to us. We love you, and we want to help. Please don’t think that just because our tie is a legal one that it makes a bit of difference. Because emotionally, it’s the same as Kit or Emily. You are part of our fanu’tremu, and you always will be. You know that, don’t you?”

Jenny gazed hollowly at her. “I love you both like my own family, too. But I could not stand to tell you the things those Cardassians did to either one of us,” she replied. “Lenara, Christmas Eve, you saw Laren’s scars, and I saw how you had to turn away. It made you cry, because you’re the most compassionate person in the quadrant. Neither Emily nor I want to stress you, not with your pregnancy, and believe me, the details would stress you beyond your ability to cope. There’s a reason, honestly, that only the captain of the ship can know certain things—and the medical staff. And for the same reasons, I cannot tell my family. They would be sick over it. It’s bad enough that Naomi and Robin know. And I know they aren’t allowed to tell you anything. Consider it a blessing. Laren understands because she’s been there. So do Robbie and Kathryn. So please don’t take it personally that I haven’t said anything. It’s not that I don’t love or trust you, because I do. And I know if I wanted you to listen, you would. But telling you would be cruel. That’s all.”

Kieran nodded. “Jenny, you don’t ever have to say a word. It’s your call. But you also don’t have to protect us, or go through anything alone.”

Jenny smiled softly. “I’m not alone. Emily was right there with me. She got me through it, until Laren and Joely saved our asses. And Laren is with me now. It’s enough. And I will be fine. It’s just a lot to work through, is all.” 


”And you’re doing great, Jen,” Laren encouraged her. “And we need to get you mentally centered and to the courthouse, Ji’talia.”

“Okay,” she exhaled slowly, regrouping mentally. “We’ll see you tonight, then,” Jenny excused them. 

Kieran looked meaningfully at Lenara. “So the rumors are true. Emily did not sit in a cell the whole time. She was not fine,” Kieran said softly. She wished for the thousandth time she could tell Lenara what was in Emily’s medical records, but she couldn’t, not without Emily’s approval, and Emily had flatly refused to let anyone see her records, even her wives. Kieran, Kathryn, and Joely were the only ones who knew the extent of her injuries.

“Why isn’t she talking to us?” Lenara wondered. “God, was it that horrible, that she can’t even say it?”

Kieran bit her lip. “Robbie has told me things that those bastards did to other prisoners, to her—I know whatever it was, it can’t be good. Joely had to carry Emily out of that camp, because Emily was too hurt to walk.”

“Surely she doesn’t really think I’m too fragile for the truth,” Lenara said sadly. “What kind of mother would I be, if I couldn’t hear the worst?”

Kieran shook her head. “It’s not about you, Nara. It’s about the baby. Ems is trying to protect you. But in doing so, she’s isolating herself needlessly. We’ll talk to her tonight. We’ll make her understand we’re here, and we’ll listen, and no matter what happened to her, we can and will support her and stand beside her.”

Lenara bit her lip. “If she won’t talk to us, there’s one way to find out what really happened,” she deduced. “We can listen to her testimony.”

________________

Jenny Wildman clung to Ro Laren’s hand as they entered the courtroom. She had seemed fine about the trial, but the second she saw the Cardassians, she stopped dead in her tracks. Her eyes widened and she broke out in a cold sweat. “Laren,” she hissed, “I can’t. I can’t do this,” she pleaded with the Bajoran.

Laren stood in the center aisle, holding her. “Averone, it’s important,” she urged, wrapping Jenny in her arms. “I’m right here, baby, and I won’t let them come near you. I swear it,” she said quietly. 

Seven of Nine had decided to come, as had Kathryn, and Seven had worried about just such a reaction from Jenny. She left her seat and strode up beside the two women. “Jenny,” she whispered. “Laren and I are both right here,” she reassured her, gripping her shoulder rigidly and powerfully. “Do you feel that?” she asked, squeezing hard.

Jenny met her eyes. She nodded slowly.

“That’s Borg technology. I could snap that Cardie’s neck with this hand,” she nodded in the direction of the first seated man on trial. “And I swear to you, if he moves a centimeter in your direction, I will do precisely that,” she promised. “Kathryn is here. Laren is here. We are all watching you.”

“I’m here,” Kit stated as well, coming up the aisle. “Jen, you know I’m trained in martial arts. If one of those cobras so much as breathes on you, he’ll be dead before he can blink.”

Chancellor P’Arth was in her usual place in the gallery, but she saw what was happening, and she joined the group momentarily, leaning close enough so that only the small group of women could hear her. Jenny glanced at her. “They are afraid of me,” she told Jenny. “I’ve been threatening them in their own language every day. The one in the middle? I killed his brother, and he remembers me because he was lucky enough that he got away—barely. You have a whole battalion of warriors with you, Jenny. No one will hurt you. You have my word on it,” she said quietly, trying to help. She lifted her tunic slightly, and Jenny saw a flash of blade. “You see?” she asked.

Seven narrowed her eyebrows. “Weapons are not allowed in here,” she said so no one but her friends could hear.

“Maybe. But I guarantee you, from where I will be sitting, I can take any one of them out with the flick of my wrist. What I lack in speed I make up for in accuracy,” P’Arth allowed. “And they are all aware I have this blade.” 

Laren smiled gratefully. “It never hurts to have someone who speaks Cardassian making the threats. What is this?” she asked, touching an insignia on P’Arth’s vest. 

“That? I am wearing it for the benefit of the defendants,” she said softly. “Each hash mark represents fifty Cardassians I have killed. And they know it.” 

Jenny relaxed visibly as she counted dozens of hash marks on P’Arth’s sash. “Okay,” she exhaled slowly. “I can do this. Thanks, everyone. I know I’m being a coward, but God, I hate even looking at them.” 

P’Arth smiled sympathetically. “The only cowards in this courtroom are the ones on trial,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. “You are here, and that is the bravest deed anyone of us has ever seen,” she said sincerely. 

Jenny considered. If there was anyone in the quadrant that would be likely to accuse her of cowardice, it was a Klingon, and yet even P’Arth didn’t think she lacked courage, and P’Arth had fought more Jem Hadar than any other Klingon ever had. 

“Okay?” Laren asked her, steadying her.

Jenny nodded silently, and the group of women escorted her to her seat. Kit went back into the lobby to get Emily, and walked her down to the row where the women were waiting patiently for the tribunal’s arrival. 

Laren’s testimony was uneventful. She described, over the course of two hours, the attack on the Sato’s crewmembers on Derna, the long days of mounting a rescue attempt, the rescue itself, and the gruesome condition she and Joely had found Emily and Jenny in. When she described the girls injuries, there were audible gasps in the gallery, but Laren set her jaw. She was not about to sugar coat it, and she made it as graphic as was accurate. Even the tribunal members looked queasy, by the time she was done. 

When Jenny was sworn in, she took her seat on the stand, and was shocked to see that the gallery was completely packed. She hadn’t paid any mind to the people coming in behind them, but as she looked out over the rows of spectators, she nearly burst into tears. Right behind where she had been sitting were Kieran, Robin, Lenara, and Naomi. Her parents were with them, and her two oldest siblings, Perry and Keith. Gretchen and Gerry were there, nodding reassurance at her. Cameron and Cassidy gave her a thumb’s up. Joely and Kate sat beside them, smiling confidently at her. Amy Scott sat in the front row on the other side of the courtroom, along with the EMH and the rest of the medical and counseling staff. B'Elanna and Noah Lessing mouthed silent greetings at her, and Neelix blew her a kiss. Jenny’s professors from the Academy were there. Amanda Brand and Owen Paris sat together, gazing at her as calmly as you please. Kieran’s former assistant coaches were there, with the basketball team dressed in their Academy best. Coaches Freeman and Perkins waved discreetly at her. Ben Mason and his entire security team was there and the whole Ops contingent of the Sato had come. Even the counter boy from the Astrofreeze was there. Mike and Molly Sorvino had closed the Time Warp for the day so they could attend the trial. Jenny realized as she looked out over the assembled crowd that they were there for her. Every single one of them. She found out later that there were four hundred other crewmembers from the ship that were turned away at the entrance, because the gallery was so full. They were joined by every survivor from the Sagan that had been released from medical care. Starfleet Command set up monitors and an outdoor audio system so they could all listen in on the proceedings. 

It had been drilled into her from day one at the Academy: Starfleet takes care of its own. Jenny knew there were never truer words as she made eye contact with every person in the gallery. Jenny spent the rest of the morning testifying, and when they recessed for lunch, Mike and Molly Sorvino took them all to the Time Warp, where the staff had donated their time to fix a lunch buffet for the crowd of trial attendants. Hugs were exchanged all around, and Jenny had to get over her fear of crowds and loud noises in one fell swoop. She remembered a time on the Sato when she had felt unimportant, invisible compared to her fast track wife and her published author wife. Jenny had always considered herself a behind-the-scenes kind of officer, not someone anyone would notice. But it was apparent to her that she was respected and loved by her crewmates, and everyone wanted to show her their support. When the crowd returned to the courthouse, the mass of uniformed people outside cheered for them, calling out encouragement to their Ops Lieutenant—to their friend. Jenny shook hands with many of them as she walked through the crowd, forcing herself not to be phobic about her hands being touched. 

As they retook their seats, Seven walked Jenny to the bench, smiling at her. “I expect a rain check for lunch,” she told the Lieutenant. “No maybes.” 

Jenny actually laughed. “I had no idea there would be so many people here, Seven,” she told the Borg. “You’re not disappointed, are you?” 

Seven kissed her cheek and seated her. “Yes. But I’ll get over it,” she teased. 

__________

The entire family and most of their closest friends gathered at the Wildman’s farm in Indiana that evening for dinner. Gretchen Janeway’s church had laid out a huge dinner spread for them all, and Gretchen was as surprised as the Wildwomen were. It was a Hoosier tradition, though: in a crisis, have a feast. Gretchen’s friends from her choir even served the entourage, and each of them told Jenny Wildman what a strong woman she was. They had all watched the trial on the satellite news feed, and were stunned by the details of her captivity. The visual records of Jenny’s physical injuries had been so awful, the network refused to broadcast them, blacking them out when they were shown. It was a wonder, after what they had all seen, that anyone could eat at all. 

Laren stayed at Jenny’s side all evening, and Seven was never out of reach, either. Jenny felt safe, finally, having faced the people who had usurped that feeling completely from her. Everyone concerned was keeping a stiff upper lip, because Kieran had told them each in turn that was what was expected. No one was allowed to make it harder for Jenny by dumping their own outrage and anger on her. The prosecutor had mercifully limited Jenny’s time before the tribunal, and the defense attorney was more than happy to have her conclude her testimony as quickly as possible. Joely would go next, and then Emily. They had broken up the testimony of the two captives simply to give the tribunal a mental break from the atrocities.

Mike and Molly Sorvino sat on a blanket on the grass, talking quietly with Kit, Kieran, and Naomi. Kieran was thanking them for their impromptu banquet earlier in the day, and offering to pay for the food. Mike was having none of that. 

“But Mikey,” she was saying, “surely you never expected over a hundred of us.”

Mike smiled at her. “Actually, yeah, I did,” he laughed. “I knew Jenny would have a zillion friends there,” he allowed. 

Kieran smiled, nodding. “She’s a great kid,” she agreed. “How’s Toni doing?” she asked.

He grinned. “Moving up the ranks,” he bragged. “She’s head of security on the Potemkin,” he reported. “And before you know it, she’ll be on a Supremacy class vessel. That’s her goal.”

Molly rolled her eyes. “Honey, she’s got three people ahead of her in seniority. It isn’t happening,” she advised her husband in her thick New York accent. “Kieran, the man thinks she’s the reincarnation of James Kirk,” she complained.

“Toni went into security?” she asked, brain churning. “I am very, very shorthanded in that department,” she told the Sorvinos.

“Oh, man, KT, she’d kill to be on a Supremacy class ship,” Mikey replied. 

“I told you once when I got my first command I’d look her up, Mikey. I meant it. Before I go to bed tonight, in fact, I’ll look up her service record. Do you think she’d want to work for me?”

Mike howled with laughter. “She still has the basketball you autographed for her on display in her quarters,” he said. “What do you think, Captain?”

Kieran laughed. “I think I’d kill for a qualified security chief,” she replied. Kieran spied Emily watching her, and decided to see what was on her daughter’s mind. She excused herself and grabbed a couple of chocolate chip cookies, offering one to the willowy young woman as she joined her on the swing set. They had put in the swings and a slide for Katie and Geejay, several years before, but Emily always enjoyed them just as much as she enjoyed the children. 

“Hey, honey,” Kieran said as she took the adjacent swing. “How are you holding up, Ems?”

Emily shrugged. “Okay I guess. How about you and the Moms? It must have been hard hearing Jen’s testimony today,” she offered sympathetically. 

“I think we handled it pretty well—all four of us. Are you worried about your own testimony?” she asked, swinging around in a tight circle on the swing.

Emily considered. “I don’t want to do it at all. Not so publicly. My God, it was a media circus today. I’ve asked the prosecutor if I can have a closed courtroom.”

Kieran stopped her restless motion. “Who are you going to allow in there?” she wondered.

“Just the lawyers, the accused, and the tribunal,” she replied. She saw the protest that hung on Kieran’s lips and forestalled it with an upraised hand. “Mom,” she said so no one would over hear, “it’s—private. You know what’s in my medical records. I don’t want anyone to know what really happened. Especially not Jenny. She’s not strong enough. And if she knows that all her bargaining with Ni’vhat did no good, she might go off the deep end.”

“But Ems, I know already. Don’t you want even one supportive person there?” Kieran asked, hurt by the exclusion. 

“I appreciate it, Mom, really. But if I let you, I have to let Kit and Jenny, and Lenara. And I don’t want Kit and Jenny to find out about my—condition, not like that. When I’m ready, and they’re strong enough, I’ll tell them. Not until,” she insisted. 

Kieran sighed. “Ems, I really think you should get it off your chest. You’re carrying way too much on your shoulders, honey. And with your history—” she argued.

“History?” Emily interrupted. “You mean because I tried to jump off the admin building once?” she tried to make light of it, nudging her mother. 

Kieran fixed her with a commanding officer’s glare. “I mean precisely that,” she affirmed. “Ems, I’m worried about you. You’re my daughter,” she emphasized. “I care one hell of a lot about keeping you off the rooftops,” she said fiercely. “And Lenara is in agony over your silence, honey. You saw the Calverts today—they listened to every grisly detail of Jenny’s ordeal, and they never freaked out or lost control for a second. They held it together for Jen, because they love her and they know a negative reaction would only compound her trauma,” she argued. “And they didn’t even come here, because they respect her wishes not to see them yet.”

Emily snorted. “You’re suggesting I tell my pregnant mother I was serially raped?” she asked incredulously. “Do you want her to lose the baby?” 

Kieran touched her arm. “Sweetie, don’t you get it? Lenara is Trill, for God’s sake. Her symbiont is telling her everything about your affect is all wrong. She already knows something horrid happened to you, and her symbiont keeps pushing her to ask. But she’s trying so hard not to intrude. Damn, Ems, she loves you, and so do I. We all do, sweetheart. Your wives are not going to love you one bit less for what you’ve been through.” So it wasn’t just once that Du’vir did that to her. I thought not.

Emily sighed. “It’s just that Laren and Jenny are so enthralled with each other, right now, and they’re bonding, Mom. I don’t want to be a distraction from that. And Jenny has had all the trauma one person should ever have to endure in a lifetime. I can’t compound it.” Her dark eyes flashed dangerously, and Kieran saw the crack in the façade. 

“Just—think about it, Emily. Think about talking to one or both of us—or hell, all four of us. Whatever you’re comfortable with, sweetheart.”

Emily was sorely tempted. “I’ll consider it, Mom. Thanks for your concern,” she responded. 

Lenara Wildman was sharing a blanket with P’Arth, talking animatedly about her upcoming wormhole project, more as a means of keeping herself from thinking about Jenny’s testimony than anything else. When she had run out of things to tell the Chancellor, she leaned closer. “I wanted to thank you for what you did today for Jenny,” she said quietly.

P’Arth smiled faintly. “It was nothing. I merely told her the truth—that I have been talking to those Cardassians every single day and putting the fear of Grethor in them.”

“No,” Lenara corrected her. “I meant the way you reassured her—because you didn’t question her courage, like so many Klingons would have, she believed in herself enough to testify. And this,” she touched the sash on P’Arth’s shoulder where the deaths of hundreds of Cardassians were memorialized, “this made her strong. She knew you were telling the truth when you said you’d kill them with your blade if they made a move toward her. She loves Kit and Laren, and she knows they are formidable warriors, but she wasn’t quite willing to be so far from their protection. Knowing you could throw your blade faster than even Kit or Seven could jump the balustrade—that’s was made her confident.”

“Seven did not approve of my carrying a weapon,” she noted sheepishly. “But when I saw how comforted Jenny was, I was not sorry. Cardassians are wily, and I wouldn’t put it past one of them to rush the witness stand. That’s the only reason I came armed,” she explained. 

“Well, I for one am very glad you did. And I know Jenny appreciated it,” Lenara assured her, resting a gentle hand on P’Arth’s forearm. “A Trill never forgets when a kindness is shown to a member of her fanu’tremu,” she said gratefully.

P’Arth was visibly moved. “And I will never forget how kind you have been to me, when you had every reason to dislike and distrust me. I am humbled by your generosity, Doctor Kahn.”

As P’Arth was speaking her heart, Detara was approaching the Chancellor. She had just materialized at the gathering, and seemed anxious to find the Ambassador. “Chancellor,” she said, out of breath, and dropping onto her knees beside her mistress. “You must see this right away,” she urged, handing P’Arth a data PADD.

P’Arth glanced at it, her face darkening. There had been a raid on her lands in the agricultural region of Qo’noS, and the families aligned with her house were asking for her help and advice. 

“Trouble?” Lenara asked gently, seeing the concern on P’Arth’s face.

“Nothing I can’t handle,” P’Arth replied, handing the PADD back to Detara. “Contact Verkor, and tell him to gather the families together. They must strike back within the hour, or the interlopers will assume my house has grown weak in my absence,” she stated flatly. “Go immediately.”

“Yes, Chancellor,” Detara acquiesced, though she was miffed at being sent away. She noted that Lenara Kahn was touching her lover, and the knowledge rankled in her soul. 

“P’Arth,” Lenara offered, “I would be happy to go with you, so you can make the transmission yourself. Then we can come right back here,” she said agreeably, knowing that once the woman left she would be reluctant to return to the gathering uninvited. 

The Klingon smiled at her. “That would be excellent. If my alliance sees that you are with me, they will spread that information across the homeworld, and my stature will be graced,” she said sincerely. “Are you certain you don’t mind?”

Lenara staggered to her feet, and P’Arth leapt up to assist her. “Thank you,” she said, laughing at herself. “This child is like a duranium chunk in my belly,” she commented, making the Chancellor chuckle. “I don’t mind a bit. It’s the least I can do.”

P’Arth was holding Lenara’s arm to steady her, and Lenara smiled up at her, folding her hands over the Chancellor’s forearm. P’Arth was perfectly charmed by the gesture. Detara glared at Lenara so fiercely Lenara could feel the hatred rolling off the young woman in waves. 

______________

Katie Torres had been using her parents’ preoccupation with the trial to her advantage. Although she was still grounded, no one was paying much attention to her, and she and Ja’Kir had been sneaking into each others’ quarters frequently. P’Arth was just as preoccupied, it seemed, with all of her new friendships, and the Chancellor thought Ja’Kir was studying so much, he wouldn’t notice her absence. She was wrong about that. 

As she entered her quarters with Lenara Wildman and Detara, Ja’Kir heard the ‘whoosh’ of the entrance sliding open. He and Katie had been lying in his bed, kissing and talking. “Forshak!” he swore, “My mother is home. Hide,” he told her. 

Katie had no sooner slid beneath his bed, huddled in the cramped darkness, than P’Arth came into Ja’Kir’s room. “Aren’t you supposed to be in bat’leth training on the holodeck?” she asked mildly. “What were you doing, Ja’Kir?”

He smiled and tried to hide his nervousness. “I was reading the teachings of Kahless,” he lied, holding up the scripture book. “I guess I lost track of the time, mother,” he apologized. “I’ll go right away,” he added, grabbing his boots and strapping them on. 

P’Arth eyed him suspiciously, but she didn’t want to keep Lenara waiting. She also did not want her son to know that her house had come under a minor siege. “Hurry, or you’ll miss your time slot,” she scolded him. “Honestly, Ja’Kir, if you aren’t more mindful of your obligations, I will get you a wet nurse,” she threatened. 

Ja’Kir tried not to scowl at her. “I said I’ll go right now. I’m sorry, mother.” He went to his closet and removed his bat’leth, the one he had insisted on having even though the blade was too large for him and the weight of it was unwieldy for his strength. P’Arth would not discourage him, even if he had an inflated opinion of his skill. 

Ja’Kir rushed out of the bedroom, and out of their quarters, his stomach churning inwardly. He hoped Katie would stay hidden until his mother left again, but for all he knew, P’Arth was in for the evening. He cursed inwardly at his bad luck. If P’Arth had come five minutes later, she would have caught them in a much more compromised situation. Luckily, he and Katie hadn’t gotten any farther than some very intense kissing. Not that they were as intimate as he would have liked, but they were starting to venture further into their exploration of one another, and Katie was increasingly interested in the things he wanted to show her, and in the ways he wanted to touch her. He knew she was very young and mostly untried, and he was enjoying the process of teaching her immensely, even if there was a good deal more persuasion involved than there would have been with fully Klingon girls. Back on Qo’noS, there was a girl two years older than him, from one of the families allied with P’Arth’s house, and she had taught Ja’Kir a thing or two. He was sure that if they could only go back home, he could pick up with her right where they had left off, and he would soon be relieved of his virginity. But P’Arth had decided to remain with the Sato for the time being, and that meant Katie was the only Klingon girl he could try to court. And she had some pretty strange ideas about what it meant to have a boyfriend. 

Ja’Kir felt a stirring deep in the pit of his gut as he pictured Katie, how beautiful she looked when he was lying on her. He had convinced her the night before to allow him to lie between her legs in just their underwear, and although she seemed truly puzzled by the request, she understood now why he had asked, and she was obviously glad he had shown her. He knew he would have to do some fairly persistent coaxing to get her to let him touch her with his hands, but he also knew eventually, she would want more than just pressing against one another and moving to create heat and friction. The problem was, every time he had time alone with her, and they would have fun together, Katie seemed to feel guilty about it and she would spend the next couple of days with Geejay. Ja’Kir had tried to explain to Katie that having a boyfriend meant he came first, but Katie told him he didn’t own her, and not to get so selfish about it. He was afraid she wouldn’t want to be with him at all, if he pushed too much to cut Geejay out of the picture. But he was confident if he could only escalate things between them a bit more, Katie wouldn’t want to spend time with anyone but him. 

Katie was still under Ja’Kir’s bed, trying to get her pants fastened and back in place in the tight crawl space without being heard. She could hear P’Arth and Lenara talking, and P’Arth was placing a comm message to someone. Katie felt a sudden weight pressing down on her, and she saw two feet on the floor. Someone was sitting on the bed. The shoes were not P’Arth's, and the feet were too large to be Lenara’s. She knew it wasn’t Ja’Kir or Keh’grang, either, and that meant it had to be Detara. Detara was eavesdropping on Lenara and P’Arth, Katie realized. 

P’Arth and Lenara ended their transmission to whomever, and Detara stepped over to Ja’Kir’s workstation, tapping in commands. Katie could just barely see the viewscreen, and a male Klingon with long white hair and a thick beard was on the receiving end. He said something guttural in Klingon, and then ended the communication with Detara. She hastily shut down the workstation and rejoined Lenara and P’Arth. 

“Is everything all right, Chancellor?” she asked P’Arth.

“Where have you been?” P’Arth returned without answering her inquiry.

“I was in the ensuite. I wanted to give you privacy for your communication. Was Che’vaL receptive to your plan?” she asked, deflecting the attention from her.

“He was. Of course he was. He knows his place in the scheme of things,” P’Arth replied. 

“Is he certain that To’Rehkt is behind this?” Detara asked, inwardly sighing relief that she had been ably to piggy back the message P’Arth had sent to forward it to her contact. 

“Quite certain. To’Rehkt was also behind the attempt on my life that you and Keh’grang foiled just before we left for the negotiations,” she revealed. “He would kill me if only to usurp my property. Taking control of the council is just sauce on the qagh for him,” she said thoughtfully. “Dishonorable piece of bak'tag that he his,” she added. 

Lenara reached for P’Arth’s hand. “We should get back to dinner,” she urged her friend. 

P’Arth smiled warmly at her. “Yes. There is always time for unpleasantness later,” she agreed. “Detara, return to your quarters. I will be back quite late,” she advised.

Detara hid her reaction, but did as she was told. P’Arth and Lenara went to the transporter room to beam back to the Wildman’s farmhouse. Katie Torres scrambled out from under the bed and ran to the holodeck to find Ja’Kir. He was fighting off a holographic version of Fek’lhr with his bat’leth, wearing only his breeches and boots. His pectoral muscles bulged, and sweat ran between them. Katie thought he was the exemplar of Klingon masculinity. He spun when she entered, dispatching the holographic monster with a flair. “Computer, freeze program,” he commanded the invisible sentry. “Did anyone see you?” he asked, reaching for a towel to dry himself.

Katie took the towel from him and wiped the sweat from his back and shoulders. “No one. Your mother and my step-mother contacted someone. But Ja’Kir, Detara told your mother she was in the ensuite the whole time. She lied. She was in your room, and she was doing something at your workstation. I could see a Klingon man on the display, and she was sending some sort of data stream to him. She seemed very secretive about it.”

Ja’Kir slipped his arms around Katie’s shoulders, and stooped to kiss her. “Thank you for telling me. It was probably her father,” he speculated. “Her parents are very angry with her for making waves with my mother. They are right to reprimand her,” he opined. “My mother has given Detara far more than she deserves, and yet Detara demands more, always more.”

Katie smiled faintly. “She is in love with your mother. Do you blame her?” she asked knowingly. 

Ja’Kir scoffed. “VeQ! She hasn’t a prayer if she thinks mother is interested in her. Detara is nothing more to my mother than a slave girl to its master. Mother takes her pleasure with Detara from time to time, but there is no genuine feeling there,” he reported nonchalantly. 

“Takes her pleasure?” Katie asked, intrigued but uncertain what he meant. 

Ja’Kir blushed, though his skin was so dark, it didn’t show. “Yes. You know,” he said reluctantly. 

Katie shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

Ja’Kir sighed. He hated to be crude, and his mother’s antics didn’t sit well with him, but Katie needed to understand. “She has sex with her, but they have not taken the Oath,” he explained. “They are not blood bonded. But Detara wants to be.”

Katie considered momentarily, wandering through the jungle motif of the program. “So—Detara wants to have your mother’s child?” she asked. 

Ja’Kir pulled her up short. “You don’t know about sex, do you?” he asked.

Katie frowned. “Yes, I do. It’s to make babies,” she retorted. “Except if it’s two women, they can’t without a doctor to help them. Doesn’t your mother know that?”

Ja’Kir studied her piteously. “You haven’t taken interspecies sexuality in school yet, have you?” he asked.

Katie shook her head. “Next term. Why?”

Ja’Kir took her hand. “Because it’s not just for making sons and daughters,” he explained. “Sex is for love, for sharing intimacy, for fun. It can also be for conquest,” he detailed, giving her the Klingon perspective. 

Katie sat down on a rock, gazing up at him. “But it doesn’t sound like it would be fun,” she protested.

Ja’Kir knelt at her feet, straining upward to kiss her. For long moments, he explored her mouth, teasing with his tongue, until Katie threaded her fingers in his hair to kiss him harder, more insistently. “You like kissing me, don’t you?” he asked, leading her thought processes where he wanted them to go.

“Yes. You know I do,” she replied, studying his expression. 

“Well, just like kissing and lying on each other feels good, so does sex,” he concluded. “And that’s why my mother sleeps with Detara. Only for Detara, it’s more than just fun. She’s in love with my mother, and wants a relationship with her.”

Katie puzzled over it. “But the trial that’s going on—it’s partly because those Cardassians forced Jenny to have sex, isn’t it?”

Ja’Kir nodded. “They raped her.  But that’s not sex, Katie. That’s an assault. There’s a big difference. It’s only sex if you want to do it. If someone makes you do it when you don’t want to, that’s bad,” he explained. “And that’s why they’re in trouble.”

“So I was right, it doesn’t necessarily feel good,” she said triumphantly. 

Ja’Kir smiled at her logic. “Sex is supposed to always feel good,” he replied. “But rape is just violent. That’s part of the difference,” he struggled to make her understand. 

Katie kissed him with an air of curiosity, then pulled away, looking pointedly at him. “Do you want to have sex with me?” she asked bluntly. 

“Yes,” he said honestly. “When you’re ready. I want to make you feel good,” he said persuasively. “Like when we lie together. That feels good to you, doesn’t it?” he asked, taking her hands.

She nodded slowly. “But that’s not sex,” she noted. 

Ja’Kir agreed. “You’re right, it’s not. The ways that you touch each other that can lead to sex are called foreplay. That’s what it is when we lie together like that.”

Katie looked dismayed. “You’ve just been doing that to try to get me to have sex with you?” she demanded. 

He backpeddalled quickly. “No, I’ve just been trying to make you feel good. I’ve never tried to do anything more. And I wouldn’t unless you wanted to. That’s honorable,” he said gently. 

“But you want to,” she stated, flabbergasted at the concept. 

“All boys want to,” he defended himself. “It’s natural to want to.”

Katie sighed. It was all very confusing. “I think I’m too young to do anything like that,” she decided. “I’m not even allowed to go diving alone, yet,” she reasoned, teetering between being a child and an adolescent. 

Ja’Kir shrugged. “I’m older than you. That’s all. If you’re not interested, that’s okay. I’m happy just kissing you,” he offered. 

Katie smiled radiantly then. “Good. Me too.” She glanced at her wrist chrono. “I should get home before my parents get back from the party. I don’t want to get in any more trouble.”

Ja’Kir nodded. “Okay. Will you come to my room tonight, after they are asleep?” he asked hopefully.

“I’ll try,” Katie agreed. “Everyone will be exhausted after Jenny’s testimony today,” she said thoughtfully. “I’ll sneak away, then,” she promised, kissing him goodbye.

______________

Emily Wildman saw her step-mother finishing up a conversation with her grandfather-in-law Gerry Thompson, and decided she really did want to talk to someone. Kieran knew more than anyone else did about her injuries and their captivity, so who better to be a confidante? And besides, Kieran was the Captain, and captains are always ready to shoulder the burden. Emily slipped up beside Kieran, who fairly towered over her, and tucked her hand in Kieran’s. “Let’s walk down to the pond,” she said quietly. “Just the two of us.”

Kieran nodded, squeezing her hand. “Okay. Lead on, Lieutenant,” she invited her dark-haired step-daughter. 

Emily walked with her in silence for a long way, checking behind them periodically. 

“Is something wrong, Ems?” Kieran finally asked as Emily craned her neck to look back down the dirt road that led to Gretchen’s land. 

“Just making sure we’re alone,” she replied. “I expect you to keep this in strictest confidence, Mom,” she told the Captain. 

“Understood. You know your secrets are safe with me, sweetheart,” Kieran promised. 

Emily breathed deeply. “Look, there are reasons I haven’t said anything about my captivity. Good reasons. There are things Jenny doesn’t know, thing she just can’t find out, not with her being so volatile right now. She was trying so hard to protect me, bargaining with those fuckers for my safety, that I didn’t have the heart to tell her after we got back. I didn’t tell her while we were captives because she got so angry with Du’vir for raping me, she almost got herself killed,” she let it out in a rush. They turned up the path of Gretchen’s farm and headed toward the orchard, Emily gathering her courage. 

“Jenny doesn’t have to know anything you want to tell me,” Kieran said gently. “You’re saying that things happened to you she doesn’t know about? You hid them from her?” she asked, keeping her tone accepting and encouraging.

“I couldn’t stand to see that pain in her eyes, Mom. When I told her the first time that Du’vir had raped me, Jenny just felt so horrible about it. He hurt me really badly,” she explained, sighing. 

Kieran let go of Emily’s hand and wrapped an arm around her shoulders instead, pulling her close as they wandered through the thick apple trees. “Was that the first day you were there?” she asked.

Emily considered. “You know, time there was a total blur. I was working on Derna, and some Romulan was hovering around me, watching what I was doing. The next thing I know, he’s blocking my light, and I asked him to move. I look up, and he’s holding a phase pistol on me and telling me to act like I know him and come with him. We went down a back alley, and nobody even noticed him taking me off. There was a Cardassian waiting for us. The next minute, a Bajoran drags Jenny down that alley, and the Cardassian abducts us. I have no idea how long we were aboard the transport ship, how long the trip took. It seemed like forever, we were so scared,” she admitted. “Poor Jenny was just shaking. She’d heard all of Laren’s horror stories, and some of Kathryn’s, and some of Robbie’s, so she was imagining the worst because the entire crew of the ship was Cardassian.”

They arrived at the pond, and flopped down in the grass, Kieran smiling sympathetically at her daughter. “I’d have been terrified too,” she allowed.

“We hadn’t been in the prison camp very long, I don’t think, when they took Jenny away the first time. Du’vir came in and we tried to fight him off, but he ended up clubbing me with a rifle and knocking me out. When I came around, Jenny was gone. He had beaten her pretty badly, because there was blood all over the floor of the cell I was in. And then he came back. Have you ever seen a Cardassian’s anatomy?” she asked absently, gazing out across the pond.

“Not outside of textbooks,” Kieran replied, swallowing hard. 

“They’re huge, Kieran. Enormous. They have a skeletal structure like duranium, and Du’vir was broad shouldered and hipped, and his endowment was equally massive. He almost tore me in two when he raped me. I think I was in shock, or close to it, by the time he finished and Jenny came back. She knew from one look at me that I wasn’t in my right mind, and she started checking me for injuries. My uniform was soaked with blood at the thighs because he had torn me inside, and Jenny was just appalled. I told her I might be carrying a Cardassian child—and she went berserk, screaming for the guard to come. He actually came and she went for his throat when he refused to help me. He beat her to a pulp, Mom. And I was in such a stupor of pain I couldn’t even get off the bunk to check her, to help her. I could barely stand to move.” Emily bit her lip, remembering how much it had hurt. “Du’vir showed up the next time they took Jenny away, and I was afraid Jenny would keep raging at them, and get herself killed. So I lied and told her they were leaving me alone. She thinks Du’vir raped me once. That’s all. But it was nearly every time they took Jenny away. But I didn’t know she was actually trading sex for my safety. I thought she was just playing Ni’vhat, stringing him along. If I had known she was sleeping with him to protect me I would have told her that Du’vir was still raping me. I didn’t know,” she pleaded with Kieran to understand. 

Kieran held her close then. “You were trying to keep her safe, just as she was trying to keep you safe,” she acknowledged. “Oh, Ems, I’m so sorry.”

“I had no idea she was bargaining with them until she snapped in the brig and killed them both, and then—” she gasped, breaking down. “Then I knew what she had done to try to protect me. She was giving herself to Ni’vhat for me, for a chance to protect me. If I had known, I would have told her it wasn’t working. And that bastard Ni’vhat raped her so many times he fractured her fucking pelvis,” she cried, “and she came back to our cell torn almost in half, she was bleeding so badly, the guard had to carry her, and I couldn’t, I couldn’t—Oh, Christ, Mom, I couldn’t tell what was what on her body, I had to try to piece her back together before she bled to death,” she sobbed. 

Kieran rocked her then, letting her cry. “Okay, Ems, I’ve got you now. Let it go, honey,” she said quietly, stroking her soft, dark hair.

“So I can’t tell her what really happened. She can’t know. Because then she’ll think it was all for nothing. But Du’vir must have raped me at least eight times in a week. I don’t know. I’m not sure how long we were there, it’s all so jumbled. And that last time they took Jenny out, that’s when Ni’vhat damn near killed her, and they had left me a med kit, for some reason. I think because they wanted me to patch Jenny up so Ni’vhat could rape her again, and I almost didn’t treat her for fear he would, but there was so much fucking blood, I was afraid she would die if I didn’t treat her, so I had to. I had to. And I gave her the one sedative in the kit so she wouldn’t feel the pain so much, and then Du’vir came back for more of me. And he found the med kit and that’s about all I remember, because he beat me ‘til I passed out. He said I stole that med kit but I didn’t, I swear it. They left it in there after they treated me, and I used it on Jenny. I did not steal it. But he was so busy kicking my ass, he didn’t listen. When I woke up, Jenny was in surgery here on the ship. We had been rescued. But Joely had to fix what I fucked up, because damn, I’m not a doctor, and I was just trying to stop the bleeding, before she died. God, she was just ripped to fucking shreds, and I did my best, but I’m not a doctor,” she said frantically, grabbing Kieran’s sweatshirt and shaking her. 

Emily’s eyes were wild with anger and fear, and she was near hysteria. “Kieran she was bleeding! What the fuck was I supposed to do?” she demanded. “And Du’vir had hurt me so much, I kept bleeding the whole time I was there, but he gave me a rag and I used it to absorb some of the blood, so Jenny wouldn’t know. And I know how to deal with pain, I know how to switch off my awareness, because I’ve done it so many times in foster care, and Jenny never knew how much pain I was in. All I could feel was fear, at that point. By the time the Cardies sent that medic to treat me, it was too late. Joely says—she says he hurt me so bad I can’t have children, now,” she cried softly, losing all sense of the world around her in her misery. “That’s why I was in sickbay so long, because they had to remove my uterus. Joely tried to save it, but I was too damaged, and I kept hemorrhaging. Kit and Jenny don’t know. I can’t tell them, I can’t,” she sobbed. “Because Jenny will know what happened and that she didn’t help me,” she explained, clutching at Kieran’s shirt until she was almost choking Kieran. 

“Okay, Ems,” Kieran held her tightly, “It’s okay now. You did the right thing, Emily, you did. God, you both tried your best to protect each other, you did what you could,” she assured her, rocking her while Emily cried.

“Jenny can’t know, Kieran, she’s such a mess,” Emily bawled. “I love her, I have to protect her from this, she’s been through so much,” she insisted, crying so hard she soaked Kieran’s shirt completely through. 

“Okay, honey, don’t worry about her now. Just worry about yourself. Emily, I love you and you’re safe now. No one is going to hurt you, baby. Hold on to me, Emily. I’ve got you,” she spoke comforting words, knowing Emily’s sanity was hanging by a thread. So that was why Emily needed the hysterectomy. That’s how her uterus was perforated and got so infected.

Emily calmed after a long while. “And the irony of it all is,” she said, sounding numb now, “I can’t have children but I was carrying Du’vir’s baby. I had to abort the only child I’ll ever carry, because the infection was so bad.”

Kieran kissed her hair. “Honey, I’ve read your records. The fetus wasn’t alive by then. It couldn’t survive with all the damage to your uterus. You didn’t do any harm to it by having the hysterectomy,” she assured her. 

Emily curled herself into Kieran, twining her arms around the larger woman’s neck and crawling into her lap. “Don’t let me go,” she demanded, tears still streaming down her cheeks. “I want to tell Kit and Jenny, because they’re going to find out eventually when I never talk about having kids. And wouldn’t it just figure, of the three of us, I’m the one who can’t get pregnant, and I’m the only one who ever wanted to.” 

Kieran kissed her forehead. “I know, honey. Naomi wanted kids probably more than any of us, and she’s the one who can’t risk getting pregnant,” she explained. “It’s been hard for her, knowing that, but the other three of us stepped up and promised to give her all the children she wants. Kit and Jenny love you, Ems. I know in my heart, and so do you, that one of them will offer to carry your child.”

Emily rested her head on Kieran’s shoulder. “I can’t ask that of them, KT. I just can’t. Not knowing that the whole kid thing was my gig, not theirs. I mean, they were willing to parent, but it’s a whole different deal agreeing to carry a child for nine months,” she opined. 

Kieran cradled her gently, swallowing her emotions. “Baby, they’re your wives. They love you, and they will do this for you, I know it. I know, because I never wanted to carry kids myself, at their age, and when I married Lenara Thompson, she couldn’t have children, and I loved her so much, it never even crossed my mind to hesitate when the subject came up. Kit and Jenny will step up to the plate for you, Emily. You have to have that faith in them,” she reasoned. Kieran struggled with her own upset, trying to keep it in check, but she was purely exhausted from listening to Jenny’s testimony earlier. 

They rested together for a long while, neither speaking. Finally Emily stopped crying, and she was more composed. “Thanks for listening, Mom,” she said quietly. “I know it can’t be easy. I’ve been worried about you,” she confessed.

“Me? Why?” Kieran asked, stunned.

Emily gazed into her dark brown eyes. “Because you’re so hard on yourself when anything goes wrong, for starters. And Mom’s pregnancy. And so many people you loved died on the Sagan. And P’Arth seems to have just waltzed in here and made everyone believe she’s this stellar diplomat and all around best buddy,” she said sarcastically.

Kieran sighed. “That has been hard. Your mom says her symbiont tells her P’Arth is a good person. I know it’s petty of me, but that feels like a knife in my gut, considering my history with P’Arth.” 

Emily hugged her. “I don’t think it’s petty at all. In fact, I think you’ve been great with her, and very tolerant of the people who have accepted her. Kit and Jenny and I get it, you know. We totally get it, because we’ve all been there, now. Laren is the one that surprises me, though, because she really seems to be connecting with P’Arth. It’s making Kit pull away from her, in some regards, I think. Kit is so loyal to you, and she’s angry with Laren for being friends with P’Arth. But then, Kit is mad at a lot of people on the ship right now, my mom included,” Emily reported. 

Kieran smiled softly. “I love that kid. And I’ve been kind of mad at a few people, myself,” she confided. “I’m trying to deal with it, but it’s not easy,” she said, exhaling her frustration. “But right now, the important thing is you, Emily. I mean, I wish you’d see a counselor, but I won’t push you to, if you aren’t willing,” she encouraged her. 

Emily shook her head, refusing to address the issue. “I’m not in the head space for it, Mom,” she admitted. “There are parts of our captivity I can’t even remember, so what is there really to say?” she asked, resting her head on Kieran’s shoulder. “I think I’ll head back before Kit gets worried and comes looking for me. Are you ready?” Emily asked, kissing Kieran’s cheek.

“You go ahead. I’m going to stay here a bit longer, clear my head,” Kieran decided. “Will you be all right walking back alone in the dark?”

Emily laughed. “Mom, I know this place like the back of my hand,” she assured her. “See you later.” 

Kieran watched Emily departing, and when she knew for certain Emily was out of earshot, she let her own emotions surface. She hugged her knees, crying quietly at first. Before long she was sobbing, the images of Emily and Jenny’s captivity parading through her head and weighing on her soul. Unbidden, images of Shane Bilbrey’s death came next, and the memory of the blackbox data from the Sagan, and Stephanie Moss’ screams as she bled to death. When her thoughts turned to Penny Carpenter and Kathy Simmons, Kieran jumped up and snatched a branch lying on the bank of the pond. She swung it over her head and threw it across the water two-handed, flinging it into the darkness. Blinded by tears, she stumbled to the orchard. Gretchen had a wood pile there, and Kieran began chopping wood, splitting the thick logs in two, axe flying as furiously as her thoughts. She broke a sweat in the cool night air, and her grunts of exertion turned into cries of frustration and anguish. Wood chips flew in all directions as she vented her hurt and her anger, and as it always did for Kieran, the painful memories segued into memories of Cassidy’s death. No matter how many years passed, the wounds were still there, and having a replica of her sister did nothing to vanquish that agony. Without being conscious of it, she was screaming her fury, and she slammed the axe into the firewood until every bit of it was split and stacked. The stump that served as the chopping block beckoned, and Kieran buried the blade deep in it, panting and collapsing to the ground, spent but still crying. 

She hadn’t heard the footfalls as they approached, heavy though they were, because P’Arth moved with the stealth of a warrior. She stood for a long while, watching Kieran’s tirade, astonished at her stamina and brute strength. She knew it for what it was, though; the ranting of a disturbed spirit and an anguished soul. P’Arth knew the pressure and the strain of command, having led countless troops into battle. She understood implicitly the suffering that accompanied the loss of loved ones, the failure of leadership, the humiliation of defeat. Kieran, she knew, was punishing herself, as any good leader would for errors. But more than that, Kieran was feeling the pain of her own guilt and remorse, and taking on the suffering of her daughters-in-law, and her dead comrades, and her lost family members. P’Arth knew all too well the sting of losing a parent one had never succeeded in impressing, the bond gone before the conflicts could be resolved. She knew for every argument Kieran ever had with Violet Thompson, there was an equally strong regret that they never reconciled their differences. 

When Kieran sank to the ground and leaned against the chopping block, sobbing silently, P’Arth went to her, kneeling beside her. “Lukara,” she said softly. “Let me take you back to the ship,” she offered.

Kieran’s head jerked up, and she was suddenly back at the Academy, and P’Arth was offering to console her for the fight she’d had with her parents. That was how they had ended up together, in the first place, because P’Arth had reached out to her when things were falling apart at home.  Kieran was too upset to even try to hide her hurt and her tears. 

P’Arth touched her face, brushing away the drops from her cheek. “Command isn’t for the weak or the timid, you’ve learned,” she said gently, without reproach or criticism. “Now you know why Klingons are so bloodthirsty in battle—we store up our anger for years at a time, along with all our other emotions. Our enemies bear the brunt of it when they dare to fight us. And our lovers are at the mercy of our control or lack thereof,” she explained, trying desperately to make Kieran understand why their relationship had been so unsuccessful.

“So all that repressed emotion—it bleeds through?” she asked, shuddering and struggling to get a grip on herself again.

P’Arth nodded. “And that is why it is so unwise for anyone who is not a Klingon to be sexually involved with a Klingon,” she added. “What you’re feeling right now—the fury, the anguish, the self-recrimination—take that emotion and triple it to compensate for the differences in our brain chemistries, and you will know how a Klingon feels.”

Kieran swallowed hard. “Good God, no wonder you were violent,” she allowed. “Triple it?” she asked, disbelieving.

P’Arth nodded. “Yes. Our medical researchers have done the comparative biochemistry to prove it. By your standards, Klingons are simply predisposed to violent behavior. When we were lovers, I lacked the maturity to practice restraint, and I injured you. Please believe me when I tell you, it may have been negligence, but it was not intentional,” she pleaded, dark eyes searching Kieran’s. “I swear it on my father’s house, Kieran. I loved you.” P’Arth felt the tightness in her own throat, remembering just how much she truly had loved Kieran. “Please let me take you home,” she requested, withdrawing her hand. “You really can’t go back to the party looking like this,” she added, indicating Kieran’s sweat soaked clothing and tear-stained face. She stood up and reached for both of Kieran’s hands, helping her up. 

“How did you know I was here?” Kieran asked. 

P’Arth shrugged. “You left with Emily and you didn’t come back. I assumed you were somewhere punishing yourself. Old habits die hard,” she offered. She tapped her communicator pin and asked to be beamed aboard the Sato.

The former lovers materialized in the transporter room, and P’Arth walked Kieran to her quarters. “I know you’re staying in Florida, but you should clean up before you go back there. Is there anything I can do for you, Lukara?” she asked sincerely. 

Kieran studied her silently, brain fogged by her exhaustion and confusion. Her memories of P’Arth were always in conflict with her current experiences, and she simply couldn’t process it. But she also didn’t trust the Klingon. No matter what Lenara’s symbiont said. She shook her head and keyed her entry pad. “Thank you for—understanding,” she replied lamely, letting the door whoosh closed behind her.

P’Arth pressed her fingertips to the door, heart aching for Kieran. And for herself and all she had lost when she left the Academy. 

Kieran collapsed into an overstuffed chair, brooding over the events of the past several months, and agonizing over the confidence Emily had placed in her. She couldn’t break it, and yet Lenara wanted so desperately to help her daughter, and Kieran was sorely tempted to tell Lenara, despite the obligation she felt to keep Emily’s secrets. 

Secrets. Geejay had told Kieran hers, and trusted the Captain implicitly to keep those confidences safe. Kieran smiled softly to herself, thinking about Geejay. She remembered how, when she was the ship’s counselor on Voyager, she would seek out Naomi Wildman whenever she got the blues. Geejay had the same sunny effect on Kieran that Naomi had always had. Kieran heaved herself off her butt, and resolved to visit her friend, rather than stew and feel sorry for herself. Geejay would brighten her mood.

She queried the ship’s computer and was told that Geejay was not aboard the ship, but that her comm badge was on the planet. It gave Kieran the coordinates for the Florida house. Kieran washed her face, changed her clothes, and beamed to her father’s house. She found Geejay in the lab, getting a marine biology lesson from Cameron Thompson. Kieran stopped in the doorway, listening.

“What’s this one called, Aunt Cam?” she asked, leaning closer to the aquarium, pointing to the seahorse she was interested in. 

Cameron smiled, her face warming at Geejay’s insatiable need to know everything. “That’s a leafy sea dragon,” she replied. “It’s one of Kieran’s favorites,” she added.

“Then we need to have at least two of those,” Geejay decided. “You’ll teach me how to take care of them, in case Kieran gets too busy?” she verified. 

Cameron chuckled and gave Geejay a slight hug. “I promised I would, and I will. What do you think of this little guy?” she followed a greyish seahorse with her finger as he moved through the water in the tank. 

“He’s cute,” she replied. “He’s a…a…Cape Seahorse,” she remembered. “But why did you say it’s a ‘he’?” Geejay wondered.

“See his belly? He has a little pouch. All males do. The females don’t. That’s because the males have the babies,” Cameron explained. “They incubate them in that pouch,” she added. “How did you ever get the idea to give Kieran a seahorse aquarium, anyway?” Cameron asked. 

Geejay grinned. “Because she loves them. She took Katie and I to the Monterey Bay Aquarium once, and when we got to the seahorse exhibit, she got tears in her eyes,” she reported. “She told us how they almost became extinct once, and how marine biologists like you and Cassidy kept that from happening. She just had this look, you know?”

Cameron smiled. “Look?” she asked. She loved making Geejay describe things, because she had such a unique perspective on the world being raised by a Borg and a human.

Geejay nodded. “Yeah. She just sort of sounded far away, and she said ‘they are so delicate’, like she was awed by it. I decided then I would make a seahorse aquarium for her, and when she became the Captain, she could put them in her ready room. She told me once how Captain Picard kept a lionfish in his ready room in an aquarium, and how much she liked it. K-Mom said Kieran’s going to be forty years old this birthday, and I wanted to give her something special.”

“Well, she’ll love it, I’m sure,” Cameron promised. “You should put one of these in the collection,” she pointed to a bright orange seahorse with a blue snout. “Spiny seahorse,” she identified it. “So did you read the material I gave you?” she quizzed her young pupil.

Geejay nodded. “Seahorses are in the phylum chordata, the subphylum vertebrata, and they’re pipefishes, which are the syngnathidae family. Seahorses are in the subfamily hippocampus,” she recited.

Cameron hid her surprise, but prompted her. “You left out class and order,” she said, thinking Geejay surely didn’t memorize those too.

Kieran stood outside the lab door, grinning. Cameron was a real hard ass.

“Osteichthyes, and Perciformes,” Geejay replied immediately. 

Cameron smiled ear to ear. “Very good. You even pronounced them right,” she complimented the young Janeway. “What do they eat?”

“Brine shrimp—up to 3000 a day,” she replied dutifully. “That’s why they have a tubular jaw,” she explained, “so they can suck in food.”

“If they’re fish, do they have scales?” Cameron asked her.

Geejay shook her head. “No, they have bony rings instead that are jointed. And they move by undulating their pectoral fins on the sides of their heads, and they steer with their dorsal fin,” she pointed to the anatomy of the seahorse closest to them. “Their tales are prehensile, like a monkey’s,” she added. “They’re slow swimmers and have to latch onto seagrass so they don’t get swept away by the tides.”

Kieran smiled softly to herself. She adored this child, and didn’t want to spoil the surprise Geejay was planning for her. She crept away and pretended to be coming to the lab, whistling so they would know she was coming. “Hey, anybody home?” she called out.

“Kato!” Geejay hollered, running to greet her and letting the taller woman scoop her up.

“Hello, Sport. Hi Cam. What are you two up to?” she asked, smiling at her blue-eyed friend.

“Aunt Cam is teaching me stuff,” she replied. “Aunt Cassidy showed me the hatchery on the ship, too, and I’ve been helping her after school sometimes.”

Kieran squeezed her gently. “You have? How do you help?” she wondered.

“I know how to test the water for bacteria and parasites, and I can work the temperature controls and the saline filters, and I backwash the pumps, and—I do a lot of stuff,” she assured her Captain. “I promise, I don’t just distract her from her duties,” she supplied.

“Sweetie, I know you don’t. I just wondered if you were having fun or if she’s working you like a dog,” Kieran replied kindly, putting Geejay back down. 

“Work is fun,” Geejay said with a quizzical expression. “Don’t you have fun at your job?” she asked, smiling up at Kieran. 

“When I get to boss Cassidy around, I do,” she chuckled, winking at Cameron. “You look tired, Cam. Why don’t you call it a night and go cuddle with Sundance?” she recommended. 

Cameron switched off the aquarium light. “Good idea. Today just drained me,” she admitted. 

Kieran kissed her cheek. “I was really grateful you and Cassidy were there for Jen,” she said appreciatively, hugging Cameron. “You know I love you, don’t you?” she asked, thinking she so rarely told her sister-in-law how she felt about her.

Cameron hugged her back, nodding. “I know it every time I look at Chance,” she replied, ruffling Kieran’s hair affectionately. “I love you, too, in case there was ever a doubt. And Cassidy and I wanted to be there to lend support however we could. We were so worried about them both, Kieran,” she affirmed. “I don’t think Cassidy slept a full night from the moment they were abducted until Jenny killed those two—” she started to use an expletive, but edited herself in front of Geejay. 

Geejay smiled. “P’taQs?” she provided. 

“Exactly,” Cameron agreed, laughing. “You two stay out of trouble. Goodnight,” she said, kissing the top of Geejay’s head. 

“Aunt Cam?” Geejay arrested her. Cameron turned back to her expectantly. “Thanks for everything,” she said sweetly. “You’re the best.” 

Cameron knelt in the floor to hug the youngster. “Nope. You are. Have fun with the Captain,” she teased Kieran. 

Geejay smiled at Kieran. “How did you get away from the big group at Gran’s?” she asked. 

“I snuck out,” Kieran chuckled. “Sometime I just don’t like crowds, you know?” she asked, taking Geejay’s hand and leading her out onto the dock. “Hey, look—Bessie and Babar came to say hi to you,” she enthused, kneeling down on the wooden planks to scratch the manatees. 

Geejay practically clapped her hands she was so excited. “They are so amazing,” she breathed, reaching out to Babar. He bumped her hand, signaling he wanted lettuce. “He’s hungry, Kato,” she noted.

“Yeah. There’s some leaf lettuce in the frig in the lab. I’ll go get it. Hey, wanna go skinny dipping with them?” she asked her friend.

Geejay’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?” she asked incredulously.

“Yep. Unless you’ve got your swim suit on under there,” she laughed, tugging at Geejay’s t-shirt. “Hey—I recognize this,” she accused. Geejay was wearing one of Kieran’s old t-shirts. “Did Naomi give this to you?” she asked, recognizing it from her stint on Voyager. 

Geejay actually blushed. “Yeah. I sort of asked her for it,” she confessed. 

“And she didn’t fight you for it?” Kieran giggled.

“Nope. She thought it was funny that I wanted it. It made her laugh a lot,” Geejay replied. 

Kieran tousled her hair. “Damn I love you, kiddo,” she chuckled. “I’ll be right back. Keep the kids happy,” she instructed.

Geejay watched her walking away, grinning. She hoped Katie would grow up to be just like Kieran, even if she didn’t look like her. Kieran was so spontaneous. When the lanky Captain returned, she handed Geejay a bag of lettuce and then stripped down to her underwear. “I’m going to swim with them. Want to come?” she invited her.

Geejay nodded enthusiastically, tearing off her t-shirt and her jeans. She followed Kieran into the water. “They are so big,” she said, always overwhelmed when she was right beside them. Babar nuzzled her cheek and she laughed. “Okay, I can take a hint, buddy,” she said happily, reaching for the lettuce. “Here you go,” she invited him, shaking the leaves in the water. He was only too happy to munch on the tasty greens. 

Kieran sighed contentedly, her spirit restored for the moment. She could always count on Geejay to help her find peace with the world. 

“Don’t you want to feed them?” Geejay asked, not wanting to monopolize the manatees’ attention.

“You go ahead. They like you. I can tell,” she replied, watching fondly. “How’s school going?” she asked, knowing that Geejay was far and away outperforming her classmates. Kieran made sure she always knew how the children on her ship fared.

“Good,” Geejay replied, giggling as Babar exhaled and blew salt water spray on her. “That’s it, Babar, it’s all gone. Save some for Bessie, you glutton,” she accused, laughing at him as he made a sad face. 

Kieran decided to press. “Mrs. Walker says you’ve got the best marks in your grade,” she prompted the young girl. 

“Do I?” Geejay wondered. “How do you know?” she quirked an eyebrow just as Seven would, and swam toward Kieran.

“I ask,” Kieran admitted. 

“Is that part of being Captain?” Geejay asked, thinking it was pretty unlikely. 

“Not really, but it’s important to me. Seven tells me they want to promote you to the next grade ahead of your class. How do you feel about that?” Kieran asked, getting to the point of the inquiry. 


Geejay sighed. “It’s a pretty big decision,” she sounded concerned. “I mean, academically, I think it will be fine. But I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” she said thoughtfully.

“Because?” Kieran asked, grabbing onto the pier to steady herself in the water as Bessie dove and displaced the surrounding surface. 

Geejay grabbed the pier and pulled alongside the taller woman. “Borg-Mom is always saying how when she was liberated from the Collective, she had poor social skills, and had to learn how to interact with other people. I don’t want to put myself in a class with a lot of older kids who have better social skills than me, you know? And besides, Katie won’t be there,” she added, getting to the weightier issue. “But as far as my classes go, I’m getting bored. I’ve already finished all the school work for the year, and Mrs. Walker has me reading other things the rest of the class isn’t studying.”

Kieran grinned. “She says she gave you a really hard assignment on ionized helium and it’s relationship to Cepheid stars.”

Geejay nodded. “Yeah. I have to present it to the class. But I’m not sure I can explain it so they’ll understand it. I’m practicing on Katie. I figure if she gets it, everyone will,” she reasoned. Then realizing how insensitive that sounded, she scrambled to qualify the statement. “Only because she’s still so far behind in our astronomy class,” she explained, hoping Kieran didn’t think she was insulting Kieran’s daughter.

“She says you’re helping her a lot,” Kieran replied, tousling Geejay’s hair so Geejay would know she wasn’t miffed.

“I try,” Geejay allowed. “She’s not the most motivated person, though,” she confided. “I mean, I think science is fascinating, but she mostly wishes she could just study Kahless the Unforgettable and the history of the Klingon Empire. She’s doing an English Comp paper on him, in fact.”

Kieran nodded. “That’s your ‘Great Figures in History’ assignment, right?” 

“Yeah. The topic is less important than demonstrating we can write a paper correctly, though,” she replied. 

“Who did you pick?” Kieran asked, flicking a droplet of water off her chin. 

Geejay turned away, hiding her embarrassment. “You.”

Kieran’s jaw fell. “You—picked me? But I’m not an historical figure, sweetie, and I certainly am not great,” she contended. 

Geejay looked up at her with eyes filled with reproach. “You’re the most decorated officer in Starfleet history,” she argued. “And besides, Katie needs to hear about how great you really are, so she’ll stop feeling sorry for herself,” she added, annoyed. 

Kieran swallowed hard. “Why does she feel sorry for herself?” she asked, fearing the answer.

“Because neither of her mothers is a warrior,” she said regretfully. “I’m sorry, Kato, I don’t mean to hurt your feelings. She thinks because you’ve never killed a slew of Cardassians, that somehow, you’re not good enough,” Geejay revealed. “I’m so sick of her talking about how many Cardies and Jem Hadar P’Arth killed. I mean, how much intellect does it take to whack someone’s head off, or shoot them with a phaser? Any idiot can swing a bat’leth or pull a trigger,” she opined. “And I’m not so sure I’d be proud of having that much blood on my hands,” she reflected, shivering. “I suppose the war was unavoidable, but that doesn’t mean you should feel good about all the people you killed,” she said with disgust. “Should you?” she asked. “I mean, Cardies have wives and kids and pets and feelings, too,” she asserted. 

Kieran nodded. “That’s exactly how I look at it, too, Geejay. I hope Katie realizes someday that violence is often the path of least resistance. It’s easy. Diplomacy takes much more skill than fighting. That’s not to say that physical combat is easy, because it’s not, and self-defense is very important. But I have a hard time with the glorification of war,” she agreed. 

“I’m kinda cold,” Geejay said, climbing up the ladder to the dock and flopping down on it with a grunt. She studied the woman before her, wondering for the thousandth time how Katie Torres could be Kieran’s daughter. “If you were me, what would you do about school?”

Kieran smiled. Her selfish nature wished for all the world Geejay would stay in Katie’s class, where she could be an influence on the wild Klingon girl. But she only hesitated a second. “I’d move up,” she answered honestly. “Your social skills are just fine, sweetheart, and you’re ready for a bigger challenge than you’re getting in your fourth grade class. You should keep yourself stimulated, keep stretching yourself. Do you ever think about what you want to be, when you grow up?” she asked, pulling her long body out of the salt water and sitting beside the smaller blonde. 

“Sometimes. I might want to be a starship captain like you are and like K-Mom was. But I really love science, and especially astronomy and physics. I’ve been sneaking into Lenara’s lab when she’s working with Na sometimes,” she said, sounding guilty. “Don’t tell, okay? I should probably have asked. Oh, man,” she sighed. “You’re the Captain. I’m in trouble, huh?”

Kieran stifled a guffaw. “Geejay, where do you hide?” 

She kicked at the briny water. “There’s a place under the aft workstation—I can crawl under there and listen to them talking about wormholes and quantum foam and subspace tensor matrices, and they never know I’m there,” she admitted. “I’m not doing it to eavesdrop, not really,” she qualified. “I just know Lenara is too important to answer my silly kid questions about stuff, so I listen and I try to learn what I can. I know the first artificial wormhole she made only lasted about 24 seconds, and it collapsed and made a graviton shockwave, but now she’s found a way to control the stability better,” she said, sounding as though Lenara were more magician than scientist. “I can’t believe anyone can be that smart,” she said, awed by it. “Have you ever read her article on dark matter?” Geejay asked.

Kieran nearly choked. “You’ve read it?”

Geejay nodded. “Yes. I had to look up a lot of the information in it, because it’s really complicated, but I sort of wrote out the definitions for the terms in the paper, and whenever I didn’t know what the definition meant, I looked those up too. Then I had Borg-Mom explain the math to me, because we haven’t done quantum physics yet, but Mom is so smart, she made it sound pretty easy. It took her about three hours to explain it in terms I could understand, but then it was sort of like—I don’t know, like being in the dark and having someone flip on a light, and you go ‘OH! NOW I get it’,” Geejay explained. 

Kieran hugged her lightly. “If Lenara had any idea you’d read that article, she would fall over in shock. Geejay, I didn’t understand that article until I was halfway through the Academy. If you’re reading science that abstract and following it, you definitely don’t belong in the fourth grade. You’re cheating yourself by staying back.” Kieran regarded her with genuine astonishment. “Jesus, I can tell whose kid you are,” she laughed. 

Geejay grinned. “You can? How?”

Kieran howled with laughter. “Because only Kathryn and Seven could make a kid as smart as you—well, and Naomi and Lenara. Their baby is going to be a genius, like you,” she chuckled. “Can I tell Lenara you’ve been sneaking into her lab? I know if you let me, she’ll tell you you can listen in anytime you want. She’d be thrilled, Sport.” 

Geejay nodded slowly. “Okay, but maybe it’s better if I hide, Kato. Sometimes, I’ll be listening and I have a question, and I wish I could blurt it out, but if I did that she’d never get any work done, you know?” 

“So what do you do, just sit there full of questions until you could burst?” Kieran teased. 

“Yeah, but then I go home and either find the answers myself or if I can’t think of a way to start, I ask Borg-Mom. She promised she won’t tell Lenara what I’m doing, but I can tell she thinks I’m being dishonest.”

Kieran heaved herself off the dock, having drip-dried, and pulled her clothes back on. “So you’re learning marine biology with Cassidy, you’re writing papers on advanced topics in astronomy, Seven is teaching you quantum physics, and in your spare time, you’re studying wormholes and dark matter. Is there anything you’re not interested in?” she said, smiling at her young friend. 

Geejay nodded. “Yes. Piano lessons. Borg-Mom is trying to talk me into them. She tried to tell me music is really just math on an abstract level, but it still didn’t make me want to play. Especially since Naomi is so good. And I suck at phys ed,” she added. “It’s one reason I admire you and Kit so much—you’re both such great athletes. Katie makes fun of me all the time because I’m so uncoordinated. I tried to do bat’leth routines with her once, and if the blade had been real, I’d have severed something,” she groused. 

Kieran handed Geejay her jeans. “You’re at an age where your arms and legs are growing too fast for you to be coordinated, that’s all. Katie may be athletic, because B'Elanna and I both are, but she’s not half the student you are. You know, Kit wasn’t very good at basketball when I met her. In fact, it was her worst sport. But she was determined to impress me, and she worked at it day and night until she was so good, she made my team at the Academy. So I know if you want it bad enough, you can learn to be a good athlete.” 

Geejay looked hopefully up at her. “Really?” 

Kieran nodded emphatically. “Really.” Why can’t I get along this well with my own daughter, instead of always being so uptight with Katie?  she wondered. 

Then it occurred to her. Katie had never looked up to her the way Geejay did. Katie felt that way about P’Arth. 


_____________

Katie Torres headed for Ja’Kir’s bedroom expecting that P’Arth had turned in well before now, since Ja’Kir said it was her habit to sleep early and awaken before everyone else. Ja’Kir had told Katie it would be safe to use the access code Ja’Kir had given her, but Ja’Kir was nowhere to be found. P’Arth walked into their quarters, and Katie was barely able to duck inside a cabinet in the living room before anyone spotted her. Katie could overhear Detara and P’Arth talking, their voices crystal clear as they sat down on the couch.

“Was she all right, then?” Detara asked, trying to sound interested in Kieran’s welfare.

“She will be,” P’Arth replied. “Understand, Detara, for an honorable woman like Kieran, it is infinitely more painful seeing the ones she loves suffering than any wound she could suffer directly. The worst injury to one’s enemy is to kill everything they love, and to make them live through it,” she explained. 

Detara nodded. “And Kieran is agonizing over what happened to her daughter’s wives,” she agreed. “Do you feel any sense of vindication in her suffering?” she asked, her tone neutral.

P’Arth turned on the couch to face her. “What do you mean? Vindication for what?”

Detara smirked. “For breaking your blood bonded union. For breaking your heart.”

P’Arth growled in the back of her throat. “What makes you think I was blood bonded with Kieran?”

Detara laughed. “Chancellor, I may not be well educated, but I am not stupid. The mark you wear at your throat is the scar she placed on you. And I suspect your dealings with these people are motivated by the need for revenge.” Detara touched P’Arth’s hand, hoping the Chancellor would confide in her.

P’Arth sighed. “It is Kieran’s mark, but I have no desire to hurt her, Detara. The war was filled with murder and mayhem and plots and scheming, enough to last anyone a lifetime. I am at peace. It is enough to be an example to the Federation, and the Beta Quadrant worlds, of an honorable Klingon woman.”

Detara was stunned. “Then why have you invested such time and energy in winning over Kieran’s family, her wives and friends, if not for revenge?” she asked, disbelieving P’Arth’s intentions were pure. “Why would you lavish your attention on Lenara Kahn and Katie Torres, if not for that?”

“You think,” P’Arth contemplated Detara’s insinuation, “that I have been lulling them into complacency to strike at their hearts? That is a scheme worthy of a Cardassian,” she accused her vassal.

Detara moved closer to her on the couch, taking her hand. “And it is your opportunity to show the Empire a woman can mastermind political intrigue,” she said persuasively. “The Federation slights us by putting the wormhole aperture in Romulan space, so why not show them we are not to be trifled with?” she demanded. 

P’Arth regarded her with an enigmatic expression. “And how, pray tell, would we make such a demonstration?”

Detara smiled with the predatory satisfaction of a triumphant hunter. “By killing Lenara Kahn,” she stated flatly. “By putting an end to their wormhole. Make it clear that if there is to be a wormhole, it will not be for the benefit of the Romulans,” she replied with an urging tone. “You said yourself, the worst blow to an enemy is to kill the things they love. If you kill Lenara Kahn, you will simultaneously be showing the Federation our strength, our resolve, and at the same time, you will have your revenge on Kieran Wildman.”

P’Arth looked at the young woman as if she had misjudged her. “Make no mistake in this. I care for them, Detara. I admire Lenara Kahn genuinely. If you didn’t believe that, why have you been so jealous of my affection for her? What makes you think I would want her dead?”

Detara glowered at her mistress. “On my birthday, you prepared dinner for Lenara Kahn. You have made me kiss her spots. I have not been jealous. I have been livid,” she said truthfully. “After everything I’ve done for you, all the support I have offered you, the love I have carried for you, you did not even remember my birthday, but you showed kindness to a woman who has insulted the Empire.”

P’Arth was taken aback. “I am sorry I forgot your birthday, I truly am,” she said with genuine regret. “But need I remind you, I am the one who has supported you, and gone out of my way to aid you? You would still be rotting in Rura Penthe if I had not pardoned you,” she retorted, a warning tone in her voice. “What you have done for me is what any servant does for a member of the high counsel.”

Detara snorted indignantly. “You are on the high counsel because Mor’dehK is dead,” she replied acidly. “And he is dead because I killed him,” she said, grinding her teeth. “I made your career a reality. And you treat me as though I am a common prostitute,” she hissed. “You offer me to Keh’grang as though I were a parcel of land for his taking.”

P’Arth leapt off the couch, her anger building. “You killed my husband? You were the one?” she demanded. 

Detara stood to face her, raising her voice defiantly. “I did. And don’t try to tell me you’re sorry I did.”

P’Arth looked her up and down, her emotions powerful and conflicted. “I am not sorry he is gone. But I would not have wanted him murdered.” 

Detara sneered at her. “Because of Ja’Kir, and only that.” She approached P’Arth and snatched her hand, thinking she had staked her claim with Mor’dehK’s blood. She bent P’Arth’s hand back at the wrist, scenting it, and began to recite the oath.

P’Arth jerked her hand free and pushed her away. “Don’t you dare presume it,” she warned angrily. “You think because you assassinated my husband, I will mate you out of some twisted sense of gratitude? Your audacity leaves me cold,” she hissed. “I should have you thrown back in prison for killing my son’s father,” she snarled. 

Detara stared at her in disbelief. “I put you on the high counsel because I love you,” she shouted. “Because I wanted our union to be based on mutual respect. I did it to elevate your stature and to show you I am worthy of you.”

“Our union?” P’Arth asked dismissively. “There will never be a union between us. You are a paroled felon. I am a national hero of my people. You will never be more than a servant in my house, scrubbing my floors and fetching my tea,” she laid it on the line. “You have an inflated sense of your value, Detara, and I will not tolerate it any longer. You are lucky I don’t claim the right of vengeance against you,” she spat. “You will be on the next transport back to Qo’noS,” she promised her. “You will be doing the only thing you are worthy of—feeding my livestock and tilling my fields until you die from hard labor.” 

Detara shrieked and ran at P’Arth, pummeling her with meager fists, and P’Arth laughed coldly in her face as she gripped her shoulders. “I could kill you with one blow,” she advised her, backhanding her to the floor. “Pack your belongings. You will leave at dawn.”

Detara picked herself up off the floor. She knew that P’Arth had every right to revoke her pardon, and could indeed send her back to prison. Detara stormed out of P’Arth’s quarters, and P’Arth stood there, feeling the blood surging in her veins, clenching and unclenching her fists. She hurled a vase across the room and watched it shatter against a wall, then left her quarters to find a bottle of bloodwine and a dark bar to drink it in on the planet’s surface.

Katie Torres crept out of Ja’Kir’s quarters, wondering if Detara would really be sent away. She hesitated outside the guest quarters Detara shared with Keh’grang, and even with the solidity of the doors and walls, she could hear Detara tearing the place apart. Keh’grang was trying to calm her, but he could not. 

“I will have my vengeance,” she screamed, making the walls reverberate with the furniture she hurled at them. 

Keh’grang restrained her, forcing her to immobility. “Detara,” he shouted over her protests. “You are in no condition for this. Calm yourself,” he ordered her. “Now tell me what happened.”

Their voices dropped and Katie could no longer hear their conversation. She shook her head and slipped down the corridor, sneaking back to her own quarters. Noah and B'Elanna had not stirred, and she sat down on the couch, puzzling over it. If warriors were all about honor, how could Detara want to kill someone as defenseless and gentle as Lenara Wildman? How could that be honorable? Katie wished she could talk to someone about her confusion, but the hour was late, and she would have to admit to anyone she confided in that she had snuck into Ja’Kir’s quarters. Since she was still grounded, any admission would be asking for trouble. 

_____________

Keh’grang paced in his quarters, agitated. He considered throwing himself on P’Arth’s mercy, but he knew there was no point. P’Arth had taken a good deal of insubordination from Detara, and now Detara was being sent away. Keh’grang knew in his heart the banishment was deserved. But P’Arth had also made him a promise, that if Detara bore him a child, P’Arth would grant them land and a home and their freedom from servitude. He had no choice but to go to her, and explain that indeed, Detara was with child, and the child would be Keh’grang’s firstborn son. 

Keh’grang queried the computer to locate his mistress, and the computer pinpointed her comm badge in a drinking establishment in San Francisco. Keh’grang had the transporter chief beam him down outside the bar, and after he had gathered his courage, he went inside to look for P’Arth. She was slouched into a corner, a half-empty bottle of bloodwine on the table, looking as miserable as he could ever recall her looking. P’Arth looked up at him, knowing Detara had poured her longsuffering woes out in Keh’grang’s lap, and that Keh’grang would be angry. 

“Don’t make me send you with her,” she threatened without greeting him. 

Keh’grang bowed his head respectfully. “May I speak with you, Chancellor?” he asked, hoping she would not refuse him an audience. 

“There is nothing to say, Keh’grang. I know you love her. But she cannot stay here. She is headstrong and tactless, and she has delusions of grandeur,” P’Arth warned him, though she waved him into a seat on the bench opposite her. She hailed the barmaid, who brought another glass, and P’Arth poured a generous amount of bloodwine into the glass.

“I was going to ask you to send me with her, Mistress,” he admitted. “You promised me that if Detara bore me a child, you would give us a place in your house, land, crops, a new start.”

P’Arth studied him, disbelieving. “She’s pregnant?” she asked, stunned.

“Yes. Doctor Winfield confirmed it earlier this week. Detara wasn’t going to tell me, but when she quarreled with you, she was so upset, she blurted it out to me. She wants me to take the oath with her.”

P’Arth sighed. She debated telling poor Keh’grang that only hours earlier, Detara had initiated the oath with her, and that Keh’grang was only being chosen by default. “I know what I told you Keh’grang, but I cannot keep my word, not after what she has done. She is a dishonorable woman, and I cannot reward her by giving her a life of ease in my house. I am fond of you, and I have no wish to punish you, but Detara has gone too far, this time.”

Keh’grang suppressed his anger at the broken promise, and clenched his jaw. “How has she gone too far, Mistress?” he asked.

P’Arth fixed him with a discerning eye. “She killed Mor’dehK,” she stated flatly. “She admitted it to me tonight.”

Keh’grang digested that revelation, sipping his bloodwine. “I am confused,” he said softly. “I thought you orchestrated his assassination, Chancellor. Everyone on Qo’noS believes you had him murdered,” he pointed out. “And even if it was Detara, why would you be angry with her for making your political career a success?”

“She killed Ja’Kir’s father, Keh’grang. For all my ambition, and despite the fact I never loved Mor’dehK, I know how devastated my son has been at losing his father. A boy needs a father figure, someone strong and honorable to look up to. Ja’Kir has no one but me. And no matter how hard I try, I will never be adequate to the task,” she realized. 

Keh’grang considered. “So you will not honor your promise to me, although Detara will have my son?”

“I cannot,” P’Arth urged him to understand. “One does not reward such dishonorable behavior. The only reason I didn’t revoke Detara’s pardon is because I know you love her,” she reasoned with him. 

“Then send me with her. Set us free, and let us make our own way,” he begged the older woman, trying desperately not to lose his temper. 

“Keh’grang, I need you here,” P’Arth replied gently. “I cannot function without a vassal if I am to do the position of Ambassador justice. And Ja’Kir is very attached to you. You must stay,” she decided, downing the rest of her drink. 

“Can’t you replace me? You have housefuls of servants on Qo’noS!” he insisted. “I have given you my loyalty, Mistress, but I am going to have a child of my own. Ja’Kir is not my flesh and blood,” he argued. “I need to raise my own son, and provide for his mother.” 

P’Arth considered momentarily. “When the child is born, and if and only if Detara has performed her duties without question or error, I will revisit your petition,” she finally allowed. “But for now, you will remain with me, and Detara will go back to the homeworld.” She scowled at the empty bottle of bloodwine. “Ask the barkeep for another,” she ordered him.

Keh’grang bared his teeth as he slunk over to the counter. “Bloodwine,” he demanded, slamming down a handful of Earth currency. 

“Keep your pants on, sonny,” the bartender replied, searching the shelf for a bottle. “Last one,” he said, cleaning the dust from the glass. “Tell your companion this is it for the night,” he said sarcastically, clearly disliking Klingons.

Keh’grang growled at him, but snatched the bottle and took it back to P’Arth. “If I am dismissed, then, I would like to spend what time remains to us with Detara,” he requested. 

P’Arth nodded. “Of course. Go to her,” she affirmed. “Keh’grang?” she stopped him. He spun on his heel and faced her again, schooling his irritation. “I truly am sorry. If Detara had not been so obstinate, I would have been able to keep my promise to you.”

Keh’grang forced a smile, though it was a slight one. He left without another word.  

_______________

Against her better judgment, Katie Torres went back to Ja’Kir’s quarters, thinking she would at least be able to keep her promise to see him. Since Noah and B'Elanna were dead to the world, Katie knew she wouldn’t be discovered missing. She couldn’t figure out where Ja’Kir could be, though, because he wasn’t in his room. Katie heard the automatic doors opening, and knew from the lightness of the step it was not Ja’Kir. She ducked into his closet, peering out the slight opening she left behind her. Detara sat down at Ja’Kir’s workstation, working swiftly to download some sort of information to a data disc. 

Her face looked like a thundercloud, and Katie trembled inside the darkness of the closet, remembering the angry things Detara had said, the threats she had made against Katie’s family. Ja’Kir’s closet was a mess inside, and the floor was littered with boots and clothes. Katie saw Detara look toward where she was hiding, and instinctively, she backed away from the door. She tripped on a pile of junk in the floor of the closet, and fell. Detara leapt out of her chair and hauled Katie out by the arm, shaking her violently.

“What are you doing spying on me, you worthless P’taQ?” she demanded, holding Katie’s shoulders as she shook her.

“I wasn’t,” Katie squealed, trying to wrench herself free of Detara’s grip. “I was just waiting for Ja’Kir,” she said truthfully.

Detara practically choked the child by grasping her shirtfront and lifting her until she had to stand on her tiptoes. “You’ve been sneaking in here at night?” she thundered. “A whore, like your mother,” she accused. “I should drag you to your parents—to P’Arth,” she advised her, face inches from Katie’s. 

Katie swallowed her fear, though her eyes were wide with it. “I am already in trouble. There’s not much more they can do to me,” she admitted.

“But I could do a great deal more to you, you Klingon wanna-be,” she said menacingly, her jagged teeth sparkling in the light from the overheads. “If you breathe a word of my being here, I will make you very sorry for being here,” she warned.

“I’m already sorry,” Katie replied. “Let me go,” she pleaded, trying to wriggle free. 

Detara slammed her against the closet door. “Not half as sorry as I will make you,” she growled. “Your mother is not my favorite person, you know, and I have connections. If you say a word, I will kill her.”

“Like you killed Mor’dehK?” she murmured, certain she would wet her pants any second.

Detara’s brows narrowed. “You’ve been eavesdropping all night,” she muttered. “I should beat the forshak out of you,” she raged, shoving Katie back against the doors. “I killed him, and I’ll kill your mother if you open your mouth. And then, my little chunk of bak’tag, I will kill you,” she promised. “Now get out of here, before I lose my temper,” she snarled, hurling Katie around and toward the door.

Katie sprawled and fell, but scrambled away and out of Ja’Kir’s quarters. Her heart nearly pounded out of her chest, she ran so hard to the safety of home. She had no doubt whatsoever that Detara was capable and willing to carry out every threat. 

